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			Foreword

			He was like no other guitarist, and ever will be. In musical expanse and ambition, showmanship, songwriting abilities, overwhelming technique, flash, and charisma, Jimi Hendrix is revered as the most incandescent guitar player of the twentieth century, the century of the guitar. His sonic fretprints gathered all the earthen streams of popular music—the rock & roll, the rhythm & blues, the surf & turf— and propelled them into our future, where they await us today, a howl of feedback like a loop of returning comet.

			That he accomplished all this body of work by the age of twenty-seven, in a career that only flourished within a five year span, makes his tale upon this earth even more fantastical. Once you saw him, you never forgot him. I witnessed Hendrix for the first time early in his lifeline, in August of 1966, at the moment when he was about to claim his destiny. He had been playing at the Café Wha? in Greenwich Village on MacDougal Street, with a back-up band known as the Blue Flames. He was calling himself Jimmy James then, having done his duty as a sideman with the Isley Brothers and Little Richard, where he was inevitably fired for stealing the show. This is what he proceeded to do that night, around the corner on Bleecker where the Café Au Go Go was having a Blues Bash. Richie Havens was on the bill, as was John Hammond Jr. with his Nighthawks; and sometime during the latter’s set, John called up Jimi/Jimmy to sit in. I don’t remember what he played, only how he played it: hammering on the guitar from back of his head, gnawing at the strings with his teeth, taking those 12-bar blues and elasticizing them in the same way Robert Johnson, or John Lee Hooker, or Buddy Guy might’ve, and then some.

			It was during this merging of time and space that he was discovered by ex-Animal Chas Chandler and brought to England to become who he was meant to be. Wisely, Chandler not only encouraged the outré pyrotechnics of Jimi’s guitar playing, but understood that, to truly realize his potential, Jimi needed to be more than an instrumentalist. Bracing him with a band that gave him enough latitude to wail at will—Mitch Mitchell’s jazz-inflected drums, Noel Redding’s guitar-like bass—Jimi partook of the dreamscape that was sixties psychedelia, enhanced by Eddie Kramer’s sonic adventurism in the studio, and the willingness of the newly-empowered “progressive” rock audience to explore the interstellar reaches of his virtuosic talent.

			There are iconic moments that have been seared into memory. On his knees at Monterey Pop, coaxing flames from his Stratocaster; the spangled stars of Woodstock, reconfiguring the National Anthem so it spoke to a generation anew; machine-gunning the Fillmore as the last moment of the sixties crossroaded at midnight into a new decade. He had high hopes for the seventies, when, in the cozy underground labyrinths of Electric Lady, his recording studio only a few blocks from where I first saw him, he mused about the universal language of music, and how to incorporate all these streams into its own tongue. If this was not in the cards, then his noble attempt, spread over a body of work that roams the spaceways even more so today than when Jimi lit the fuse on his interstellar rocket, stands as man’s quest for leaving this Earth and venturing beyond.

			He lived the myth of the rock star, when rock stars walked tall about the firmament, jamming into the afterhours dawn surrounded by all manner of temptation, fueling the adrenal stimulation that is creation at its highest. Garbed as some Inca chieftain, his shows—of immolation and human sacrifice—combined ritual and magick. Sometimes, though, the trappings got to him. One night, dressed in my own love beads and sandals and Nehru shirt, I went to see him at the old Symphony Theater in Newark. Martin Luther King had just been assassinated. Jimi looked out at his audience, who seemed to ignore what had transpired, waiting instead for that moment when Jimi would dismantle his instrument. He felt the weight of the gift he had been given and wondered if it was all worth it.

			His death-by-misadventure came at an inopportune moment, when he was beginning to move his music to a newer, even more inclusive level that presaged his maturing musical grasp. The many what-if’s are left to the imagination, even if he did predict the future in “1983 . . . (A Merman I Should Turn to Be).” One can imagine collaborations, productions, performances that simplified even as they reached further inside him, heading toward the core of his being like a planet falling into the sun.

			He’s fun to play, to emulate his spidery fingers accessing new shapes and chordal relationships on the guitar neck; he’s fun to effect, given his volume and tonal palette, and lends well to overloading an amplifier; and he’s fun to swagger, because he has a great sense of humor amidst his need to express the deep of emotionals. If I revere him as a guitar player, it’s the songwriter who I sing along to: “Purple Haze,” “Up from the Stars,” and the divine “Little Wing,” one of the most beautiful love odes ever written.

			His flamboyant arc and life-lived to eleven are legend. There are as many questions as answers, and these frequency responses, like recording waves of sound, etch their imprint on the noise he would wrench from his instrument. Behind each musician’s music is the musician, the essence of our relationship with sound and the making.

			Lenny Kaye
December 2012

			Lenny Kaye has been Patti Smith’s guitarist since her band’s inception. As a record producer and writer, he has worked with such artists as Suzanne Vega, Soul Asylum, Allen Ginsberg, and Waylon Jennings. His 1972 compilation of garage-rock, Nuggets, has long been regarded as defining a genre and was chosen by Rolling Stone as one of the most important rock albums of all time.
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			Introduction

			I clearly recall the day after Jimi Hendrix died.

			I was riding a Q44 West Farms–bound MTA bus that was crossing the Hudson River via the Whitestone Bridge. I had been attending Saint Helena’s High School for only a few weeks, and since my stop was the second stop after the bus entered the Bronx, I was zipping up my bag full of school books and comics when a New York Times headline caught my eye: “Jimi Hendrix, Rock Star, Is Dead in London at 27.”

			I’d like to say I was already a big fan, but, remember, I was only a high school freshman. My five bucks allowance was spent every weekend at King Karol or Korvette’s building up my burgeoning record collection with Beatles and Rolling Stones and—yes, I admit it—Monkees albums. Any leftover change was spent on rock magazines. According to those magazines, either Jimi Hendrix or Eric Clapton was King Guitar—the greatest guitarist in the world—but that summed up all I knew about Jimi Hendrix.

			My total exposure, up until then, to the man who “played it left hand” (as Bowie said of Ziggy Stardust) had been a short clip of the Jimi Hendrix Experience on David Steinberg’s Music Scene, a forty-five minute show the comedian hosted on Monday nights.

			Now why would I remember a forty-five-second clip—if that—on a forty-five-minute show?

			Because where else had a baseball fan like me ever seen a guitarist bat an amplifier?! I watched as Hendrix’s scrawny bassist Noel Redding picked up a small amplifier and threw it toward Hendrix, who—grinning widely—swung his Fender Stratocaster and hit the amplifier, shattering the guitar as so many bats do nowadays. The amplifier flew a few feet before crashing to the concert stage. I had never seen anything like it.

			The Saturday following the guitarist’s death, I raced out to buy something by the Jimi Hendrix Experience. There were three studio albums prominently displayed among other Hendrix recordings on the shelf lining the right side of King Karol Records. I asked the intimidating, thin man behind the counter what was the best Jimi Hendrix record; cryptically, he said all three. I’m sure I looked confused. Finally, he pointed at the Hindu-looking cover and said that was the one to buy, but I was already gravitating toward the one that seemed aflame.

			I picked it up. Back then those 12-inch albums seemed to me stuffed with the answers to the mysteries of the universe. I flipped the album jacket over. The back cover photo of the Experience—Hendrix wearing his Gypsy Eyes jacket and sitting and flanked by Redding and Mitchell, his massive hands crossed at the wrists pointing to his sidemen—has been a favorite ever since. I wanted it, only Electric Ladyland was a double album costing more money than I had. The other two Experience albums were within my price range, but being unable to get the Experience record I wanted, I spent the money on something else. (Probably Grand Funk Railroad because they were my favorite band now that the Beatles had disbanded.)

			Fast-forward another year. I’m now a high school sophomore accompanying my friend Albert Hue into Manhattan to act as a front so he could meet his white girlfriend. Her parents objected to their relationship because he was a Chinese American, so I had to call for her at her apartment and bring her to Albert waiting on a nearby street corner downstairs. I don’t remember her name but do remember that the young couple thought of “Alone Again (Naturally)”—the then hit record by Gilbert O’Sullivan—as being “their” song, so let’s call her “Gilbertine.”

			Albert and Gilbertine and I headed downtown to Greenwich Village, where I had never been. I hadn’t been in Manhattan much either. We wandered into a record store where I saw Are You Experienced in the window. I still did not own anything by Jimi Hendrix and said I always wanted to get one of his records. “He’s supposed to be the best guitarist ever!” I told Albert, holding and inspecting the psychedelic cover. “I’ll buy it for you,” Albert said. “You sure?” “You’re doing me a favor. Let me return it.” And so that’s how I acquired my first Jimi Hendrix record. I like to imagine that I was in Village Oldies and that Lenny Kaye, later of Patti Smith Group fame, sold it to me, but I know that’s pure daydreaming. What I do know is that it was the first move in a long relationship with the music of Jimi Hendrix and the man himself.

			I was soon buying everything Hendrix related that I could find. My first T-shirt was a Jimi Hendrix T-shirt bought at a head shop: it was yellow, with the same image of Jimi in blue that adorns the Crash Landing cover. I bought the first posthumous albums released by Michael Jeffery and the unfairly maligned albums overseen by Alan Douglas. I bought black light posters, too, got stoned at midnight screenings of Jimi Hendrix (recommended) and Rainbow Bridge (not), and now own every legally released recording and then some. Well, I exaggerate a little. I do not own the 7" single of “Voodoo Child (Slight Return)” b/w “No Such Animal” and some of the Dagger releases. And I’ll admit to trading in some of the inferior Ed Chalpin–released recordings after I realized what an insult they are to Hendrix.

			I’ve heard many of the bootlegs, seen most of the filmed performances, read most of the books. There are a lot of tall tales in them; some told by Jimi to hide a shabby childhood and some told by associates to cover their tracks because, you see, the story of Jimi Hendrix’s life and music is one of a redemption song. You could say he was sold to the merchant ships. His was a life that spun out of control but has been salvaged by the one thing he cared for most deeply: his music. From the boxes and boxes of unreleased studio and live recordings he left behind, he has been redeemed. I’d like to share some of my expertise, acquired knowledge, and maybe a few original insights with you about his life and his work that keeps on beating decades after his death. The most amazing thing about Jimi Hendrix is not that he was King Guitar but how the great expectations he had for the music he wrote, recorded, and produced to affect the world have been met.

		

	
		
			1
I’m Wondering If They Don’t Want Me Around

			At Last the Beginning

			Belly Button Window” was selected by coproducers Eddie Kramer and Mitch Mitchell to close out The Cry of Love, the first of many posthumous Jimi Hendrix releases. Recorded by Hendrix alone on August 22, 1970, at his new Electric Lady Studios, it was sung from the perspective of an unborn and unwanted child in his mother’s womb. He “can see a lot of frowns,” and he wonders “if they want me around.” In a little over two and a third years, the Supreme Court would hand down Roe v. Wade legalizing abortion, the act that the parents of the boy in “Belly Button Window” seem to be illegally contemplating.

			I mention this because in the intervening years, Roe v. Wade has polarized the electorate and placed the largely liberal “Freedom to Choose” advocates against the largely conservative “Right to Life” movement. It is these same conservatives who argue against honoring Jimi Hendrix by issuing a stamp in his honor because they say it would glorify drug use. But if the “Right to Life” movement really knew anything about Jimi Hendrix’s childhood, they’d understand he is their ideal poster child; that Jimi Hendrix overcame the odds of being an unwanted and uncared for black boy in a racist society to personally persevere and triumph as one of the twentieth century’s most influential musicians is the most persuasive argument against abortion I have ever heard.

			A fast-forward backward glance at Jimi Hendrix’s life reveals that his seventeen-year-old mother Lucille gave birth to Johnny Allen Hendrix at 10:15 a.m. on November 27, 1942, at King County Hospital in Seattle, Washington.

			His father, James Allen (Al) Hendrix, was serving in the U.S. Army in the Pacific theater during World War II and would not see his son until December 1945 when he went to Berkeley, California. There he reclaimed Johnny from Mrs. Champ, a church friend of Clarice Lawson Jeter (Lucille’s mother), who had been raising Johnny ever since Lucille’s beating by John Page, a man Lucille had been living with. Although uncertain if the boy was indeed his son and not John Page’s, Al had the boy’s name legally changed to James Marshall Hendrix on November 11, 1946. The middle name mirrored that of Al’s brother, Leon Marshall.

			With her son back in Seattle and John Page serving five years in prison for beating her, Lucille moved back in with Al for what would be remembered as the best months of their marriage. Al and Lucille went out a lot—their first date was a Fats Waller concert—but they also drank and fought a lot as Al was often jealous of the men Lucille met. Hendrix’s brother Leon was born. Then there was another boy (Joseph Allen), unfortunately born with defects: the source of more fighting between Hendrix’s parents. With Al unable to find well-paying employment, the family moved frequently and finally the children were sent to live with Al’s mother, Nora, in Vancouver, British Columbia, where she entertained young Jimmy with tales of his Cherokee ancestors.

			Hendrix’s Cherokee heritage through Grandma Nora and his maternal grandmother Clarice Lawson Jeter made a lasting impression on Jimmy, and he would forever after speak of his Indian heritage. (Actually, as recounted in William Saunders’s Jimi Hendrix London, one of Jimi’s funniest comments was his saying, when shown the cover artwork featuring a modified Hindu devotional painting that Track Records planned for Axis: Bold as Love: “I ain’t that kind of Indian.”) It was Hendrix’s embrace of his Indian blood, and not his black blood, that went a long way toward making him seem colorless, and, therefore, not a threat to the white rock ’n’ rollers who, in turn, embraced him and his music.

			Jimmy returned to live with his parents in Seattle in October 1949. In fall of the following year a sister was born, but Kathy Ira was blind and made a ward of the state. Another sister named Pamela was born in October 1950, but she was placed in foster care. Al Hendrix’s unwillingness to pay for the operation that would correct Joseph Allen’s birth defect led to Lucille leaving him in fall of 1951, and, in her absence, Jimmy was more or less raised by his grandmothers, an Aunt Delores, and friends and neighbors who felt pity for Jimmy and his brother Leon, who were often left alone while Al tuned out with his vices.

			Lucille had much in common with another famous rock ’n’ roll mother: John Lennon’s Julia. They were two party girls who married too young, liked to have a good time, and were more like an older sister or hip aunt than a mother to their sons. Still, the Hendrix boys preferred Lucille to Al. To biographer Charles R. Cross, Leon said that he and Jimmy “used to get into trouble on purpose so we could go visit our mother. My dad made this our punishment—‘You gotta stay the weekend at your mama’s if you’re bad!’ That was what we wanted!”

			Lucille was married to her second husband, William Mitchell, for just one month when she died on February 2, 1958, and so her brick grave marker in Greenwood Memorial Park in Renton, Washington, bore his surname and not that of Hendrix. Her son was buried in the same cemetery twelve years later. (It is interesting how certain surnames from Jimmy Hendrix’s childhood reappear during the height of his stardom. His middle name Marshall was the same name as his favored amplifier, and Mitchell, of course, is shared by the man who would be his favored drummer.)

			Lucille’s death was determined to be the result of splenic rupture and hemorrhage. But while Lucille literally passed way, she also figuratively passed into myth. His brother Leon remembered Jimmy telling him his mother was an angel. The reason she was able to assume this mythic role to Jimmy in death was because, while publicly respectful to him—and despite a “photoshopping” of the past in interviews and his book My Son Jimi—Jimmy’s father was a miserly, distant figure who favored Leon (until he was suspiciously written out of Al Hendrix’s will in the 1990s and bequeathed only one gold album).

			Al told his two sons to take their mother’s death like a man, and each “man” drank a shot of Seagram’s 7. Al did not allow his sons to attend their mother’s funeral. Hendrix’s relationship with his father—while never previously close—never recovered. And you can see in this childhood—the absent mother and father and shuffling around between relatives—the source of Hendrix’s inability to form deep, meaningful relationships with other kids in the neighborhood and, when older, with women and even his fellow musicians and producers.

			Believe it or not, brooms are an inanimate object that figure largely in recollections of Hendrix’s youth. And once one is aware of this, the “Wind Cries Mary” lyric that “A broom is drearily sweeping up the broken pieces of yesterday’s life” becomes more revealing. It was one of the first lyrics Hendrix incorporated autobiography into that was not related to life on the road.

			Shirley Harding (daughter of family friend Dorothy Harding) would tell bedtime stories to children, including young Jimmy. The stories featured three characters, including Roy, the Sweeping Boy (based on Jimmy because he was always sweeping the Harding kitchen), who was one day going to be “rich and famous because of his broom guitar,” as recalled by Ebony Harding for author Charles R. Cross.

			This may seem like an odd detail, but ever since sometime in 1953, Jimmy had been holding brooms and strumming along to songs on the radio. His brother remembered Jimmy taking the broom to school with him. One school counselor even urged school authorities to find the money to buy Jimmy a guitar, thinking it would make him a better student. (Look at concert photos of Hendrix, and the guitar necks are held like broom handles.)

			Hang onto your dragonfly now while I take you on a quick trip from Seattle to New York City, a trip through Jimmy’s earliest gear and the bands he played it in. I’m sure Hendrix wouldn’t mind seeing as he was usually losing or pawning them. His first “guitar” was a ukulele and then a 1-string acoustic guitar bought for him for five dollars by family friend Ernestine Benson when Al would not. (This lends further credence to Keith Richards’s advice in Life that children should be given an acoustic guitar as their first guitar because it’s better for learning finger coordination.) Jimmy would walk around with the acoustic guitar slung downwards across his back like the hero in Johnny Guitar, a Nicholas Ray flick Jimmy had seen.
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					Jimi Hendrix got credit on Little Richard’s 45s only after his death.

					Courtesy of Robert Rodriguez

				

			

			Jimmy listened to any guitarists he could—Ole Grand Opry performers on the radio, Ernestine Benson’s blues recordings, Duane Eddy—and had seen Elvis Presley (from his perch on a hilltop overlooking Sicks’ Stadium) and Little Richard—and knew he needed an electric guitar. Again it was Ernestine Benson who came to the rescue as she hounded Jimmy’s father to buy a white Supra Ozark from Myer’s Music for his son. He didn’t have an amplifier and he didn’t have a case, but Jimmy had his first electric guitar.

			The first song Jimmy Hendrix learned to play was the Fabulous Wailers’ “Tall Cool One,” maybe because, with his electric guitar, he felt taller and cooler. But as fate would have it, the Supra was stolen when he left it backstage at Birdland, a Seattle club that Jimmy’s second band, the Rocking Kings, played at.

			Some think he left his guitar at the club because he was afraid what his father would do to it. Sammy Drain, a school friend, told author Sharon Lawrence that “Al sometimes called it devil’s music,” referring to the music Jimmy played. Jimmy’s father wasn’t about to immediately reward his son’s foolishness with another guitar, so Jimmy was without a guitar until members of the Rocking Kings chipped in to buy his second electric guitar: a white Silvertone Danelectro. This guitar came along with a Silvertone amplifier, too.

			Jimmy soon painted the Danelectro red with the name Betty Jean in white lettering along the base of the body for his second girlfriend Betty Jean Morgan, not his first as is commonly reported. Hendrix played the only guitar he would name for a girl with the Rocking Kings, Thomas and the Tomcats, and the King Kasuals, by which time he was a soldier with the 101st Airborne Division in Campbell, Kentucky, and already plotting his early discharge. As soon as that came through, he traded in his Danelectro for a red Epiphone Wilshire, sort of a poor man’s Gibson SG. It was cosigned for by Army buddy and fellow King Kasual bassist Billy Cox, of whom we will talk more in later chapters.

			Jimmy painted the black scratch plate white to make it more visually striking. He took the Wilshire back with him to Vancouver, where he avoided his father and Betty Jean Morgan in Seattle by living with his grandmother Nora and played with the Vancouvers in December 1963. Springtime, however, found him back in Tennessee, playing the chitlin’ circuit for the first time either with the King Kasuals or supporting the likes of Solomon Burke, Otis Redding (later to be paired with Jimi Hendrix on a live recording issued by Reprise Records of the Monterey International Pop Festival), and the Marvelettes. By this time the Epiphone Wilshire had been traded in for a Wilshire Coronet, yet again a poor man’s version of another Gibson guitar: the Les Paul Junior.

			Lured by the promise of work that never materialized, Jimmy headed for New York City in December of 1963. A pattern also began around this time of pawning his guitar to make ends meet and getting money from his latest flame or band leader to get the guitar out of hock, which is where it was in February 1964 when singer Kelly Isley—seeking a guitarist for the Isley Brothers’ upcoming tour—was told of this amazing guitarist, who he sought out.

			Jimmy knew the Isley Brothers’ material, which was a definite advantage, but when asked to play something, he admitted his guitar was in a pawn shop. Kelly Isley paid to get it out of hock only to find the guitar had no strings, so he had to get some for Jimmy’s guitar as well. In no time the guitar was in tune and Jimmy was in the Isley Brothers.

			In his nine months with the group, Jimmy toured regularly, was given more freedom than normally offered sidemen, made his first studio recordings, and acquired a blond Fender Duo-Sonic. This is also the guitar Hendrix probably used for the Don Covay sessions that resulted in the first Top 40 single Hendrix performed on: “Mercy, Mercy” (now readily available on the West Coast Seattle Boy box set). Jimmy quit the Isley Brothers when one of their tours took them through Nashville. There he joined up with Gorgeous George Odell, got stranded in Kansas City, and made his way to Atlanta, where Little Richard hired him to be a member of his Upsetters.

			A new band for Jimmy usually meant a new guitar, and so it is with his stint with the Upsetters where photos show Hendrix playing a sunburst Fender Jazzmaster. Little Richard, since 1962, had been attempting a comeback after turning his back on rock ’n’ roll at the height of his commercial success to be a preacher. (Hendrix and his brother Leon attended one of Little Richard’s sermons in Seattle in the summer of 1957.) When his attempts at cashing in on a rock ’n’ roll revival didn’t pan out, he tried R&B, with even less success.

			Though Jimmy’s stint in the band lasted approximately nine months and did include some studio time, it was not as rewarding a period as the nine months with the Isley Brothers. Little Richard allowed his backup band little freedom and was visibly upset when others tried to upstage him by dress or stage antics, something that led to confrontations with, and fines for, Maurice James, Jimmy’s professional name at this time. Little Richard’s lack of success also meant the band was not paid as promised. All Hendrix got out of his time with Little Richard was apparently a good imitation, as Jimi Hendrix was known in later years to be a gifted mimic.

			Stranded in New York City in the summer of 1965, Hendrix tried to find work as a session musician. He signed
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