
	
		
			[image: Page.jpg]

		

	


	
		
			Introduction: Experiments With A One String Ukulele

			When Al Hendrix first noticed the bristles on the floor of his son’s bedroom, he wondered idly where they had come from. It was only after quizzing the ten-year-old that he got his answer. Jimi, or Buster as he was known then, had been strutting around his bed, imagining himself to be playing an electric guitar, when in fact he’d been vigorously strumming a broom. His father, realising that his son could perhaps benefit from practising on a real instrument, gave Jimi a one string ukulele that he’d found while cleaning out a friend’s garage. Jimi was delighted with it, and in no time at all could pick out tunes that he’d heard on the radio. Though the instrument’s technical limitations were lamentable, it would do for the time being; in fact it would have to do until he was sixteen, when he would be given the five-dollar acoustic that was his first proper guitar. It was then that Jimi became truly hooked, his love for the instrument so great and so all-consuming that he actually slept with it – a habit he never quite grew out of.

		

	


	
		
			Seattle

			James Allen Hendrix – or Al to everyone who knew him – first met Jimi Hendrix’s mother, Lucille Jeter, in Seattle in the early Forties, and they soon became dance partners and lovers. But their whirlwind romance was over almost as soon as it began when Al received his draft papers and Lucille, only sixteen at the time, found herself pregnant. Lucille wanted to keep the child, so they decided to get married – as was expected of couples in those times. But they’d only been man and wife for three days before Al had to leave for Fort Rucker, Alabama, to serve his country as a private in the army during the Second World War. Their son, Johnny Allen Hendrix, was subsequently born on 27th November 1942, in the King County Hospital, Seattle, Washington. Al was not allowed paternity leave, and would only get to see his son for the first time three years later, when the end of the war came and he could return to Seattle. He found out that his wife had been seeing other men, and that Jimi had been passed from relative to relative, before finally ending up in Berkeley, California with a Mrs Champ, a friend from Lucille’s church. When Al went to Berkeley, he found that Mrs Champ was reluctant to release Jimi as she and her daughter Celestine had grown fond of him, and she had had thoughts of wanting to adopt the boy. But after Al explained his position, a heartbroken Mrs Champ had to hand Jimi back to his father. He was then returned to Seattle, with a new name: James Marshall Hendrix – or Jimmy as he later became known (the spelling J-I-M-I came in 1966, at the suggestion of his future manager).

			Al asked for a divorce, but Lucille insisted that they give their marriage another try. Al agreed. He then became a merchant seaman, which meant not seeing his wife for long stretches of time. During this period she danced at many nightclubs, carrying on the lifestyle she’d enjoyed when they first met. She had many affairs, eventually having another two boys – neither of which were Al’s. Al kept Jimi after the couple finally divorced, putting up third son Joey for adoption, and second son Leon temporarily in a foster home. After the divorce Lucille had another three children – another boy and two daughters. Already suffering from cirrhosis of the liver, she was only in her early thirties when she died from a ruptured spleen in 1958, after being found unconscious in an alley. The effect this had on the already shy young Hendrix was tremendous. He became more withdrawn, spending even more time on his acoustic, and dreaming of the electric guitar that would be his one day.

			Hendrix was nearing seventeen when he started going out with his first love, Betty Jean Morgan, whom he had met at school. Betty’s parents were rather traditional and expected Hendrix to ask each time he wanted to take their daughter out. But as Hendrix had no money at this time, he usually just took Betty out for walks in the local park. He was obviously captivated with the girl because he asked her to marry him a year and a half later, and named his beloved guitar after her, inscribing her name on the instrument. 

			Al had been forced to take in boarders when he found that the work he did as a landscape gardener was not providing the living that he’d imagined it would. It was lucky for Jimi that one of these new boarders was Ernestine Benson, for she was a committed blues fan, and she introduced Jimi to the music of Robert Johnson, Muddy Waters, Bessie Smith et al. It was also she who recognised the talent and potential in the young guitarist, and would hound Al incessantly over the need to buy a proper electric guitar for his son.

		

	


	
		
			The Rocking Kings

			In 1959 Al, finally giving in to ‘suggestion’, decided to invest in Jimi’s first electric instrument, a white Supro Ozark 1560S. Al couldn’t afford an amplifier, so Hendrix had to borrow a friend’s whenever he played with the Rocking Kings, the second band he joined after a three-month stint with the Velvetones, in which he used his previous guitar, the acoustic given to him by his father. As Hendrix was left-handed, he had to reverse the order of the strings on the guitar and play it upside down. Because of the position of the single pickup, the effect was of brighter bottom notes and a warmer top end, and so adding to the distinctive guitar sound for which Hendrix later became famous. He was absolutely devastated when the guitar was stolen after it was left backstage at the end of a gig. Jimi seemed even more mortified with the thought of confronting his father with this news than the actual loss of the guitar itself. His father was understandably angry with his son, and must had given him some stern lectures, as the teenager was seen at school for a number of days afterwards looking the picture of dejection. This was later remedied by the members of The Rocking Kings, who felt that even though Hendrix was now guitar-less he was too great an asset to dismiss. They clubbed together to buy Hendrix a replacement guitar, a white Danelectro Silvertone, which Hendrix quickly dubbed the “Betty Jean”, painting the name on the body in two-inch letters. This time the guitar came with an amp.

			Hendrix never learnt how to read music, and had to teach himself to play by ear from listening to Ernestine’s records, and by assiduously picking out the arrangements he heard on the radio, working out the rifts and analysing the structures of the songs so that he could recreate them for himself with his own band. Hendrix’s grades at Garfield High School were starting to slip by this time, for he seemed to hold very little enthusiasm for formal education. He was indeed putting everything he had into his guitar playing, and not giving much time to anything else. When he left high school in 1960, Hendrix was eighteen and had no qualifications. He didn’t view this as a setback, however, as he only wanted to play music and, as he had regular gigs with The Rocking Kings, he felt as though he was achieving his aims. 

			By now Hendrix was starting to feel stifled by Seattle, and was anxious to get out. The chance came when he enlisted in the army – this being a condition of a two-year suspended sentence, given after being found guilty of riding in a stolen car. Hendrix thought that he would probably be drafted soon anyway, so he jumped at the chance of leaving Seattle.

		

	


	
		
			U.S. Army 101st Airborne Division

			In 1961, after completing basic training at Fort Ord in California, Hendrix became a parachutist in the 101st Airborne Division, Fort Campbell, Kentucky. The hazards of the job meant a pay bonus of fifty-five dollars a month, which was more money than the young Hendrix had ever seen in his life before. He said in an interview years later that he hated the army immediately, which was slightly in contrast with the early letters that Al would receive from his son. From having had a childhood of such insecurity and itinerancy the imposed order must have presented a welcome change – at least for a while. The regular meals would certainly have been appreciated. After a couple of months, he asked his father to send him his guitar from Seattle, and it wasn’t long before his playing attracted the attention of fellow soldier Billy Cox. They formed a band with three other servicemen, getting many gigs in army bases, but again Hendrix got into trouble – his guitar playing always seemed to come before his basic army duties, which didn’t make him very popular with his superiors. 

			Hendrix certainly earned his Screaming Eagle patch, though – the emblem that members of the 101st airborne division wear on their uniforms – as he had successfully completed 25 jumps. It has often been conjectured that some of the sound effects that appear in Hendrix’s recordings were in part subconscious re-enactments of the sounds and sensations that he had witnessed as he plummeted towards the earth on these jumps during his time in the Army. Indeed, when you close your eyes and listen to some of Hendrix’s recordings, you can almost hear the wind whistling past your ears and the parachute’s tent-like flapping as it opens. Hendrix did enjoy his flights through the atmosphere, but the harsh discipline and routine of military life were anathema to him. His only thoughts were of getting out. It has never been made clear on what grounds Hendrix finally did leave the army – some say that he broke his ankle on his last jump, others that he faked being homosexual – but whatever the reason Hendrix got his discharge in 1962, to the relief of everyone, not least Hendrix himself.
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