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Jimi worked with light. He used light to bring walls down

Carlos Santana



PROLOGUE

‘HE WAS A LOVELY FELLER’

All rock music’s historic names began by doing cover versions of other people’s songs, usually little more than pale facsimiles, to be discarded once the impersonators had a sound of their own. The great exception was Jimi Hendrix, who throughout his brief time at the top went on performing covers that were never straight copies and often radical reimaginings. The Beatles’ whimsical ‘Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band’, for instance, he turned into a heavy metal broadside that Paul McCartney – no stranger to accolades – considered one of the greatest honours of his life.

Everybody whom Jimi covered felt the same: not pique at the deconstruction of their (often million-selling) handiwork but awe at the new dimensions to which he transported it. Indeed, the apogee of his genius, rather than original composition like ‘Purple Haze’ or ‘Voodoo Child’, is widely thought to be his treatment of Bob Dylan’s ‘All Along the Watchtower’. The track had first appeared on Dylan’s John Wesley Harding album in 1966 and, as usual, was a reflection of his reading rather than his life. The title came from a passage in the Old Testament’s Book of Isaiah – one also containing the phrase ‘Go set a watchman’, which Harper Lee borrowed for an early draft of what became To Kill a Mockingbird. Dylan gave it a medieval setting filtered through the sensibility of some Victorian poet like Alfred Lord Tennyson, his great passion at the time.

The result seemed more a throwback to his folkie past than affirmation of his recent conversion to rock: a solitary voice, repetitive acoustic strumming, a harmonica pitched too high to pack its usual punch and no echo anywhere of his Victorian poetic muse, no Sad-eyed Lady of Shalott. Although generally greeted as as further consolidation of the Dylan miracle, it caught some flak from fellow musoes for being all portentousness without a pay-off. His former folk mentor, Dave Van Ronk, even criticised the syntax, calling it ‘a mistake from the title on down. A watchtower is not a road or a wall and you can’t go along it.’

Jimi’s cover appeared on Electric Ladyland, his third album after being transplanted from New York to London and teamed with two white Britons, drummer Mitch Mitchell and bass-player Noel Redding as the Jimi Hendrix Experience. It is at once the quintessence of primal hard rock and a reminder that, whatever the medium, true genius demands not only matchless expertise and energy but discipline and understatement.

In Jimi’s hands the rather aimless canter of the Dylan version is slowed down by an introductory chord sequence, simple enough in form yet with a wet, seething quality suggestive of some wild seashore with angry waves pounding the shingle, gulls screaming, bladderwrack glistening and dark clouds piling overhead. All the Tennysonian bleakness and melodrama that Dylan left out are there in a moment.

The lyric starts as a duologue between ‘the Joker’ – i.e. the traditional playing-card figure in stripy three-pointed hat – and ‘the Thief’, plotting escape from some unspecified confinement. Whereas Dylan’s every syllable was soaked in irony and ambiguity, Jimi’s mellow baritone plays it completely straight, with perhaps the slightest emphasis on ‘There’s too much confusion’ and ‘I can’t get no relief’, which happened to express what he was already feeling about his new life in Britain.

His voice carries the same utter conviction in the Thief’s incoherently moralising riposte. Yet his guitar still holds back; not even B. B. King was ever so sparing with a riff.

At last, as ‘the hour is getting late’, a terse ‘Hey!’ announces a break which, for me, surpasses any other to have been recorded since guitars had electrical wires threaded through their bodies like keyhole surgery and metal pickups and volume knobs and tremolo levers dentist-drilled into their faces. Forget Eric Clapton in Cream’s ‘Crossroads’ or Jimmy Page in Led Zeppelin’s ‘Stairway to Heaven’ or James Burton in Ricky Nelson’s ‘My Babe’ or Mark Knopfler in Dire Straits’ ‘Sultans of Swing’ or Scotty Moore in Elvis’s ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ or even Chuck Berry in ‘Johnny B. Goode’; go, Jimi, go.

It comes in four distinct movements of which only the first is a conventional solo with notes selected as judiciously and ‘bent’ as elegantly as B. B. at his best. The second is played with a metal slide along the fretboard, which from Elmore James or Howlin’ Wolf would be jagged and angry but with Jimi resembles a thrill-ride through some extraterrestrial cityscape, each gush of the slide like a glowing elevator, sibilantly ascending or descending. Down swoops one, then up goes another, and another still higher until it almost seems to be dancing in time.

Next, an extended passage with the wah-wah pedal (actually more of a ‘thwacka-thwacka’) replaces those soft machines with an almost human voice, as if the guitar is musing and chortling to itself over some private joke. Because there’s no way of topping everything that’s gone before, the finale is a suddenly melodious trio of treble chords in predictable order with grace notes played by the little finger much as a triple Michelin-starred chef might show his greatness in the simplest of dishes; a plain roast chicken, say, or heartbreakingly perfect poached eggs.

Back in the song, a watchtower finally materialises, albeit now less a security measure than an eyrie where ‘princes kept the view’. Some Arthurian high drama seems promised in ‘two riders were approaching’, some apocalytic outcome prophesied with ‘and the wind began to howl’.

But before any explanation of the two riders, just as Jimi’s guitar begins howling louder than any ‘hurricano’ that ever tormented King Lear – everything starts to fade. This is the outro.

Whenever I hear it, I think the same: don’t go.

‘Arguably the greatest instrumentalist in the history of rock music,’ says the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame’s citation. But among the race of guitar superheroes raised up by the 1960s – Eric Clapton, Jeff Beck, Keith Richards, George Harrison, Jimmy Page, David Gilmour, Peter Green, Robbie Robertson, Duane Allman and Jerry Garcia – there has never been any argument. Each of them had only to hear Jimi once to metaphorically throw down his pick and raise his hands in surrender.

Half a century on, James Marshall Hendrix remains unique as an African American who broke out of the traditional ‘black’ genres, blues, R&B and soul, to play white, hard rock to an overwhelmingly white audience, almost single-handedly creating what became known as heavy metal. The likes of Billy Gibbons from ZZ Top, Slash from Guns N’ Roses and Kirk Hammett from Metallica freely admit they could not have had careers without him. Yet he was about far more than a niche music which over the years has become increasingly cacophonous and self-parodic. Just as you can love Bob Marley without liking reggae, you need not like heavy metal to love Jimi.

He is an abiding symbol of genius tragically cut short: dead of a supposed barbiturates overdose aged only twenty-seven. Several other such first-rank talents have perished at the same age from drugs, drink or related hazards of the rock ’n’ roll life – the ‘27 Club’ whose (otherwise all-white) roll includes Brian Jones of the Rolling Stones, Jim Morrison of the Doors, Janis Joplin and, more recently, Kurt Cobain from Nirvana and Amy Winehouse. Indeed, such early exits, invariably alone, despite phalanxes of minders and gofers, are widely regarded as the surest entrance-ticket to rock Valhalla. Jimi, whose demise had these dismal elements and more, is the 27 Club’s President-for-eternity.

He was a young man of spectacular beauty with his mushroom-cloud Afro and a delicate face that, without its downturned moustache, could easily have adorned some female vocal group of the same era like the Supremes or the Ronettes. From the Sixties’ fey male fashions, the braided Victorian military tunics, brocade waistcoats, ruffled blouses, chiffon scarves, ten-gallon hats and Apache headbands, he created a vagabond chic for rock stars that many still doggedly preserve into their dotage. Like Little Richard in the madcap days of Fifties rock ’n’ roll, there was something not quite of this world about him; one critic at the time wrote that he ‘took the blues out of the Mississippi Delta and sent it to Mars’.

Hitherto, a guitar maestro had needed no ‘act’ beyond one static pose of tortured creativity. But Jimi combined simultaneous singing and fretboard wizardry with showmanship that pushed boundaries as even Mick Jagger with the Stones or Jim Morrison never did. He would play his ender Stratocaster behind his head or with his teeth or a serpentine tongue seemingly immune to electric shock, all never fluffing a note. Having milked it of every possible magic decibel, he would subject it to ritualistic sexual assault and torture, laying it flat and dry-humping it, then dousing it in petrol, setting it on fire and smashing its burning corpse to pieces. This voodoo-tinged porno-vandalism could not have been further from his true nature, which was humble and fundmentally insecure even though the queues of women outside his bedroom door made Jagger and Morrison look like virgins.

His epic promiscuity may seem unendearing in the early twenty-first century, when ancient rockers are regularly branded as ‘sex offenders’ for backstage bacchanalia five decades ago with female followers whose ages they seldom, if ever, bothered to check. But in the ‘permissive’ Sixties, it was considered quite normal, one of the more envied perks of the job. And Jimi was no predator; he didn’t have to be. ‘You couldn’t call him a womaniser,’ recalls his fellow musician and friend, Robert Wyatt. ‘It was the women who were Hendrix-isers.’

Each year, he sells more albums than in any while he was alive, but that is only a part of his enduring presence. He has become inseparable from the iconography of the Sixties, the so-called ‘decade that never dies’.

Any exhibition or coffee-table book by one of its many outstanding photographers, like Terence Donovan or Gered Mankowitz, is almost certain to include a shot of Jimi in the gold-braided hussar jacket which became his trademark. He is an icon in the exact sense of that over-used word. The youngest rock fan of any nation is likely to sport a T-shirt imprinted with his face, both shy and shameless under its curly aureole like some South American black Jesus or mass-produced Turin Shroud.

Although American to the core – African and Native – he will forever be identified with London during the most glamorous epoch in its history. For all his prodigious gift, he reached the age of 23 still unknown in his homeland thanks to the racism that confined all but the most celebrated black musicians to the ‘Chitlin’ Circuit’ of segregated theatres and clubs.

In 1966, he was discovered in New York by the girlfriend of Rolling Stone Keith Richards and brought to London by the Animals’ bass player Chas Chandler, as Chandler’s first venture into management. It was the newly dubbed ‘Style Capital of Europe’ that finally unlocked his genius. British pop’s entire social register, headed by the Beatles and the Stones, flocked to see him play live at clubs like the Scotch of St James and the Speakeasy, and to marvel.

Fashioned into the Jimi Hendrix Experience with his two white sidemen, Redding and Mitchell, he enjoyed immediate massive success with a string of hit singles and three albums instantly recognised as classics. As if in reprisal for the British Invasion of US pop charts in the Beatles’ footsteps, he was a one-man American counterattack. At the same time, he settled happily into his adopted culture, embracing such British institutions as warm beer, fish and chips, A. A. Milne’s Winnie-the-Pooh stories and Coronation Street.

From London, he first cut a swathe through Europe, then returned to America to steal the show with his burning guitar at the first great pop festival, at Monterey in 1967. The following year, when the country was torn apart by race riots and brutal official reprisals, he went on the road there as a black man leading two white ones – a blow for integration as courageous as any by the Civil Rights movement. In 1969, the enormous Woodstock festival was galvanised by his solo instrumental performance of ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’, implicitly protesting the havoc being wrought in Vietnam by the US military in which he’d once been proud to serve.

This blazing success came to a tragic end after only four years, just as new chapters of achievement were opening up, and in the same ‘swinging’ capital that had launched it. In September 1970, he met a lonely, squalid death in a west London hotel, so creating pop music’s greatest unsolved mystery. Rumours of foul play have swirled around it ever since: that he was murdered by his sinister manager, Mike Jeffery, or by the Mafia or even a paranoid American government which viewed his music’s disregard of racial barriers as a threat to national security.

I never met Jimi, despite being at the epicentre of Swinging London as a staff writer for the Sunday Times’s super-chic colour magazine, free to interview whomever I liked and with tables reserved for me at all the clubs where he appeared. I was too much occupied with getting myself to America to talk to more established black music stars like James Brown, Stevie Wonder and Diana Ross.

In late 1969, the Sunday Times Magazine ran my profile of Eric Clapton, whose worshippers had looked on him as ‘God’ before Jimi came along. When the news broke of Jimi’s death a year later, the New York Times asked Clapton for an interview about his Nemesis-turned-dear friend. Clapton agreed, on condition that I was the interviewer. I turned down the assignment, being on the point of leaving for Detroit and LA to write about the Motown organisation and meet the eleven-year-old lead singer in their supposed ‘black Beatles’, the Jackson 5. I’ve always regretted not postponing my flight.

So why embark on a book about Jimi, especially in the exhausted aftermath of my Clapton biography when, as always at such times, I felt I never wanted to write another word about music or musicians? The answer is that, regardless of my feelings, the book seemed to go ahead and start assembling itself.

In 2018, my superlative research associate, Peter Trollope, alerted me to the fact that September 2020 would be the fiftieth anniversary of Jimi’s death, still with no satisfactory explanation of it in prospect. During the 1980s, Peter had been a producer on a famous British TV documentary series named World in Action and had worked on an investigation into the case, which was never aired. All his unused files, including details of crucial witnesses never called at the inquest, could be at my disposal.

Then, out of the blue, I had an email from Sharon Lawrence, a former reporter with the UPI wire service who became a close (platonic) friend of Jimi’s following his triumphant return to America. Sharon had been a rich source for my biography of Elton John in the early 1990s, but we’d subsequently lost touch. Although herself the author of an intimate Jimi memoir, she generously agreed to act as a consultant for anything I might write.

Then I realised I still had a phone number for Ray Foulk who, with his brothers Ronnie and Bill, staged the 1970 Isle of Wight Pop Festival which Jimi co-headlined with the Doors just two weeks before his death (and only a year before Jim Morrison’s). I recollected that the last time I’d seen Ray was at the launch party for his book on the brothers’ three Isle of Wight festivals to which, as an island boy, I’d been of some small help. The party venue was the house in Brook Street, Mayfair, now enshrined as the former home of both Jimi and another great musical immigrant, two centuries earlier, George Frideric Handel.

Then, fortuitously, it came time for one of the twice-yearly get-togethers of old rock stars and the writers who chronicled them, held at a riverside pub in Barnes, west London, and known as ‘the Scribblers, Pluckers, Thumpers and Squawkers Lunch’. There I sat next to Keith Altham, the New Musical Express journalist who had suggested to Jimi’s first manager, Chas Chandler – jokingly, as Keith thought – that a good way to outdo the Who’s instrument-smashing onstage might be to make a bonfire of his guitar. And at the next table sat Zoot Money, the veteran rhythm-and-bluesman who was the first person Jimi visited after arriving in London.

Then my milkman in north London, Ron Pluckrose, happened to let drop that in an earlier career as a painter and decorator he and his brother had done up a flat near Marble Arch that Jimi was renting from the Walker Brothers. ‘He wanted it painted all black, even the lovely walnut wardrobe in the bedroom. The carpet was yellow and the bedsheets were orange, he had fanmail scattered all over the bathroom floor and a cupboard full of gold discs that we nailed on the wall for him. He was a lovely feller …’

Then I listened again to his ‘All Along the Watchtower’, and gave in.



ONE

‘HE WAS HEARING MUSIC BUT DIDN’T HAVE AN INSTRUMENT TO BRING IT TO EARTH’

Jimi’s birthplace was a part of my childhood, albeit by proxy. When my Grandma Norman’s sailor husband, William, was killed in the last year of the 1914–18 War (the ship he captained sunk by a German torpedo in the Irish Sea), she emigrated to Seattle to join her sister, Gwen, who had already settled there. With her she took my father, Clive, then four, his six-year-old brother, Phil, and two teenaged children by William’s previous marriage, a boy named Calver and a girl, Iris. They crossed the Atlantic on an American liner whose breakfast menu, Grandma Norman loved to recall, offered ‘as many prunes as you could eat for 10 cents’.

Her descriptions of Seattle circa 1918 made it sound still a wild-frontier kind of place. Not far outside the city limits were forests where bears raided picnic baskets just like Yogi and Boo-Boo in the Hanna-Barbera cartoon. (‘We used to have to just sit in the car and watch them.’) She and the children visited a Native American reservation – which tribe’s she could not remember, to my disappointment – and bought fringed buckskin jackets, embroidered with white and blue beads, which she still preserved alongside the mementoes of Grandpa Norman’s naval career. Of the city itself, her chief memory was of hills so steep that the ubiquitous Model T Fords, known as ‘Tin Lizzies’, had to be thrown into reverse, the most powerful gear, to negotiate them.

During my years as a Sunday Times correspondent, I criss-crossed America, but visited Seattle only once, in 1973, while on tour with the soul diva Roberta Flack. Only then did the realisation dawn that ‘Seattle, Washington’ didn’t mean up the road from the White House but the State of Washington in the far north-west, just below the Canadian border. I was there only one night, not long enough for any sightseeing beyond the city centre monorail, which by then had obliterated those hilly streets with their backward-whizzing Model T Fords. I remember the contrast between the American and Canadian news programmes on my hotel TV, the former always teetering on the edge of hysteria, the latter doggedly preserving a measured calm and dignity in keeping with their British heritage.

Bing Crosby, one of the twentieth century’s greatest popular singers (along with Sinatra and Presley), was born in Seattle’s satellite town of Tacoma. Otherwise, it is best known as one of North America’s rainiest cities, as the original home of the Boeing aircraft corporation, as the setting for the Frasier TV series and the birthplaces of Microsoft founder Bill Gates and the Starbucks coffee house chain. To be sure, the few successful pop performers it has produced – the Ventures, Judy Collins, the all-female band Heart – might broadly be classified as flat whites.

It’s generally thought that Seattle played little part in the history of black American music; that this incalculable gift to humankind was a product only of New Orleans or Memphis or Chicago or the cruel cottonfields of the Mississippi Delta.

But they are forgetting Jimi.

It was in Seattle’s era of Tin Lizzies and enforced teddy bears’ picnics that an all-black vaudeville show called the Great Dixieland Spectacle came through town. Even in the sentimental fantasy world of ‘Dixieland’, black could not be too black; the Spectacle’s female dancers were selected for their lightness of skin, which had to match a white postcard held up to their faces. Among them was Jimi’s paternal grandmother, Zenora Hendricks, whose paler pigmentation was partly down to her great-grandmother, a full-blooded Cherokee Native American.

Zenora’s husband, Bertran, who worked in the company as a stagehand, was also light-skinned, though for a reason best kept dark: he was the illegitimate son of a former slave and the white merchant who had owned her. Such interracial relationships, known since the Civil War as ‘miscegenation’, remained a felony in most states, northern as well as southern.

Following the Great Dixieland Spectacle’s Seattle engagement, Bertran and Zenora decided to come off the road, settle down there and have children. But after just one summer, they upped sticks and moved again across the Canadian border to Vancouver. It was then an overwhelmingly ‘white’ city with no openings for black dancers or stage -hands. Show business thus seemed done with a family which by now spelt its surname ‘Hendrix’.

The youngest of their four children, James Allen – always to be known as Al – arrived in 1919, strong and healthy but with an extra finger on each hand. Back then, such infant deformities were widely believed to be marks of the Devil for which, not long previously, the luckless infant would have been quietly suffocated. However, infanticide had given way to do-it-yourself amputation: Zenora was advised to bind the superfluous digits with silk cords, starving them of blood until they simply dropped off. This they did, only to grow back in an undersized, shrivelled form, complete with miniature nails.

Al was short, muscular and aggressive, the total opposite of his tall, willowy, gentle future son. He showed an early talent for dancing and – in the single spotlight-gleam to fall on him until that future son became famous – was once photographed by a newspaper jitterbugging at a Duke Ellington concert. His build and pugnacious nature steered him inevitably to the boxing ring: he had a few fights as a welterweight, but never earned enough to make the punishment worthwhile. Unable to get a job on the Canadian railways as he wanted, and hungry for action, he soon lit out across the border to the American city where his parents had once briefly lived.

Seattle on the cusp of the 1940s had little of the overtly brutal racial discrimination to be found in the Jim Crow South. Its African American population lived mostly in the four-square-mile Central District, no monochrome ghetto but a polyglot community that also included Jews, Filipinos and Japanese. It was a smaller, wetter version of New York’s Harlem, with its own newspapers and restaurants and a string of music clubs along Jackson Street including the famous Rocking Chair, where the young Ray Charles would later be discovered after finding his way there from Florida. Yet discrimination operated in subtler forms: the Central District’s black residents inhabited its most run-down housing and, as throughout the rest of the nation, their employment opportunities were limited to the manual or menial.

In 1940, 21-year-old Al was working in an iron foundry when he met a stunningly pretty high school ninth grader named Lucille Jeter at a Fats Waller concert. They had much in common – Lucille similarly tracing her ancestry back to slaves and Cherokees – but most of all a mutual passion for dancing that soon had them bopping into bed.

In December 1941, Japan launched its surprise bombing attack on Pearl Harbor, thereby bringing America into the Second World War. Al, who by now was racking balls in a pool hall, realised he would soon be drafted and, with Lucille already pregnant, decided they should get married as soon as possible. The wedding took place in March 1942; three days later, Al joined the army, which immediately spirited him away, and his young bride returned to high school.

For a year afterwards, none of Al’s army pay got through to Lucille, forcing her to quit school and seek work in the clubs and dives up and down Jackson Street, sometimes singing – for she had a good voice – sometimes waitressing until her pregnancy was far advanced. The once-innocent girl developed a taste for alcohol that quickly turned into a craving.

On 27 November 1942, she gave birth to a boy at Seattle’s public Harborview Hospital. Al, by now stationed at Fort Rucker in Alabama, was refused special leave to see the baby and put into the stockade to prevent him from going AWOL. Immediately afterwards, his regiment shipped out for the Pacific; he was in Fiji before a photograph of his firstborn reached him.

He complained that Lucille barely wrote to him while he was away fighting for his country (although never in any serious danger-zone). In fairness, she had problems over and above that of becoming a teenage mother. Her father had died, bringing on a recurrence of the psychiatric problems that had always plagued her mother, and her family home had burned down, destroying everything in it. The war had brought about a huge increase in Seattle’s black male population, to serve in the military bases created in expectation of a Japanese seaborne attack or to work in the shipyards on Pugin Sound. Without Al’s army pay or much support from his parents, who disapproved of her nocturnal life on Jackson Street, Lucille was forced to turn to other men for financial aid and to pay its inevitable price.

Before long, ‘Dear John’ letters began to reach Al, signed ‘A Friend’ and informing him of his wife’s infidelities and failures as a mother apparently so serious that another couple were seeking to adopt their son. The explosive Al made no attempt to discover the truth of the matter but, from the far Pacific, immediately started divorce proceedings.

By the time he returned to Seattle, the baby was aged three and had been turned over– permanently, it seemed – to a woman named Mrs Champ who lived in Berkeley, California, almost 800 miles to the south. Al immediately set out to reclaim him, never considering that to a three-year-old, being suddenly snatched from a doting foster mother and carried off by stranger would be inexplicable and frightening.

Nor did the long rail journey back to Seattle engender much empathy between long-lost father and bewildered son. ‘I gave [him] his first spanking on that train,’ Al would recall almost proudly in the autobiography which, at the time, he had no idea he’d ever need to write.

The tearful toddler’s very name started the two of them off on the wrong foot. Without consulting Al, Lucille had decided on Johnny Allen but tried to keep it from him as long as possible: the single baby photo that reached him in Fiji was captioned only ‘Baby Hendrix’.

She could not have picked anything more calculated to outrage the jealous Al, for a longshoreman and aspiring pimp she had been involved with – and whom he half-suspected of being the baby’s real father – was one John Page. After their return to Seattle, Al firmly re-registered Johnny Allen as James Marshall, his own official first name and the middle one of his deceased older brother, Leon.

Much to his annoyance, however, the otherwise mild and tractable little boy steadfastly refused to answer to either James or Jimmy. He insisted on being called Buster, after Buster Crabbe, the movie actor who played both Tarzan and Flash Gordon. In the end, Al gave up trying to make his new nomenclature stick, and Buster it was.

Far more serious was the discovery that he was left-handed, which many people still considered not far down the scale of Satan-signatures from surplus fingers. That such a further stigma should be added to the midget digit on each of his own hands horrified Al, and he set about correcting it in the only way he knew how. If ever Buster were caught using the ‘wrong’ hand, he could expect an angry swipe around the head.

The naming question and John Page notwithstanding, Al and Lucille had decided to try to patch up their marriage. But the newly demobilised soldier had little taste for ordinary domesticity and the former Jackson Street habituée, not much more. Their home life soon became a continuous round of drunken parties that often ended in a screaming row between the two of them and Lucille’s disappearance, sometimes for hours, sometimes days or weeks. And for the timid, anxious child of this blighted union, ‘Buster’ could hardly have been more inappropriate.

He has left behind an autobiography of sorts in a Netflix documentary called Voodoo Child, compiled from stage and TV footage and interviews from his last four crowded years. In it he is voiced by Bootsy Collins, formerly the virtuoso bass player with James Brown’s stage band, who resembled him physically and speaks in the same caressingly soft tones.

Nowhere is there the slightest criticism of his father or his upbringing, although a great deal can be read between the lines.

‘Dad was very strict and level-headed, but my mother liked dressing up and having a good time. She used to drink a lot and didn’t take care of herself but she was a groovy mother … Mostly my dad took care of me. He taught me that I must respect my elders always. I couldn’t speak unless I was spoken to first by grown-ups. So I’ve always been quiet. But I saw a lot of things. A fish wouldn’t get in trouble if he kept his mouth shut.

‘I remember when I was only four and I wet my pants … I stayed out in the rain for hours so I would get wet all over and my mom wouldn’t know.’

In 1948, Lucille had a second son, uncontroversially named Leon after Al’s brother. In both build and temperament, Leon was clearly no longshoreman’s progeny but exactly like his father, and so received an indulgence Buster never had, or would. ‘He was always a good kid, quiet, never talked back, calm,’ Leon recalls. ‘I was the one that against authority. “Bodacious” was our dad’s word for me.’ However, both boys knew that crossing Al meant a beating – a ‘whoopin’, as they called it – with his thick leather belt.

Lucille continued to have babies, but so frequent and lengthy had become her disappearances to unknown quarters that Al denied paternity of any of them. And, although both Buster and Leon had been born whole and healthy, something like a curse now seemed to descend. A third son, Joseph, who arrived a year after Leon, had a cleft palate, a club-foot, legs of unequal length and a double row of teeth. A daughter, Kathy, was born prematurely in 1950, weighing only one pound and blind. Needing care far beyond the power or pocket of her parents, she was immediately taken into a state institution.

As all this chaos and agony eddied around them, Buster became Leon’s only stability and shield. Many was the time he would take the blame for some misdeed of his kid brother’s and receive the whoopin’ in his place. During their parents’ drunken fights, they would hide in a cupboard, Buster with arms wrapped protectively around Leon. ‘He absorbed the negativity day after day,’ Leon recalls, ‘and having no one to turn to for help, learned to lock his feelings deep inside.’

Al and Lucille divorced in 1951, with Al being awarded custody of Buster, Leon and the unfortunate Joe. But she continued to return to him spasmodically and children kept on coming, with Al denying paternity each time and the seeming curse relentless. A second daughter, Pamela, born in the year of the divorce, also had birth defects, less serious than her predecessors’ but still requiring institutional care, as did another son, Al junior, born in 1953. By then, Joe’s special needs had become too great a financial burden and he’d followed his three siblings into care, the difference this time being that Buster and Leon had to watch him being taken away.

Al struggled to support his two remaining charges on mostly manual work – heaving animal carcasses around a slaughterhouse, sweeping up in a steel plant, pumping gas – which seldom brought in more than $90 a month, although he had hopes of becoming an electrician and was studying the trade under the G.I. Bill, which provided further education for demobbed veterans. The three lived with various relatives and friends or in cheap boarding houses and short-term apartments in the Central District’s grim housing ‘projects’, generally moving on after only a few weeks; it was, Leon Hendrix recalls, ‘like a constant camping trip’.

When Al was not working, he would usually be out drinking, chasing women or gambling – sometimes losing a whole week’s pay on a single throw of the dice – while the boys were left on their own. If he was in funds, he would hire someone to cook and care for them, but mostly they were reliant on the charity of neighbours. ‘The black ladies and Jewish ladies in the Central District kind of adopted us,’ Leon says. ‘Mrs Weinstein made us matzo ball soup, Mrs Jackson fried us chicken with mashed potatoes and Mrs Wilson, who had a little store there, washed our clothes for us and made us take a bath.’

Lucille would still periodically return to Al, creating the brief illusion of a reunited family. She tended to arrive during the night, and Buster and Leon would awaken to the smell of frying bacon or her speciality, brains and eggs. Despite her drinking, she was never other than sweet and loving to them both in equal measure and they missed her desperately.

Leon followed his brother everywhere, in an existence without supervision or boundaries. Once while they were playing on a railway line, his shoelace got caught in the rails just as a train was coming and Buster pushed him clear with only seconds to spare. ‘He saved me from drowning, too, when I fell into the Green River. As I was struggling in the water, I remember, a dead pig floated by. Then he dove in and life-saved me to the bank.’

Al’s continual moves around the city meant Buster continually had to change schools with no time to settle down at any one. His grades consequently were never more than mediocre, despite his sponge-like ability to soak up knowledge. ‘I never saw him read a book,’ Leon recalls, ‘yet he could tell you about all the planets in the Universe.’ He had a talent for drawing and spent hours on his medieval knights, racing cars, football players and caricatures (always taking care that Al didn’t catch him using the ‘wrong hand’). Unknowingly, he was following the same trajectory as naturally creative but undisciplined British boys like John Lennon, Keith Richards and Eric Clapton, although, unlike them, he had no sympathetic teacher to notice his ability and urge that he be sent to art school.

From an early age, he showed himself to be a natural athlete, able to run at extraordinary speed and so equally good at baseball and football – even then keeping a brotherly eye on Leon in the Little League games on the same field. His happiest childhood photos show him grinning from inside a cheek-hugging football helmet. But he was always painfully conscious of his shabby hand-me-down sports clothes and equipment and the crude haircuts, performed by Al, which earned him the school nickname of ‘Slick Bean’.

Like most lonely children, he adored animals, and was always bringing home stray dogs that had followed him in the street and pleading with his father to be allowed to keep them. Al had no desire for an extra mouth to feed and, anyway, their temporary lodgings usually made it impossible, but finally one fortunate mutt he named ‘Prince Buster’ did get to stay. Wild creatures fascinated him, especially the deer he sometimes glimpsed in Washington’s and British Columbia’s expansive national parks and to which he felt an almost spiritual connection like a stirring of his Native American genes. The vivid dreams he had every night, always in brilliant colour, included a recurrent, mystifying set of numbers, one, nine and two sixes, which gave him ‘strange feelings that I was here for something and I was going to get a chance to be heard’.

In their visibly neglected state, he and Leon inevitably came to the notice of Seattle’s welfare authorities. Thanks to Al’s dire warnings, they lived in terror of following their two brothers and two sisters into care, where they would undoubtedly be separated. ‘We were always hiding and ducking from the welfare officers,’ Leon recalls. ‘While we were home alone, we’d keep the drapes drawn and the lights out and never answer when somebody knocked at the door.’

Although they never went hungry, there was no being finicky about their food like other boys their age. ‘Horsemeat burgers we used to have, ’cause they only cost a nickel each. Buster had a job sweeping up a butcher’s shop and one day the shopkeeper gave him a whole tongue to bring home.’

Life became its least stressful and most normal when the boys were sent across the Canadian border to stay with their grandmother, Zenora, in Vancouver. She was strict with Buster, spanking him for wetting his bed with no thought of the emotional state that caused it. But she also dressed him up in a little tasselled Mexican jacket, which he loved, and told him stories about her days in minstrel shows and his slave great-grandmother and Cherokee great-great-grandmother. Years later, one of the myths he would spin around himself was that Zenora had been the Cherokee and that he used to stay with her on an actual reservation.

‘Before he ever played music, it was obviously inside him,’ Leon says. ‘He’d tell Grandma he had all these weird sounds in his head and she’d swab out his ears with baby-oil. He was hearing music, but he didn’t have an instrument to bring it to earth.’

Around the age of twelve, he began strumming a broom-handle along with music he heard on the radio. ‘He played air guitar before anyone knew that air guitar existed,’ says his brother. ‘I’m sure that if he’d gotten a piano before he did a guitar, he’d have been just as great on that.’

Al was by now working for himself as a landscape gardener, although the job equally consisted of clearing unwanted rubbish and selling it for whatever he could get. He would dragoon his sons into helping him and one day on a garbage pile, Buster found a beaten-up ukulele with a single string hanging loose. Al’s first thought was that it might fetch a couple of dollars, but Buster begged to be allowed to keep it. He was intrigued to discover that if he twisted one of the end-pegs, the solitary string could be tautened to produce a musical note when he plucked it. So interesting was the result, Leon recalls, that he went around trying the same technique on everything he could think of, from rubber bands to pieces of string tied between two bedposts.

In 1955, he turned thirteen and so was no longer the concern of Seattle’s welfare authorities. Eight-year-old Leon, however, was finally netted, taken, shrieking, from his father and brother and placed in foster care. But he proved impossible to tame, running away from a series of foster homes, or being thrown out of them, and finding his way back to Al and Buster’s latest domicile.

Nineteen fifty-five also happened to be the year when Elvis Presley outraged America as the first white vocalist to perform with the uninhibitedness of black ones, and black R&B music, rebranded as rock ’n’ roll, aroused its white teenage population to mass frenzy.

Racisim fought back with all the unrestrained weapons at its command. Presley was condemned and derided for propagating the ‘jungle music’, until then as strictly segregated as restrooms, lunch counters and drinking fountains, and thereby likely to corrupt and debase young white people as much as it did black ones.

Since there was no ignoring its commercial opportunities, however, R&B songs like Ivory Joe Hunter’s ‘Shake, Rattle and Roll’, Roy Brown’s ‘Good Rocking Tonight’ and Little Richard’s ‘Tutti Frutti’, with their barely disguised sexual (and, in Richard’s case, homosexual) jokery, were put out in watered-down cover versions by white performers like Pat Boone and Ricky Nelson, in which form a number entered the mainstream record charts. The long tradition of stealing from black musicians reached an unprecedented high.

Buster was fascinated by Presley: his Technicolor clothes, borrowed from country music, his supposedly ‘obscene’ body movements and the guitar that was so essential a part of the exploding package. Forgetting ballplayers and racing cars, he drew an elaborate portrait of Presley, surrounded by his song titles, like ‘Blue Suede Shoes’, ‘Don’t Be Cruel’ and ‘Parilized’ (sic). ‘The Pelvis’s’ trail of hysteria-rent concerts included one at Sick’s baseball stadium in Seattle but, the $1.50 ticket price being way beyond Buster, he could only watch from the hill above the stadium, seeing little more of Presley than a hyperactive dot. ‘He used to sing Elvis songs to me to make me go to sleep,’ Leon recalls. ‘My favourite was “Love Me Tender”.’

Over the following months, Al Hendrix’s fortunes took another of their frequent downswings. Having scraped together enough to take out a mortgage on a small house, he could not keep up the payments; the property was repossessed and he and Buster went to live in a boarding house kept by a Mrs McKay. There in a back room Buster found an old Kay acoustic guitar which had been bought for their landlady’s paraplegic son and which she was willing to sell for $5.

He begged his father to buy it for him, but the cash-strapped Al bluntly refused to finance such a seeming total irrelevance. His pleas were supported by his mother’s sister, Ernestine, a perceptive woman who had noticed the transformative effects of the one-string ukelele, and when his dad proved immovable, Aunt Ernestine gave him the money.

From that moment, Leon Hendrix recalls, he forgot all about sports and lived only for the guitar. ‘He wasn’t ever apart from it. There was a film out then named Johnny Guitar, where this guy played by Sterling Hayden went around everywhere, carrying his guitar on his back. My brother did the same. He’d play it in bed, fall asleep with it on his chest, then start playing it again as soon as he woke up. To keep me quiet while he was learning, he’d tie a pencil to my wrist to force me to draw or do my homework. For me, it was as good as going to university.’

There was no question of his having a formal teacher or even someone who could show him how to tune the guitar; all he could do was go to a music store, surreptitiously stroke the strings of the instruments on display there until he could reproduce the sound from each one. After that, his only tutor was the radio in its two still-segregated spheres: the black stations that playing R&B and blues and the white ones playing watered-down rock ’n’ roll. Like Chuck Berry, he had unusually long, slim fingers that reached the fretboard with nonchalant ease, supplemented by a thumb that covered about half its width from the other side. One of his earliest bits of showmanship was seeming to lose this masterful grip on his guitar-neck and making a pretend grab for it. He’d repeat the trick in every show to come, never realising the one thing his act didn’t need was comedy.

From his parents’ riotous parties, too, would come the sound of hardcore bluesmen like Muddy Waters, Elmore James and Howlin’ Wolf, whose jagged bottleneck-guitar technique was so often the precursor to real breaking bottles. ‘I liked Muddy when he had only two guitars, harmonica and bass drum,’ he was to recall. ‘Things like “Rollin’ and Tumblin’” … the real primitive guitar sound.’

One of the anti-rock brigade’s main indictments was that Presley and the other guitar-flourishing white idols who came after him used their instruments merely as props and so were guilty of fraud as well as public indecency. In reality, several, like Buddy Holly, Eddie Cochran and Charlie Gracie, were brilliant players whose riffs could nonetheless be reproduced by the rawest amateur. So, while the young Eric Clapton in a faraway English village was learning from black blues and R&B musicians, Buster was learning from white pop ones – both of them coincidentally using Kay guitars.

He was left-handed as a guitarist, as in every other way, and thus in peril of swipes around the head from his father while he sat practising. So whenever Al appeared, Buster would flip the Kay around and play it upside-down (a trick that his fellow ‘leftie’ and exact contemporary, Paul McCartney, was also having to employ while using John Lennon’s right-handed instrument). Then, instead of the whoopin’, he’d receive a lecture about doing something useful with his life, which to Al, almost a craftsman now with lawn-rollers and secateurs, could only mean working ‘with his hands’.

‘Not that I cared but … well, he is my dad,’ says the endlessly forgiving voice in the Voodoo Child documentary. ‘I don’t think my dad ever thought I was going to make it. I was the kid who didn’t do the right thing.’

Whether black or white, the most exciting sounds came from electric guitars, of which the cheapest seemed astronomically expensive to Buster. But if a purpose-built model was out of reach, an acoustic one could be electrified by a metal pickup attached under the base of the fretboard with an exposed jack-lead that plugged into an amplifier. He saved enough for the pickup but, of course, had no amp: the only way to produce a similar effect was to wire it through his father’s jealously guarded record player.

This worked as long as Leon held down a connection with one finger, which he loyally kept doing even though it gave him an electric shock. The unaccustomed power made the record-player’s speaker crackle and buzz. ‘Not only did we have an electric guitar going,’ he recalls, ‘but we had distortion.’

Rootless as they were, and having the kind of parents they did, the boys rarely saw the inside of a church. Buster was therefore deprived of a musical grounding that just about every notable African American performer received, not least the rock ’n’ rollers (both black and white) now being denounced as agents of the devil. That he had never been in a gospel choir explained why, when he finally began singing, he would sound like no one else in blues, R&B or soul.

Yet it was to the church that he owed his first sight of a figure that would loom large in his future career. One day, Leon came home in great excitement to report having seen Little Richard downtown, getting out of a long black limousine. The piano-pounding Richard, who was not particularly little, had amassed a huge white following with his blend of primal shriek and mascara-ed camp (his biggest hits produced by Seattle-born producer Robert ‘Bumps’ Blackwell). Recently his fans in the US and Europe had been stunned by an announcement that he was quitting show business to enter church ministry.

It turned out that Richard had an aunt living in the Central District who worshipped at the Baptist Pentecostal church, and had come to preach there as a warm-up for his new career. ‘Buster and I went to hear his sermon twice,’ Leon recalls. ‘We looked the best we could, in white shirts that were grey, odd socks, shoestrings that were broken and we had to tie together.

‘The entire church hung on his every word as he pranced about the pulpit, hooting and hollering about the almighty power of the Lord. He explained that he had recently had a vivid dream in which a diamond-encrusted airplane he was flying in crashed to the ground … It was as clear as day to him that God was telling him he needed to become a preacher.’ Buster, meanwhile, was receiving his first lesson in showmanship.

The boys at this time had not seen their mother for several months. Lucille was remarried, to a retired longshoreman named William Mitchell, thirty years her senior, and her years of drinking and self-neglect were starting to tell. In 1957, she was hospitalised twice with cirrhosis of the liver. Al seldom mentioned her and when he did, it was always disparagingly. Buster hated hearing her badmouthed, but always bit his tongue.

Early in 1958, they heard she was back in hospital again with hepatitis after being found lying in an alley beside a tavern. When they went to visit her in Harborview – Buster’s birthplace – she hadn’t been thought worthy of a room and was lying on a bed out in the corridor. ‘They put her into a wheelchair,’ Leon recalls, ‘and she seemed to be all glowing white, like she was floating.’

That was the last time her sons ever saw her. A few days later, she died from a ruptured spleen aged only 32. To her eldest, it seemed like the fulfilment of a dream he’d had when he was very small, in which he’d had to stand and watch her being carried away by a camel train. ‘It was a big caravan and you could see the shadows of the leaf patterns across her face. You know how the sun shines through a tree. Well, these were green and yellow shadows. And she was saying, “Well, I won’t be seeing you too much any more.”’

Lucille was buried at Greenwood Memorial Park, in a pauper’s grave under her husband’s surname, Mitchell. Al was supposed to drive Buster and Leon to the ceremony in his gardening truck, but he got drunk and lost his way so that they arrived six hours late. His way of comforting his grief-stricken sons was to give them a sip of whisky each, then finish the bottle.

Buster, as always, kept his feelings deep inside, although his Aunt Delores sometimes overheard him crying out on her front porch. Years later, in another, unimaginable life, he would write a song called ‘Castles Made of Sand’ about ‘a young girl whose heart was a frown’ who ‘drew her wheelchair to the seashore’ and ‘to her legs smiled “You won’t hurt me any more.”’

‘He was always sore at our dad,’ Leon Hendrix says, ‘for not taking better care of Mama.’



TWO

‘JIMMY WAS A HIPPY BEFORE ANYONE KNEW WHAT A HIPPY WAS’

He was not the first future rock megastar for whom music, and in particular a guitar, providentially filled the void of becoming motherless as a teenager – a tragedy only a little less than for a newborn infant.

In Liverpool, two years earlier, fourteen-year-old Paul McCartney had lost his mother to breast cancer and found solace in joining a skiffle group formed by sixteen-year-old John Lennon (whose own mother was to be killed in a traffic accident a few weeks later). At the opposite end of England, in Ripley, Surrey, thirteen-year-old Eric Clapton’s mother had not died but – perhaps even worse – had abandoned him to be brought up by his grandmother, then made him pretend she was his grown-up sister, thereby creating an emotional wound that only a Kay guitar and the grizzled voices and companionable pain of black American blues singers could assuage.

But for the down-at-heel fifteen-year-old in Seattle, still known as Buster Hendrix, there was another reason for the endless practice with the radio as his teacher. Against all the evidence to the contrary, he kept hoping it might be a way to make his father proud of him. The voice of his grown-up self in the Voodoo Child documentary articulates the thought he never dared express at the time. ‘Oh, Daddy! One of these days, I’m gonna be big and famous. I’m gonna make it, man.’

Several of his friends by now owned all-electric guitars with flat bodies and spiky headstocks that made his once-treasured acoustic Kay feel as ancient as a Model T Ford and reduced it to silence if ever he tried to jam with them. Indeed, so long and hard had he practised that it was literally falling to pieces. Once again, his Aunt Ernestine came to his aid, telling her brother-in-law at every opportunity, ‘You have to get that boy an electric guitar.’

Finally Al agreed to go with him to Myers Music store, but when confronted with its wall display of guitars, backed away muttering that they were all unaffordably expensive. This routine was repeated several times until, just when it seemed hopeless, he agreed to put a down payment on another, far superior Kay, a fifteen-dollar Supro Ozark whose gorgeously solid body had a ‘champagne’ (i.e., off-white) finish.

Ever unpredictable, Al also decided to buy a saxophone and teach himself to play it by ear, as his son had done with the guitar. But it soon became clear that he possessed none of the same innate musicality. ‘He could only ever play one note,’ Leon Hendrix recalls. We used hear it going on for half the night: “Da-a-ah … Da-a-ah … Da-a-ah!”’

For a left-handed player, the right-hand Supro Ozark had only one defect. Buster could restring it upside down, but the tongue-shaped black panel displaying its volume and tone knobs was immovable, so had to remain conspicuously above rather than below his strumming hand. There being no money to spare for a carrying-case, he had to use a dry-cleaning bag, consoling himself with the thought of Chuck Berry’s Johnny B. Goode, who ‘carried his guitar in a gunny [burlap] sack’.

In September 1959, shortly before his seventeenth birthday, he enrolled at Seattle’s James A. Garfield High School, casting off the tearaway nickname that had always sat so uneasily with him and becoming known to one and all for the next five years as Jimmy Hendrix.

Although situated in the heart of the Central District, Garfield High was the city’s most integrated as well as largest educational institution with a student body 50 per cent white as against 30 per cent African American and 20 per cent Asian. Jimmy was just a few years behind another black student from an identically slave-descended, deprived and motherless background, destined to vie with him as the school’s most celebrated alumnus. This was Quincy Jones, who went on to win a music scholarship to Seattle University, play trumpet in the Lionel Hampton band and ultimately produce the biggest-selling album in history, Michael Jackson’s Thriller.

Other adolescent males (not least those similarly motherless ones in Liverpool and Surrey) were discovering how possessing a guitar massively increased their appeal to the opposite sex. But Jimmy never had any need of such a six-stringed aphrodisiac, nor did either his colour or his poverty put any brake on his love life. ‘He dated all the prettiest middle-class girls in high school,’ Leon Hendrix says. ‘He’d take me with him when he went to visit them out in the suburbs. I’d have to wait outside in the bushes while he climbed in through their windows.’

According to his own – not always reliable – account, Jimmy’s first time onstage was at a National Guard armoury and it terrified him so much that he tried to hide behind the curtains. In fact, it was with some older boys in the basement of a synagogue, the Temple De Hirsch Sinai on Boylston Avenue, where regular dances were held. The appearance was merely an audition to see whether he was good enough to join the band permanently.

He played in their first set, but was fired in the intermission before their second one. His bandmates complained that his playing was so ‘wild’, it stopped people from dancing. The same problem was often to recur in the future, although the firings would never again come quite so quickly.

More successful was his audition with some high school friends calling themselves the Velvetones. They were a band in the old-fashioned sense with horns and saxes who did not simply play a set but performed a ‘revue’ with dance routines in the James Brown style. Their repertoire mixed R&B with white pop instrumentals like Duane Eddy’s ‘Rebel Rouser’ and the theme from the Peter Gunn television series. They found plenty of work, including a weekly appearance at the popular Birdland club on 22nd Avenue. Jimmy’s first featured spot was the four-note bass riff in Bill Doggett’s ‘Honky Tonk’.

Leon had just been collared by the welfare authorities yet again and returned to foster care and Al and Jimmy were sharing an apartment on First Hill, in those days one of the Central District’s roughest quarters, with prostitutes working just along the street and a juvenile detention centre opposite. The apartment was filthy and vermin-infested and rendered even less attractive by Al’s use of it as a store for his gardening equipment; not just heavy horticultural implements but also toxic chemical insecticides.

Nor was it a good rehearsal space for the Velvetones, since Al remained implacably hostile to Jimmy’s guitar even after buying it for him, and continued clubbing him around the head for playing left-handed – an unspeakable embarrassment for a seventeen-year-old in front of his friends. He soon took to leaving it at the home of a bandmate and only practising there.

Before very long, he had moved on to another local band, the Rocking Kings, more successful and sophisticated than the Velvetones though performing in much the same ‘revue’ style. Onstage they wore matching red jackets, which each member was expected to buy for himself. ‘The jackets cost five dollars and Jimmy worked for our dad gardening for five days at a dollar a day to get his,’ Leon recalls. ‘He wouldn’t even buy a candy bar.’

He was on the point of switching from the Velvetones to the Rocking Kings when disaster struck: one night, he left the Supro Ozark backstage at the Birdland club and had it stolen. He was traumatised by its loss and, almost as much, by the whoopin’ he could expect at home, despite Al’s loathing of his music.

The guitar had not, of course, been insured, but thanks to his paltry pay from his father, a short-lived newspaper delivery job for the Seattle Post-Intelligencer and a magnanimous whip-round by his fellow Rocking Kings, he was able to replace it with a white Danelectro Silvertone, sold through the Sears Roebuck mail-order catalogue, whose $49.95 price tag included a small amplifier.

In recognition of his important new gig, he decided to follow the custom of many blues guitarists and give his instrument a woman’s name. His mother’s, Lucille, having already been taken by B. B. King, he chose Betty-Jean after his current girlfriend, Betty-Jean Morgan.

The Rocking Kings rocked far and wide throughout Washington and across the Canadian border, packed into one beaten-up Mercury sedan, playing military bases or ballrooms like the 2,000-capacity Spanish Castle in the town of Kent, where the audiences were predominantly white but blacks weren’t discriminated against. Now Jimmy could learn from the guitarists in top regional bands such as the Fabulous Wailers from Tacoma, or visiting stars like Hank Ballard – African American despite his cowboy-ish name, and writer of a song called ‘The Twist’ that would soon spark an international dance craze.

As well as working with his own band, Jimmy was avid to sit in with such larger fry, who ordinarily might not welcome an unknown seventeen-year-old. So he would enquire respectfully whether they could use an extra amp and might care to borrow his. Then, when it materialised onstage, he’d already be plugged into it.

The Rocking Kings’ star had always been their lead guitarist, Junior Heath, but Jimmy found other ways of attracting attention. ‘It started when he found a pigeon feather and stuck it on his guitar,’ Leon recalls. ‘Then he painted it red, wrote “Betty-Jean” on the front and hung it with the little tassels you used to get on Seagram’s Seven whisky bottles.

‘Or he’d come onstage wearing a blouse. People used to ask me: “Where does Jimmy get his clothes from?” and I’d say, “His girlfriend.” That was out with the other guys in the band, who were only about conformity. He was a hippy before anyone knew what a hippy was.’

The Rocking Kings disintegated after a catastrophic trip to Vancouver when their beaten-up Mercury finally gave out and their fee barely covered their bus fares back to Seattle. Their manager, Thomas James, formed a new band named Thomas and the Tomcats, keeping Jimmy on and giving him an expanded role including a share of the background vocals – much to his discomfort, as he thought his singing voice was too weak. Then, out of nowhere, came an opportunity that may come as news to the most hardcore Hendrix fans.

Ray Charles, although Georgia-born, had been discovered in Seattle, playing at the Rocking Chair club, and made his earliest recordings on the city’s Down Beat label. In July 1959, he released ‘What’d I Say’, a song that lifted him out of the realm of ‘race’ music – out of any genre, in fact, save pure genius. Able to be stretched out almost indefinitely, it would come as a godsend to an unknown band called the Beatles as they played all-night sessions at strip joints in Hamburg’s Reeperbahn district.

Grateful for the start Seattle had given him, Charles still made regular club appearances there. Early in 1960, he was in town again and looking for a back-up guitarist.

‘Someone recommended Jimmy and he got the job,’ Leon recalls. Even our dad was a little bit impressed by that.

I was home again and Jimmy back to babysitting me, so he took me with him every night. It was a club called the Penthouse where all the big jazz names like Wes Montgomery used to hang out. Jimmy got on real well with Ray; they played together for a few weeks and we’d have soul food afterwards.

The movie about Ray’s life with Jamie Foxx has a scene where his manager says to him: ‘You should never have left that kid back in Seattle.’

In October 1960, Jimmy dropped out of Garfield High School, giving up his former vague dreams of becoming either a painter or an actor. He would later claim to have been asked to leave for racist reasons; he’d been caught holding a white girl’s hand in an art class whose female teacher had previously tried to grope him and was getting her own back for his unresponsiveness. But the truth was that he’d cut so many classes to play music, there was no hope of his graduating.

Apart from his father, who still nagged him incessantly to find an ‘honest’ job, working ‘with his hands’ – like, for example, landscape gardening – everybody he knew expected him to become a pro musician after that amazing interlude with Ray Charles. Instead, he ended up in the US Army, training as a parachutist in its 101st Airborne Division.

His military service would be the most thoroughly fictionalised chapter in the life story he would feed to journalists after he turned into Jimi and was expected to sound as wild offstage as he did on it. To them, he would pretend to have been a hardened juvenile delinquent, one of a gang who were always getting into ‘rumbles’ with ‘bloody bastard cops’ and being thrown into jail, The truth was that, throughout a near-feral childhood he had managed to avoid gangs along with every other snare of impoverished inner-city youth.

The first time he ever fell foul of Seattle’s police department was in May 1961, when he was picked up for what has passed into legend as joyriding in stolen cars. However, the written confession he made at the police station was to petty larceny:

A friend and I were playing around in an ally [sic] and we noticed a broken window in the back of a clothing store – we then got a clothes hanger which was lying on the ground and unbent it so we could stick it through the window and ‘hook’ some of the clothes, which we did. The clothes that did not fit us we gave to a Christmas fund at school.

After what he described as ‘seven days in the cooler’, but was more likely a few hours on remand in juvenile hall, a judge gave him the choice of two years detention or joining the army.

He unhesitatingly picked the latter, which at the time hardly seemed like punishment at all. He had long felt attracted to a life in one or other armed service, not from any bellicose spirit but because it seemed to offer all the security and stability his childhood had lacked. A couple of months earlier, he and a friend had tried to volunteer for the US Air Force but been turned away for not looking tough enough.

He knew the 101st Airborne Division as the crack outfit dropped behind German lines during the 1944 Normandy landings, and when he was younger had done many admiring sketches of its famous ‘screaming eagle’ badge. Despite its elite status, the 101st’s Seattle recruiting office had no problem with the long, languid youth who looked as if he wouldn’t hurt a fly. So, on 31May, he set out for basic training at Fort Ord in California, leaving his guitar, Betty-Jean, in the care of its human namesake.

He had never been away on his own before and was engulfed by homesickness even for the indifferent homes Al provided, the more so as Leon was back with their father again.
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