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IN 1967, A RECORD REVIEWER USED THE WORDS“ROBUST AND HELLISH” to describe the unusual sound he heard on Jimi’s debut LP, Are  You Experienced, yet he did not describe how the previously unknown artist coaxed such unworldly vibrations from his guitar. Forty years later, on the anniversary of that timeless recording, I decided to develop an idea I had about Jimi’s R&B apprentice years into an article. The period always fascinated me, and as far as I was concerned, not enough time was spent in most biographies on the early development of this musical genius.

The spark that ignited the story was reporter Keith Altham’s unpublished account of Jimi’s first New York encounter with Chas Chandler, a little over a year before Chandler decided to become his manager. When an article on Jimi’s 1965 tour with Little Richard blossomed into seven thousand words, I realized it had morphed into a chapter, and I decided to write this book instead.

Next, I set out to interview as many surviving band members, concert eyewitnesses, and Jimi’s friends and lovers I could find from this time period; surprisingly, many were still around. I’d already compiled a fair amount of interviews, but when fellow Hendrix archivist Kees de Lange assisted me, the list grew immensely. Music author/historian Peter Guralnick graciously assisted with his input on the timeline for Jimi’s R&B years, and we often discussed how and where Jimi joined multiple act tours in the early 1960s. We also owe a great deal of gratitude to music historian Peter Blecha, Hendrix documentarian David Kramer, Jacob McMurray at Experience Music Project, and Michael Gray at the Country Music Hall of Fame for their enduring support and help in locating many key people for interviews.

Other major breakthroughs came when both Lithofayne Pridgon and Dean Courtney agreed to be interviewed for this book. Faye was Jimi’s friend and lover from 1963 to 1970 and hadn’t discussed Jimi in great detail for many decades. Dean became Jimi’s close friend shortly after Jimi arrived in New York in 1963, and the two were roommates when the situation called for it. After many face-to-face interviews, e-mails, and lengthy phone calls, their help and assistance filled in many gaps of Jimi’s time in New York.

Writing a biography on Jimi’s formative years was no simple task, and I was appreciative when Brad Schreiber decided to come on  board as coauthor. Brad has been a valuable writing coach to me over the years, and it’s been an honor to work with him on this exciting project.

My e-mail contact for any sources with additional information for future updates is lostarchives@yahoo.com. The interested reader can also visit www.steveroby.com to view a schedule of readings and lectures and to sign up for the course I teach on Jimi’s life and music.

For Francine, A Love Supreme

—Steven Roby, February 2010
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Preface

HE WAS BORN JOHNNY ALLEN HENDRIX. BUT WHEN HIS FATHER, Al, returned from World War II and saw his son for the first time, he renamed him James Marshall Hendrix.

As a little boy, he earned the nickname “Buster,” because his hero was the actor who played Flash Gordon, Buster Crabbe.

In his Seattle band The Rocking Kings, his innocent face and quiet demeanor made others call him “Cupcake.”

Because he slept with his guitar and brought it everywhere he went, other band members in Nashville referred to him as “Marbles,” as if he had lost his.

He told Little Richard that his name was “Maurice James.” When he toured with Joey Dee and the Starliters, he was known as “Jimmy James.”

In Harlem, his friend Dean Courtney named him after an animated, soft-spoken mountain lion on TV, “Snagglepuss.”

Singer Etta James called him “Egg Foo Yung,” because this is what he ate every night in Harlem.

He was called “the Creeper” when he lived with the Isley brothers in Englewood, New Jersey, because he moved so quietly around their house.

He changed the spelling of his first name during his breakthrough run at Greenwich Village’s Cafe Wha?, becoming “Jimi James.”

A New York ad referred to him as “the Blue Flame.”

When he lived in London, members of his group called him “the Bat,” because he wore capes and always had the curtains closed.

But for those who knew him best and for those who came to embrace his music, spirit, and vision, he will always be known as Jimi Hendrix.






Introduction

SEATTLE—THE CHILDHOOD THAT NEVER WAS

JIMI HENDRIX CLAIMED HIS EARLIEST MEMORY WAS BEING TAKEN out of his crib by a nurse. “And then she held me up to the window. This was in Seattle. And she showed me something up against the sky. And it was fireworks and all that.”

His first Fourth of July saw him battling pneumonia, struggling for life, taken care of by a nurse.

Jimi’s first memory was connected to an astonishing sonic and visual display, filling his young ears and eyes. His fascination with the mystical, the spiritual, the science fictional, flowered in the wildly imaginative drawings he made as a schoolboy and, inevitably, in the music he created, which transcended genres and expanded the horizon of rock music.

Women found him adorable as a child and irresistible as a man. His mother, her sisters, Delores Hall and Ernestine Benson, and her friend Dorothy Harding all helped when the beautiful, caramel-skinned Lucille was out running around, drinking, and nowhere to be found.

James Marshall Hendrix was originally named Johnny Allen Hendrix, and while his presumed biological father, Al, was away in the military, Lucille sought out the company of other men, including John  Page. A shipyard worker who hailed from Kansas City, Missouri, he lived with Lucille, wanted to become her pimp, and was at times violent toward her. The name change from Johnny to James reflected Al’s resentment of Page’s murky influence in his son’s early life.

When Al Hendrix returned from World War II and could not find Lucille, he learned that his son Jimi, whom he had never seen, was with Mrs. Champ, a family friend in Berkeley. The boy did not recognize Al as his father and threw a toddler’s temper tantrum on the train ride back to Seattle, which earned him a spanking.

Page’s continued pursuit of Lucille after Al’s return resulted in Page being punched out by Al, a former Golden Gloves competitor. The fight happened at the Atlas Cinema near the Rainier Vista housing project, where the Hendrixes lived, in front of Lucille, Delores, and other releatives. Lucille’s sister Delores and her mother eventually had Page arrested and imprisoned for the time he transported a minor, Lucille, across state lines. When released, Page went to the door of the Hendrix house and threatened to kill the family. A family friend produced a gun and finally drove Page away.

Jimi and Leon had one younger brother, Joseph, and two sisters, Cathy and Pamela. All three younger siblings had health problems and were given up to foster care. When Jimi’s parents divorced in December 1951, Al received custody of the two older boys but then had to send Leon to a nearby foster home. Leon would often be taken away from his older brother in foster care, and the threat of a permanent separation was an ongoing and very present possibility.

Al struggled to make a living as a landscaper, and he collected and sold scrap glass and discarded cans to add to his meager income. He asked his sons to collect bottles—clear, brown, or green glass—and bring them home. Sometimes, the boys watched their father burn the coating off of copper wiring he had found and planned to resell.

Like Lucille, Al’s drinking and pursuit of the opposite sex caused him to be absent from the house for days on end. His chronic underemployment, coupled with gambling, kept the three male Hendrixes enmeshed in poverty, and Jimi took the responsibility for the care of his younger brother.

This almost Dickensian struggle for survival included the boys scrounging meals where they could from understanding, kind neighbors. Sometimes, unpaid bills meant Jimi and Leon woke up alone in a cold, dark house.

The shy, soft-spoken Jimi, who stuttered at an early age, once walked with his little brother into a Seattle Safeway supermarket. He surreptitiously opened a package of white bread, took out two pieces, and resealed the bag. He led Leon to the cold cuts section, opened a package of bologna, took out one slice, placed it between the two pieces of bread, and closed the package. Jimi walked him cautiously outside, under the store’s harsh, revealing light, as Leon ate his first meal of the day,

Years later, after Jimi had attained worldwide fame, he was living a block away from the home of his music producer friend Alan Douglas and his wife, Stella, in Manhattan. He called Stella, telling her he’d been up late the night before in the recording studio and was starving.

“He asked if I would bring him a sandwich from a nearby deli,” Stella recalled. “I said: ‘Are you kidding? Let me make you something.’ I was a really good cook. He said, ‘No, I just want a bologna sandwich on white bread with mayonnaise.’”

 



 



Jimi not only helped raise Leon, but he also shared his own passion for music and art with his little brother. Jimi’s artistic ability was exceptional. His drawings of soldiers fighting, cowboys and Indians clashing, and distant planets orbiting in space showed skills well beyond average. Jimi fell in love with the science fiction world of Flash Gordon and earned the nickname“Buster,”after the serial’s star, Buster Crabbe. Jimi often wore a homemade cape and once jumped off the roof of his house, trying to fly like his hero.

As a toddler, Leon interrupted Jimi’s fantasy of playing guitar—the term “air guitar” did not yet exist—and Jimi tied a pencil to his little brother’s hand and urged him to draw instead. Eventually, Leon won an art award among all Seattle high school students and became a technical draftsman for the Boeing Corporation.

Jimi, who with Leon had seen Elvis Presley at Sicks Stadium in 1957 with 15,000 other screaming, joyous fans, helped Leon fall asleep on certain difficult nights by softly singing to him, “You ain’t nothing but a hound dog, crying all the time.”

But there were some things in their hardscrabble existence that were beyond any comfort Jimi could provide. Lucille was admitted to a hospital twice in 1957 for cirrhosis of the liver. In early 1958, she was again hospitalized, this time with hepatitis. Jimi and Leon were stunned by how wan and frail she looked as she sat in a wheelchair and warmly but briefly welcomed them. Jimi brought handmade cards and huddled close to his mother, speaking little.

They never saw her alive again. On February 1, 1958, Lucille Jeter Hendrix was found unconscious in the back alley of a bar on Yesler Street. Delores Hall found her later at the hospital, untreated, in a hallway. She died of a ruptured spleen, a treatable condition and one that was more likely to have been caused by violence than alcohol consumption. She was only thirty-three.

Al Hendrix did not take the boys to Lucille’s funeral. Instead, he gave the children shots of his Seagram’s 7 whiskey and told them that was how men dealt with their grief.

Because of Al’s refusal to let the boys attend their mother’s burial, Dorothy Harding, furious, never spoke to him again.

Jimi rarely discussed the trauma of growing up in Seattle. He expressed love to his father in the letters he wrote and idealized his mother, especially in his emotionally raw, at times falsetto-voiced “Angel,” in which he wrote of a silver-winged angel who, against “the child’s sunrise,” encourages him to persevere.



Silver wings silhouetted  
Against the child’s sunrise  
And my angel she said unto me  
Today is the day for you to rise.




But a rare expression of resentment about his childhood upbringing came out in his song “51st Anniversary.” In it, a couple have been married  for ten years, with hungry, unattended children running around the house.



Ten years they’ve been married  
And a thousand kids run around hungry  
’Cause their mama’s a louse  
Daddy’s down at the whiskey house.




In 1967, Jimi did a survey for the British publication New Musical Express. The profundity of his reply summed up the importance of his mother’s loss and his need to write and perform music beyond all things in life: “Personal ambition: Have my own style of music. See my mother again.”

Jimi was so desperate to play guitar that when he was at Horace Mann Elementary School in Seattle, he brought a broom to school regularly, keeping it close to him, as a younger child might cling to a blanket. A social worker tried, after a year of this pitiable behavior, to get funds to buy Jimi a guitar. She wrote a note, insisting that not providing the boy a guitar might result in psychological damage. But the school did not think a boy humming and treating a broom like a guitar in a public school indicated any kind of mental imbalance. Al, typically tightfisted about money, contended he did not have the money to buy one.

But Al found a discarded ukulele with one remaining string while he was clearing out a neighborhood garage, and he gave the little, damaged instrument to Jimi. Jimi’s imagination had to fill in all the sounds he wished he could make on that one string.

He did not realize it, but Jimi was following in the path of other great blues guitarists, such as Elmore James and B. B. King, who as children played what was called the “one strand on the wall.” A single wire that held a broom together would be removed, straightened with a rock or other hard object, and then nailed to a wall or a back porch. The neck of a bottle became the slide, which produced a limited range of notes while the wire was plucked.

Jimi’s desire to play guitar was so great that before the ukulele, he, as other blues guitarists had done as boys, constructed a makeshift  guitar. It was made out of an empty cigar box with a hole cut out and a sheet of plastic wrap stretched across the supposed sound hole, held taut with a rubber band. Other scraps made a false neck, and finally Jimi had his first guitar. It replaced his imaginary friend,“Cessa,” whom Jimi claimed he spoke to between the ages of four and six, although he never described Cessa when others asked.

Although Lucille was absent so often in Jimi’s life, the other women around him intervened when Al seemed incapable of handling sole support. One night, Al was playing cards with a male friend who had an acoustic guitar. Jimi sometimes quietly brought it out onto the front porch and carefully explored its strings and neck. On that night, Al’s friend drunkenly decided to sell it for five dollars to satisfy the boy who was so fascinated by it. But Al again cried poverty and said he could not spare the money, waving away the offer.

But Ernestine Benson, who was present, sprang to Jimi’s defense. It was Ernestine who played old 78 rpm records that captivated Jimi, including the blues of Muddy Waters (McKinley Morganfield), Howlin’ Wolf (Chester Arthur Burnett), Robert Johnson, and others.

Ernestine laid into Al, yelling, finally demanding, “Al Hendrix, you’re going to buy this guitar for five dollars!” That acoustic guitar, Jimi’s first real guitar, would be so dear to him that he carried it everywhere, played it constantly, even slept with it on his chest. It provided him the comfort his mother could not.

Being left-handed, he had to reverse the order of the strings on a right-handed guitar because left-handed models were hard to find and more expensive. His father disapproved of Jimi playing left-handed, calling it the Devil’s work. So Jimi simply chose the most logical solution to the problem: He learned to play right-handed guitars upside down without changing the strings.

By his late teens, Jimi was playing in local bands. First, it was the Velvetones and the Rocking Kings, followed by Thomas and the Tomcats. He practiced every spare moment he had, even if some of his strings were broken. When he didn’t have his guitar with him, he pretended he did.

“One day I was walking down the hall,” recalled his Garfield High School classmate Mike Tagawa, “and here was Hendrix coming in the  other direction playing air guitar.” Tagawa asked Jimi where his books were. “He gave me that nice warm smile of his and said . . . ‘I don’t need my books. I’ve got my guitar.’”

Jimi, introverted, fearful of his future, never able to bring friends over to his house, was bullied by some of boys, who saw him as peculiar and aloof. Once, friends saw Jimi chased across a football field by a boy he would not let hold his guitar. Eventually, Jimi was knocked to the turf, punched, and kicked. He suffered the blows, rather than releasing the guitar and risking damage to it.

In spite of the indignities Jimi faced, his mind craved new musical experiences. He listened to Seattle’s two black radio stations, KFKF and KZAM. They played many of the top R&B and soul hits. Jimi’s early interest in John Lee Hooker, B. B. and Albert King, and other bluesmen now incorporated rock-and-roll acts such as Fats Domino, Chuck Berry, and Little Richard.

As if an omen of Jimi’s musical future, he and Leon one day spotted a shiny Cadillac parked outside the house of their neighbor, Mrs. Penniman, whom they knew through their church, Goodwill Baptist, at 14th and Spring. Richard Penniman, aka Little Richard, was there visiting his mother. He had left show business to preach the gospel and invited the boys to come. Jimi and Leon went both nights. Jimi could never have predicted that in a few short years he would be playing guitar in Little Richard’s re-formed band, battling with the singer for the spotlight.

 



 



HENDRIX’S FIRST ELECTRIC GUITAR WAS A WHITE SUPRO OZARK. After it was stolen at a dance, Jimmy got a cheaper, green Danelectro, which his father bought him at Myers Music Store in downtown Seattle. His school friends nicknamed it the “Chiang Kai-shek guitar” because it had been made in China. It was cheap and had a tinny sound, and to compensate for the instrument’s limitations, he painted it different colors: red one week, purple another, and then back to green.

At dances, Jimi used it to play popular songs such as “Rockin’Robin,” “Do You Want to Dance,” and “Yakety Yak.” As his style improved, he composed an original tune in the key of C called “Jimmy’s Blues.”

As Jimi got older, he played a club south of Seattle by the name of the Spanish Castle, which he later reminisced about in a song he titled “Spanish Castle Magic”:

It’s very far away  
It takes about half a day  
To get there  
If we travel by my, uh, dragonfly.






The dragonfly was metaphorically the old, green Plymouth Fury with pronounced wings that one of the bands Jimi sat in with drove, when it wasn’t broken down, to gigs. Leon tagged along with Jimi and looked forward to the shows at the Spanish Castle, its external square turrets and neon light cutting through the mist of Pacific Northwest nights. Jimi’s little brother also looked forward to a free hot dog and French fries while the band played. On certain late nights, Leon slept under the stage.

But once at Birdland, another local club, the girlfriend of a Rocking Kings band member was very taken by Jimi’s quiet, loner persona. During a break, Jimi was invited into the men’s room for a band meeting. He exited, his face puffy and slightly bloody, beaten up by his jealous bandmate. Jimi quit the Rocking Kings. The band broke up shortly thereafter. Fred Rollins, the group’s leader, was scheduled to join the army.

The next time Jimi saw him, Rollins was on furlough, wearing his paratrooper’s uniform. Many of his friends, including Jimi, were impressed by the “Screaming Eagle” patch prominently displayed on Rollins’s arm.

Jimi’s early bands recognized his brilliance, but in a pattern that would repeat itself, he was unable to contain his need to create new sounds while playing cover songs. He was continually fired for cutting loose with screeching, whirring, fuzzy, or wailing sounds that hardly fit the songs being played.

No one understood what he was trying to do, and his compulsion to branch out sonically puzzled his fellow musicians and audiences. Once, an amplifier had been partially busted by Jimi’s excessive volume.  The metallic sound from the damaged speaker excited Jimi, but when he brought it to another musician’s attention, all he got was a strange stare.

Jimi had played Birdland numerous times. Despite Garfield High’s ethnic mix of black, white, Asian, and Hispanic students, despite Jimi’s home at the Yesler Terrace projects—one of the most ethnically diverse in the United States—Birdland was the furthest a Negro band could possibly go in the Seattle music scene of 1961. He was trapped in his fragmented family, in the region, in poverty, and in the music of the time.

Not surprisingly, Jimi eventually dropped out of high school. He stole moments and kisses with his first steady girlfriend, Betty Jean Morgan, a sweet, uncomplicated girl whose family had moved to Seattle from the Deep South.

But Jimi’s father, a child of the Depression, bitter about his fate with Lucille, pushed Jimi to work in his landscape business, making him do the physical work of mowing grass and hauling heavy stones.

According to Leon, Al rejected Jimi’s playing guitar, saying, “You need to work with your hands.” Jimi, his sense of humor his partial salvation, once shot back while holding his guitar, “I am working with my hands!” At night, tired of his father’s daily demands, Jimi pursued any activity that would take him out of the world in which he found himself.

Jimi and a friend robbed the clothing store of one of Al’s clients, but the young robbers were so naïve and nervous, they tried to return the goods and were caught. Instead of a fine or jail for his son, Al was ordered to give free landscaping to the victim. When Jimi objected to his own participation in this compensation, Al snapped and punched Jimi full in the face. Jimi ran to a friend’s house, but Al, now calmer, brought him back home.

When Jimi later joined the army, it required a written statement of his misdeed when he was fifteen:
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 clothes, which we did. The clothes didn’t fit us. We gave it [sic] to a Christmas fund at school, and that’s how we got caught.





IN MAY 1961, THE SEATTLE POLICE DEPARTMENT WAS INVESTIGATING black youths during a crime wave that involved seventeen homes and $2,500 worth of goods and cash stolen. On May 2, police spotted a car full of young Negroes having too good a time on a Tuesday night. Jimi was arrested, along with three other boys, for riding in a stolen car. As a result, he spent the day confined in the Rainier Vista 4-H Youth Center and then was released to his father. As a young man, Al had been arrested in a similar incident. So when Jimi claimed he had no idea the car was stolen, his father was very understanding. However, just three days later, Jimi was arrested again under the same circumstances. This time, after seven days locked up in Rainier Vista, he faced a judge.

During Jimi’s incarceration, Seattle police nabbed six teens who were part of the home burglary ring. Still, during his hearing on May 16, Jimi had a tough choice to face. After listening to the plea bargain from the public defender assigned to Jimi’s case, the judge suspended Jimi’s two-year sentence with the stipulation that the young man immediately enlist for military duty. The two“taking and riding”charges, however, remained on his permanent record.

 



 



ON MAY 29, JIMI DEPARTED SEATTLE ON A SOUTHBOUND TRAIN headed toward Fort Ord, near Monterey, California, for eight weeks of basic training. He had signed up to be part of the U.S. Army’s 101st Airborne, to wear a Screaming Eagle patch like Fred Rollins’s.

Days before his departure, Jimi went to a street dance with Betty Jean Morgan, giving her a rhinestone engagement ring, although he was in no position to support the two of them in a marriage. There, in her bobby sox, saddle shoes, and long skirt, Morgan kissed him, not realizing that, although she would see him again, it was the beginning of the end of their relationship.

Jimi’s confusion about leaving those he cared about coexisted with his eagerness to put his nightmarish existence in Seattle behind him. He addressed that uncertainty later in his career in a powerful blues number, “Hear My Train A Comin’.” A definitive performance of the song appears in the documentary A Film About Jimi Hendrix, during which Jimi, picking up a Zemaitis twelve-string guitar—an instrument he had not often played—gave a stirring rendition of the song. Significantly, Jimi also referred to the song as “Getting My Heart Back Together.” With Delta blues mournfulness, he sang about buying an unnamed town and putting it all in his shoe.



I’m gonna buy this town  
And put it all in my shoe  
Might even give a piece to you  
That’s what I’m gonna’ do.




Jimi caught the train out of Seattle, eager to go, yearning to musically express himself fully, now headed for the military, an institution that would tolerate his free-spiritedness even less than his father, his schoolmates, and his previous bands had.
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The Case Against Private Hendrix  (JANUARY-JUNE 1962)


IN JUNE 1961, JIMI BEGAN HIS ARMY BASIC TRAINING AT FORT ORD, California. It seemed very likely that Jimi would eventually see military action when he completed his training as a paratrooper and member of the 101st Airborne.

His choice to join the military rather than go to jail came at a time when the United States was committed to stopping the spread of communism in the world and strongly reacting to perceived threats to itself and its allies in numerous global hotspots.

The House Armed Services Committee voted in 1961 to increase production of Boeing B-52 bombers, in response to growing tensions between Cuba and the United States after the Bay of Pigs invasion. (President John F. Kennedy had been intimidated by the Pentagon into undertaking that failed mission.) There were still 50,000 American troops in South Korea after that war. The Berlin Wall was being built. Both the Soviet Union and the United States resumed nuclear weapons testing despite talks in Geneva. And the United States tripled its military advisers in a Southeast Asian country most Americans were still unfamiliar with: Vietnam.

Once he completed the eight weeks of training, Jimi was dispatched to Fort Campbell, home of the Screaming Eagles Air Assault Division. Fort Campbell, Kentucky, borders Hopkinsville, Kentucky, and Clarksville, Tennessee. Its more than 100,000 acres, including a large airfield and transportation infrastructure, made it a prime location in the early 1960s for a top-secret nuclear weapons storage and modification facility. Four electrified fences separated 5,000 acres in the southeast corner of the camp, and underground tunnels leading to storage areas were burrowed into the limestone.

Jimi’s arrival at Fort Campbell on November 8 was followed by a letter to his father detailing how physically challenging the army proved to the new recruit: “There’s nothing but physical training and harrasement [sic] here for two weeks, then when you go to jump school, that’s when you get hell. They work you to DEATH, fussing and fighting.”

On January 11, 1962, Major General C. W. G. Rich awarded Jimi the famed 101st Division Screaming Eagles patch he desired. “I made it in eight months and eight days,” Jimi handwrote his father. But Jimi was quickly developing a sense of homesickness. He later wrote to Al: “You know, I’ve been having dreams of coming home and seeing you and everybody. It seems kind of funny. I must really want to come home for a while.”

 



 



JIMI, WHO HAD DROPPED OUT OF GARFIELD HIGH, WAS REQUIRED to take General Education Development (GED) tests, and by the end of the month he was promoted to private first class (PFC). What still mattered most to PFC Hendrix were his music and the guitar that was over 2,400 miles away at Betty Jean Morgan’s house in Seattle. The beat-up instruments he could check out from the music room on the base couldn’t satisfy his restless, talented, self-taught hands.

“Send my guitar as soon as you can,” Jimi pleaded in his next letter home. “I really need it now.” The red, electric Danelectro Silvertone guitar arrived safely at the base, with its rosewood neck that fit so comfortingly between his long fingers and “Betty Jean” written on the body.

Jimi could not keep up with Morgan’s letters, and she became jealous and concerned when he did not reply fast enough for her. He wrote to Al that Morgan expressed her fury in a letter, saying: “You’re fooling with someone else down there. California girls are tuff [sic]. . . . You better write and leave those ‘saphires’ [sic] alone or you better not come up here to see me.” Morgan’s reference to Sapphire, one of the black characters on the long-running Amos ’n’ Andy radio and TV series, suggested her insecurity about Jimi gravitating toward more aggressive women.

Morgan was prescient in that Jimi’s first love was music, and he would later use his status as a musician and his natural shyness to attract women to him. But while he was at Fort Campbell, Jimi scraped together the money to buy Morgan a double wedding band and mail it to her. Presumably, the additional fifty-five dollars he earned per month for parachuting jumps helped pay for it. But Betty Jean eventually returned the wedding ring. In moments of vulnerability and desperation, near the end of his life, Jimi would propose to other women. But after Morgan refused his marital pledge, he set out on a path of sexual voraciousness that would become unparalleled in the liberated world of rock music sexual mores. At the apex of his career, various eyewitnesses entered hotel rooms where three or four women were in his bed, recuperating from the previous night’s activities.

 



 



PRIVATE HENDRIX’S ARMY DUTIES BECAME OBLIGATORY INTERRUPTIONS taking him away from practicing on the Danelectro. He told his army pals that he wanted to capture “air sounds” on his guitar like the ones he heard in jump school training: the droning roar and rumble of the plane’s engines, the rush of wind cascading past the ears on the journey back to solid ground.

Jimi annoyed his fellow soldiers with his constant strumming and, at times, the eerily bent notes emanating from his guitar. The calluses on his fingers were not from his assigned duties but from his nonstop practicing. The recruits snubbed him and made snide comments about his sleeping with and talking to the instrument. It was, in essence, a replay of his experience at Garfield High: His withdrawn personality  and obsession with his guitar made him a source of ridicule. As in Seattle, the scorn sometimes turned physical, and some of his fellow paratroopers, as a prank, hid his guitar. He was forced to beg before they returned it to him.

 



 



IN SEATTLE, JIMI HAD FOUND MANY MUSICIANS TO JAM WITH, although most rejected his sonic experimentations. But at Fort Campbell, one soldier in particular discovered Jimi. His staggering inventiveness brought them together for life.

One rainy night, Private Billy Cox and a friend, after seeing a John Wayne movie, waited for the downpour to ebb. Through an open window of Service Club 1, Cox heard a solo guitar played in a wildly unique manner. He later claimed it was as if Beethoven and John Lee Hooker had merged.

“It was something the human ear hadn’t heard,” Cox reported. “I said, ‘That’s incredible!’ And the guy I was with said, ‘Sounds like shit to me.’ I went in and introduced myself to him and said I played a little upright bass, and I checked out the Danelectro he was playing.”

Billy Cox, one year older than Jimi, was educated in Pittsburgh, and his mother was a classically trained pianist. At an early age, Cox decided to pursue a musical career. He attempted the violin, piano, and various horns, but became fixated with the electric bass sound he heard in Lloyd Price’s R&B band. Cox possessed Jimi’s rebellious streak. He was kicked out of a symphony for the unorthodox way he played the bass. “They wanted me to play with a bow,” he stated in a 2009 radio interview.

Cox, like Jimi, enlisted in the army to avoid complications.

“At that time, they would draft you,” Cox remembered bitterly. “It was incarceration. If they did that, they could send you wherever they wanted. And I have claustrophobia. I went in and got it over with.”

Their special association began with songs they both knew, by King Curtis, Booker T. & the MGs, and others. “We were gigging on base at all the functions. We practiced all day, every day. We would play all over Clarksville, Tennessee: the Elks Club, the D.A.V. [Disabled  American Veterans] hall, until we got a regular job at the Pink Poodle. . . . We did steps and everything. We had a lot of energy.”

Jimi and Cox had a third player in their army ensemble for a brief while; he was, oddly enough, a superior officer. Major Charles Washington, who played saxophone in his off hours at Fort Campbell, formed a small rehearsal group with them and noticed the guitarist’s occasional lack of concentration while performing.

“It really appeared that Jimi in many cases was never really with us,” Washington told the makers of a 1973 documentary. “We’d look over at him occasionally and there he is, staring . . . on Cloud Nine. You didn’t really get to know him that closely, as far as the exact line of thinking.”

Washington resented Jimi’s absentmindedness, as he often pawned the guitar before a gig at a dance or club, and then there would be a scramble to get the Danelectro out of hock because Jimi refused to use another instrument.

But Cox saw past Jimi’s casual and introverted demeanor and recognized his serious commitment to music. Cox terminated his jump status so that they could dedicate even more time to practicing. They also worked out a clever scheme to avoid work detail and get in more practice time. After reveille, Jimi would “ghost” out of his company area and work out tunes with Cox until just before 3:00 p.m., when they would sneak back into their respective companies before the director from the USO could catch them. The routine worked until the army got suspicious.

Before joining the service, Cox took part in regular Saturday afternoon jam sessions at King Studios in Nashville, just fifty-five miles from the base. Typically, disc jockey Bill “Hoss” Allen, from the 50,000-watt powerhouse WLAC-AM, would let the tape run over the course of five hours, and within the music that emerged, he might find something worth using and sell it to a local label.

WLAC’s signal in the early 1960s blasted rhythm and blues and gospel music to a wide audience all over the East, the South, and parts of the Midwest. Some say it could be heard in the Caribbean and Canada as well. The station had switched to all-black programming  in 1946, shortly after a group of black college students showed up with of a stack of 78s, demanding, “Why don’t you play some of our  music?”

In the 1950s, Allen played hot new releases by Chuck Berry, Jimmy Reed, (Sam) Lightnin’ Hopkins, and Etta James for fans listening to their transistor radios under their pillows as part of his “Under the Covers Club.”With this new exposure, more rhythm and blues records appeared in the 1960s pop charts than in any previous decade. The hip approach used by “the Hossman” was of a piece with the station’s other black-sounding jocks. It was a shock for some to learn that the DJs who used “jive talk” to pitch hairdressing products like White Rose Petroleum Jelly and Royal Crown Pomade were really good ole southern white boys.

Cox convinced Allen to listen to his new and extraordinary guitarist. So Jimi arrived at the studio, his fatigues newly laundered, pressed, and starched.

“So I got him plugged into the board,” said Allen, “and said I just wanted him to play a New Orleans rhythm, a simple 4/4. Someone had just brought in a tune they’d written that week and we kicked it off. The next thing I heard in the headphones is BLLAAMM WEEE WOO. I stopped and said,‘Hey, man, just give me a good straight four. We’ve already got a guy playing lead.’ He never looked up and we started again. Same thing. BLAAMM WEEE WOO. I yelled to the engineer, ‘Cut that mother off. Cut him off the board.’”

After the session was finished, Allen played it back. Jimi knew his burst of improvisation had been left out. Used to this lack of acceptance, he said nothing.

Jimi’s refusal to play guitar lines that were “normal” would cause him trouble time and again. Similarly, in almost comical fashion, everything he did while in the army was either substandard or outside of regulations. It was as if he were trapped and, short of desertion, wanted to find a way out of his forced conscription. After late-night gigs, Private Hendrix was caught napping the next day. He was also a terrible marksman, labeled “unqualified” and ranked lowest on the list of recruits during his basic training.

On Friday, February 16, 1962, Captain Gilbert Batchman requested a physical and psychiatric examination of Hendrix. Batchman’s report concluded:

“Individual is unable to conform to military rules and regulations. Misses bed check; sleeps while supposed to be working; unsatisfactory duty performance. Requires excessive supervision at all times. Was caught masturbating by member of the platoon.”

Board proceedings were then ordered for Jimi, who signed a statement declining counsel. He did not submit any statement on his own behalf. Private First Class Hendrix was advised that he might receive a discharge as a result of the board’s findings. It’s likely he considered this good news.

Jimi continued parachute practice and in March sent home a photo he had taken of other jumpers back in December. He referred to the experience as “dreadful.”

“I can laugh at it now,” wrote Jimi to his father, “but if I laughed, I would’ve been pushing Tennessee around all with my hands . . . push ups. See how that poor soul is almost choking half to death? That’s the way [the cable] snaps you, like a whip!”

Cox and Jimi formed a group billed as both the Casuals and the Kasuals. The band featured Gary Ferguson on drums and, for a very short time, Major Washington on sax. They played Service Clubs 1 and 2, the EM (the enlisted men’s club at Fort Campbell), and occasionally the Pink Poodle Club in Clarksville, Tennessee, about fourteen miles away from base.

The Pink Poodle was, by the standards of the early 1960s, a dive. The “stage” was a wooden riser, barely inches above the floor. The College Street club’s owners came to the attention of the local police department for allowing minors to loiter where alcohol was sold and for selling liquor after hours. To keep the cops at bay and stay in business, the Pink Poodle instituted a new rule: To get in, you had to have a membership card.

Jimi wandered in one night and immediately felt a bit better upon seeing another left-handed guitar player on stage, George Yates. But Jimi became entranced with another guitarist’s style. Johnny Jones  enjoyed a steady six-night gig at Nashville’s New Era Club with his regular group, the Imperials. They played Tuesdays with a local pickup band in Clarksville, mostly to soldiers who bummed a ride from Fort Campbell.

Jones was six years Jimi’s elder. He was born in Edes, Tennessee, and traveled to Memphis at age thirteen to take in his first blues show. In the early 1950s in Chicago, Jones was greatly affected by seeing blues greats of the era, including Muddy Waters and Howlin’ Wolf. By 1961, Jones was living in Nashville and working as a studio guitarist, along with his regular club dates.

Jimi mustered up his courage and approached the seasoned guitarist when Jones went to take a break. “He had sat there all night and watched the show,” remembered Jones. “He wanted to know where I was from, and then he asked to hold my guitar. I was kind of skeptical about letting anybody hold my guitar because you can easily drop one if you didn’t know how to hold it right. I didn’t know he played.

“Jimi said, ‘I’ll just sit a few feet from the stage.’ So I left my amp on low and went over to the bar to take a break. During those thirty minutes, the jukebox was playing, people were dancing, and Jimi was up there picking away on my guitar. When he flipped it around and put it on upside down, that’s when I got a cold chill.”

Jones played a cherry red Gibson ES 335, and this was the first time Jimi had a chance to hold and play a decent guitar, let alone have a front-row seat in front of a player who spun off authentic blues licks learned from watching the masters.

“You know Jimi came from out there in Seattle,” said Jones. “He didn’t have much black on him when he got here. No, he’d talk like a white boy. His diction was real good. He was kind of shy but once you got to know him and watched him play, there was some kind of fire inside him, man.”

 



 



THE YEAR 1962 WAS A FORMATIVE ONE FOR JIMI AND COINCIDED with great changes afoot in pop music. In England, the Beatles auditioned for Decca Records while the Rolling Stones played their first  club dates. In the United States on the R&B side, Otis Redding, Isaac Hayes, and Booker T. & the MGs began their musical careers.

Chubby Checker’s 1960 number one hit, “The Twist,” reentered the pop charts and returned to the number one position in 1962. The dance craze showed no signs of abating. Joey Dee and the Starliters, King Curtis, Sam Cooke, and the Isley Brothers had Twist hits as well. Amazingly, not far into the future, Jimi would find himself playing on the same tour with Cooke and in the three other groups.

For an ambitious young guitar slinger like Jimi, there were two major black rock-and-roll guitar idols in 1962. Bo Diddley and Chuck Berry both had successfully crossed over into the white pop music world in the 1950s. Diddley exemplified Jimi’s desire to manipulate tone, using the tremolo to fluctuate the volume at pulsating intervals. Not satisfied with available technology, Diddley built his own device from an old clock. He later described the apparatus to Guitar Player  magazine: “I found you could bend one part of the clock to get a slow sound and bend it again to get a faster sound.”

Chuck Berry accented his guitar work with provocative body language. Back in the 1956 film Rock, Rock, Rock! DJ Alan Freed introduced Berry, who performed one of his fast-car tribute songs, “You Can’t Catch Me.” When he reached the lyric “Sweetest little thing I’ve ever seen,” Berry affectionately kissed the neck of the guitar. He concluded the song with his famous “duck-walk”: knees bent, side profile, and guitar in a low and somewhat phallic position. Jimi had to be encouraged by Diddley and Berry’s expansion of technical and showmanship boundaries, and their growing audience.
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