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  INTRODUCTION


  It was a story made for the movies. Not the story of Jimi Hendrix’s life but that of his death, and what happened nearly a quarter of a century after it. It could only be a true story. If someone wrote it as fiction, as a novel or a screenplay, no one would believe it.

  Even during Jimi Hendix’s lifetime, there is evidence to show that the guitarist was abused by his professional representatives. There’s nothing new about that; it’s an entertainment business cliché. So, too, during the time following his death the rip-offs continued, until finally Jimi’s father, his sole heir, employed a black lawyer in Los Angeles to sort out and handle his increasingly complex affairs. All went well, or seemed to, until 1993, when Al Hendrix, a seventy-two-year-old retired gardener, went to court claiming that the California attorney had taken his son’s musical legacy and sold it to the highest bidder. Leo Branton Jr., the Los Angeles lawyer who had represented the Hendrix estate for more than twenty years, was accused of getting the elder Hendrix to sign away his son’s musical copyrights to several offshore companies—neglecting to say that he, the lawyer, had an interest in those firms. For the Jimi Hendrix catalog of songs and recordings, released and unreleased, Al Hendrix reportedly was paid $500,000, plus a modest annual annuity. The offshore companies then negotiated a sale to one of the largest American musical conglomerates, for as much as $75 million.

  Then—and this is where the story gets good—a longtime Jimi Hendrix fan came to the rescue, providing Al Hendrix with the money to fight back. That man was Paul Allen, a lifelong Seattle resident and cofounder with Bill Gates of Microsoft, owner of the Portland Trail Blazers basketball team and ranked in 1995 by Forbes magazine as the fourth richest man in the United States.

  What happened next—a courtroom story equal to anything novelist John Grisham might concoct—is described in the epilogue to this book.

  When Rolling Stone magazine published a brief history of the electric guitar, the tall, thin performer who played the guitar upside down (to accommodate his left-handedness) was placed “in a class by himself,” a mammoth talent whose “pioneering use of effects like phasing, wah-wah and fuzz tone have become part of the rock guitarist’s vocabulary.”

  Other publications in the field agreed. Said Guitar Player in 1975, “GP has never before devoted an entire issue to the life of a particular guitarist, but now is a good time to start. Jimi’s contribution to our instrument is so wide-ranging, so massive, that fully five years after his death our offices continue to receive almost daily requests [for information] about his music, his technique, his equipment. Clearly no other electric guitar player has had the influence of this man.”

  Another twenty years has passed, and his stature has grown exponentially. Quite simply, Jimi Hendrix was one of the most significant musical contributors not just to our time but to all time. In only a few years he defined the spectrum of the electric guitar—or, rather, redefined it—and influenced thousands of guitarists, many of whom went on to become worldwide stars. There are things he did on the guitar that no one yet can explain or duplicate, not even given the sophisticated electronic assistance that’s been developed since his death.

  Cynics call the death of a rock star at the peak of his career “a good career move.” Even Jimi himself, two years before he died, said, “It’s funny the way most people love the dead. Once you’re dead, you’re made for life.” Sadly, there is some truth to this. In the years since Jimi’s death due to an apparent barbiturate and alcohol overdose at age twenty-seven, his music and life story have been one of the most consistently revered and heavily trafficked natural resources in contemporary cultural history.

  During his four-year recording career, only seven albums were released, including two weak recordings thrown into the marketplace from his formative years to capitalize on his later success and a compilation of previous hits—in other words, only four that he really cared about. By 1996, another dozen were put in the shops officially, and an incredible 132 albums and singles and 238 CDs appeared on the illegal, or bootleg, market, a figure that rises weekly.

  While it’s arguable that much of this material would never have been released if Jimi were alive, his record companies report that he is one of their most consistent bestsellers, accounting for more than three million units a year. In other words, Jimi Hendrix is selling more music now than he did when he was alive. “Once you’re dead, you’re made for life.”

  In 1991 he got his star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame, and a year later he was selected for a Lifetime Achievement Award at the Grammy Awards and inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. “Of all those named to the Hall of Fame,” Jann Wenner, the founder-editor-publisher of Rolling Stone, who godfathered the Hall of Fame, told me, “Jimi was the only shoo-in. When he was nominated, we knew he was as good as in.”

  In twenty-five years, at least twenty-five books about Jimi have been published, putting him in the rock and roll library behind Elvis Presley and the Beatles in numbers, but ahead of everyone else. (Another thirty to forty books about the 1960s are substantially about him or feature him.) Since his death, there have been eleven fan magazines, six of which still are published regularly in the United States, Ireland, England, France, and Brazil; one of these also is translated into Japanese.

  A $60 million Hendrix museum is under construction in Seattle, also bankrolled by Microsoft cofounder Paul Allen, and a recording studio Hendrix owned, Electric Lady, has been turned into a small museum in New York. Wrangler Jeans has used one of his songs, “Crosstown Traffic,” in its most successful commercial; other songs have promoted Pepsi Cola and Nike running shoes. A magazine and uncounted boutiques and discotheques, in addition to a line of underwear, have been named for his song “Foxy Lady.” The U.S. Army, which counts Jimi as an alumnus—he was a paratrooper—included “Voodoo Chile” in a 1991 concert in Panama beamed to General Manuel Noriega, part of a message to come out of his hideaway with his hands up. There have been half a dozen filmed documentaries, and as this book goes to press, Touchstone Films, part of the Walt Disney empire, is preparing a feature film starring Laurence Fishburn in the title role.

  A group of contemporary rock bands have recorded Jimi’s songs for an authorized tribute CD and cassette, and several bootlegs have gathered other recorded covers by Eric Clapton, Sting, Stevie Ray Vaughan, Aerosmith, the Red Hot Chili Peppers, Rod Stewart, and Led Zeppelin. Dozens of private archives were begun. One of his guitars, a gift to one of his original sidemen, sold at auction for $350,000, and other memorabilia, including clothing and handwritten lyrics and other scribblings, have been offered by the world’s leading auction houses. Hundreds of thousands of posters and Hendrix pendants and T-shirts and buttons and busts and coffee cups and other pop kitsch are sold each year worldwide, authorized and otherwise.

  Another yardstick of success is how much legal activity has surrounded, and assaulted, the earnings. No one has kept track, but one attorney estimates the number of lawsuits at “more than a hundred,” ranging from paternity claims to demands for past royalties due. The legal record of the suits between Al Hendrix and Leo Branton et al. by 1996 includes approximately 2,000 docket entries, filling fifty-one volumes; court clerks in Seattle got so many inquiries that they committed the case number to memory. In 1996 the opposing parties were still fighting over the division of the spoils, and the file continued to grow.

  Why such adoration? And greed, and all the rest?

  Besides the fact that the music is as exciting as it was twenty-five years ago, there is inevitably the Hendrix image to be reckoned with. This gets us back to the guitarist’s own appraisal about achieving immortality on earth by leaving it. “Live fast, die young and make a good-looking corpse” is the way writer Willard Motley put it in his novel Knock on Any Door. Jimi did that, flashing through the psychedelic 1960s, setting much of that decade’s style, becoming what one writer called “the Cassius Clay of Pop,” another “the flower generation’s electric nigger dandy—its king and golden calf.”

  Jimi was the perfect hedonist, a superstar with uncounted dollars to play with, leaving his business affairs to the management of others, dedicated only to making good music and having a good time. This took him along strange paths—into a pharmacy of mind-changing drugs, from continent to continent, and to the study of voodoo, space travel, Eastern religions, and psychic phenomena. Behind him he left a phosphorescent wake bobbing with burned-up guitars and burned-out friends, landmark concerts and recordings, and a musical reputation that grows stronger and a personal myth that becomes more outlandish every year. The Jimi Hendrix story is one of a human spun wildly and beautifully beyond the bounds the rest of us know.

  Jimi was also a classic innocent, and as a consequence a target and victim. In 1975 Rolling Stone commissioned me to investigate reports that Jimi’s estate was being plundered by what the editors eventually called “a calculating band of lawyers, promoters, cons and other vultures.” I went to Seattle, Los Angeles, and New York to research that article, interviewing twenty-five or thirty people, including, Jimi’s father, the guitarist’s friend and longtime road manager, Gerry Stickells, and enough attorneys and accountants to make my head spin. The result was “A Piece of the Rainbow,” which Rolling Stone subtitled “A Scandal of Lawsuits and Laundered Money.” When it was published in 1976, Jimi’s bass player, Noel Redding, called to say that I had “barely scratched the surface.”

  Much more of the story is told here. A few individuals, of course, refused to be interviewed, among them one of Jimi’s attorneys, Henry Steingarten, who told me that he didn’t think he had any information that would be of assistance, and the president of Reprise Records, Mo Ostin, who said, “It’s something I feel uncomfortable about. I don’t want to get into an interview situation that I’d regret later.” Others, involved in recent lawsuits, never returned my calls.

  But many, many more did talk, several for the first time, including Jimi’s father and brother, Al and Leon Hendrix, who gave me opposite but not opposing views of Jimi’s childhood. Barbette Andreadakis, Jimi’s manager’s housekeeper, and Jerry Morrison (not his real name), the manager’s aide and confidant, offered a revealing backstairs look at Jimi’s business operations. Jerry also told me an amazing story never even hinted at during Jimi’s lifetime: a kidnapping by the Mafia. A Beverly Hills attorney, Mickey Shapiro, who was suing the Hendrix estate for his client Noel Redding, provided photocopies of all the documents in the files of an offshore trust company controlled by Jimi’s manager into which millions of dollars had disappeared. Jim Fricke, chief curator of Paul Allen’s museum in Seattle, made his vast files and visuals available.

  Besides those already mentioned, I talked, corresponded, and exchanged cassette tapes with Bill “Hoss” Allen, Marshall Brevitz, the Chambers Brothers (Joe, Julius, Lester, and Willie), Stan Cornyn, George Costa, Pat Costello, Larry Dietz, Danny Fields, Dick Fontaine, Frank Forrest, Don Friedman, Steve Gold, Jerry Goldstein, Michael Goldstein, Nigel Gordon, Leo Harmon, Pat Hartley, Sharon Lawrence, Arthur Lee, Mark McLaughlin, Terry McVay, Ron Merions, Buddy Miles, James Oliver, Ray Paret, the Plaster Casters, Mike Quashie, Noel Redding, Shimon Ron, Ellen Sander, Don Schmitzerle, Andy Stern, Gary Stromberg, Dr. Stephen Tenby, Rae Warner, and Elmer Valentine.

  Guitar Player magazine provided tapes of interviews with Eric Barrett, Mike Bloomfield, John Hammond Jr., Eddie Kramer, Ken Shaffer, and Gerry Stickells. Rolling Stone made available its files, a desk, and a telephone. Three early books were helpful: David Henderson’s Jimi Hendrix: Voodoo Child of the Aquarian Age; Curtis Knight’s Jimi: An Intimate Biography; and Chris Welch’s Hendrix: A Biography. So, too, was a transcript of the Warner Bros, documentary The Jimi Hendrix Story, provided by Warner Bros., and the unpublished manuscript of a history of Warner Bros.-Reprise Records, provided by its author, Ellen Pelissero.

  For this update of the book, I interviewed Leo Branton Jr., Alan Douglas, Ed Howard, Kenny Hagood, Steve Weiss, Leon Dicker, Maxwell Cohen, Barry Reiss, Mickey Shapiro, Jack Hammer, and Jim Fricke, chief curator of the Experience Music Project museum in Seattle.

  Further thanks go to Timothy White, editor in chief of Billboard magazine; Steven Rodham, publisher of Jimpress, one of the best of the current crop of fan magazines, who provided back copies and answered many questions; and my brother Jack Hopkins, who is, in one of those great coincidences that make life interesting, a court reporter for the Post Intelligencer in Seattle. He made his home available and assisted with legal research.

  Finally, it is traditional for authors to thank their agents. In twenty-six books, I never had one I wanted to acknowledge publicly. This time, it’s different. Patricia Butler gets much of the credit for this book’s existence.
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  CHAPTER


  1

  His daddy was a tap dancer and his mama was a party girl.

  His father, James Allen Hendrix, learned to tap-dance from his older brother and learned acrobatic dancing from his mother, who had been a dancer in a traveling vaudeville troupe. Born and raised in Vancouver, British Columbia, his great-grandmother was a full-blooded Cherokee (which made Jimi one-sixteenth Cherokee). As a teenager just over five feet tall and decked out in a zoot suit of the time—ballooning pants tapered tight to the ankle, a jacket that hung to his knees—Al became a prominent figure in the Pacific Northwest in the late 1930s, first at high school dances and then in front of visiting jazz bands. Once he even got to dance with the great Louis Armstrong’s orchestra.

  Eventually Al worked in several Canadian nightclubs, and the way he remembers it, he was able to make more money in one night dancing than he could make in a week of hard labor. But it wasn’t any good. The dance nights came infrequently and his wardrobe and travel costs often consumed all the profits. So in 1940, soon after his twentieth birthday, Al Hendrix hung up his zoot suit and moved to Victoria on Vancouver Island, where he tried to get work on the railroad. He was rejected, he says, because of his height, and after a week or so shining shoes, he moved again, this time to Seattle, where he slept in boxcars and open fields until he found a menial job in an iron foundry.

  Al still loved music, and he attended dances regularly, looking for a partner who could keep up with him. In September 1941 he found one. Her name was Lucille Jeter and she was only sixteen years old. Barely five feet tall and fragile—the effect of having pneumonia as an infant—she was, nonetheless, a local jitterbug champion. Al remembers that on their first date he took her to hear the jazz pianist Fats Waller. Soon after that they started “running around together,” becoming popular figures at dance contests throughout the central Seattle area.

  At the time, Seattle was an “open” city. There were only 4,000 or so blacks—then called Negroes—in a population of 368,000. But the large number of Orientals gave the city a tolerant racial attitude. Nonwhites were discriminated against in some better hotels and in many cheaper bars and restaurants, but there were no rigidly segregated neighborhoods.

  With the coming of World War II, soon after Al and Lucille began dating, Seattle changed. Many Japanese-Americans were moved into detention camps, while large numbers of blacks arrived in “Freedom Trains,” so called because of the thousands of new jobs being offered by an exploding defense industry. No longer was it unusual to see a black face on the street, and predominantly black neighborhoods developed.

  Al continued to work at the foundry, suffering a hernia in early 1942. “Lucille brought me candy and stuff to the hospital,” Al says. “Then after I got well, I got drafted into the army, so we jumped up and got married. That was in late March of ‘42.”

  The first child was on November 27, at 10:15 A.M., in Seattle General Hospital. Al was two thousand miles away in Georgia and unable to get home. So without him to consult, Lucille named the baby Johnny Allen Hendrix.

  The labor had been long and difficult for Lucille. Consumptive since early childhood, her small body was by now being wracked by tuberculosis, and she was told by her doctors to rest for at least two months. But she ignored all medical advice. She went dancing. She also began drinking heavily, and when her son was just seven months old, she was sent to a Seattle hospital for a long recovery.
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  Jimi Hendrix, born Johnny Allen Hendrix, at three months

  Johnny was given to a woman friend in Seattle, and when that friend died, the woman’s sisters took the boy to California, where they cared for him in a small house in Berkeley. Al Hendrix’s regular army allotment check continued to go to his wife, but he says that he also sent money to the two women. Al says he doesn’t remember their names today, only that when he was mustered out of the service in Seattle in 1945, he took the first train south to meet his son.

  At the time, Al wasn’t sure where his wife was. Returning to Seattle with Johnny, he finally found her, partying. They argued and agreed to get divorced.

  It was also agreed that Johnny would stay with Al, who was by now living with his sister-in-law and her three children in the low-rent Ranier Vista housing project in central Seattle. This was a federally funded section of one-story duplexes on a hillside near Lake Washington. The neighborhood was pleasant and green from the frequent rain, but there was no avoiding the grimness of poverty. Nearly all the residents of the project were black and all were poor.

  As soon as he could, Al found new lodging for himself and his small son in a boarding house on Tenth Avenue. At the same time, he took the necessary legal steps to change the boy’s name from Johnny Allen to James Marshall—for the brother who had taught him to tap-dance and who died when Al was young.

  Today Al remembers: “I wasn’t divorced yet, I was in the act of gettin’ divorced. All I had to do to get the divorce was pay twenty-five more dollars, but all I was makin’ was twenty dollars a week, my rockin’ chair money from the government. I sure wish I’da did it at the time, but Lucille talked me out of it. So I let it go.”

  Lucille moved back in with Al in 1946, and for the next three years the relationship was, as Al puts it, “on and off.” Then in 1948 a second son was born who was named Leon.

  In 1949 the Hendrixes separated again, amid much drinking and shouting and tears. Al generally was a quiet man, passive, reluctant to fight, giving some the impression of being henpecked. But he had a temper that simmered, then erupted. And Lucille, whose voice was as big as she was small, tested and taunted her husband constantly, often disappearing for several nights at a time.
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  Jimmy, legally renamed by his father, at age four

  Jimmy—later he was to change the spelling to Jimi— was seven and Leon two when Al sent them to live with his sister Patricia and her husband, Frank, in Vancouver for the summer. When summer stretched into fall, Jimmy was enrolled in the Dawson Street Annex Elementary School that Al attended when he was a child. In all, Jimmy and Leon remained with their aunt and uncle and their son, Bobby, who was five, for more than a year. For the boys it was a happy time, marked by the small, ordinary events of childhood in a peaceful home and warm environment. In the afternoons the three boys freely explored the neighborhood, playing in a large sawdust pile, walking along the small boat docks on the river, going to Saturday movies, where Buck Rogers was a favorite. There was even a lady in the neighborhood they called “Betty Crocker” because she fed them chocolate cake.
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  Jimmy, right, and his brother Leon in 1951

  Surely they missed their mother, but Al visited them on weekends about once a month, and the serenity that prevailed must have given them a sense of security they hadn’t experienced in Seattle.

  Just before Christmas in 1951 the boys returned home to find their mother and father together again in a house near 26th Avenue and Washington Street. It was in the same central city area and at first it felt good to the two boys. Christmas was especially memorable.

  “We had a tree, we got presents and Mom and Dad were laughing together, turning the little hand crank on a toy steam shovel,” Leon says. “But then they started fighting again.

  “I was four and Jimmy was ten, a third-grader at Leschi Elementary School. Every day was about the same. I’d wait ;for Jimmy to get home from school and then we’d play outside. Mom would invite friends over and they’d drink. Then Dad would get mad. It happened over and over and over again, and so finally they got divorced, after arguing about it for almost six years.

  “I remember one night when she didn’t come home and my dad went looking for her. Dad put me and Jimmy in the back of the Pontiac and we went along. He found her with some guy, but she came out and got in the car and we left. I remember driving down Jackson Street and Dad shouting at her: ‘Act right! Grow up! Behave y’self!’
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  Jimmy’s 1955 class picture, Leschi Elementary School, Seattle. Jimmy is the third from the left in the second row from the bottom

  “She kept bugging him back. She was really drunk. Mom got mad and reached over there with her foot and hit the gas and then the brake. The car jumped forward and then stopped short and me and Jimmy flew into the front seat. Now Mom was crying and telling us she was sorry. She helped us get into the back seat again and hugged us and loved us up. That was the most love I ever got from her. Probably Jimmy, too.

  “Dad must’ve loved Mom a lot. Even when we talk about her today, he cries. He talks about her for hours, then gets mad and says I look just like her. He won’t show us pictures he has of her. She was beautiful. She had long reddish hair and light skin. But what I remember is my dad always arguing with her.

  “After Mom left, Dad hired an old Filipino lady who got room and board to cook meals and take care of us. She was really mean. She whipped me all the time. She gave me and Jimmy catsup sandwiches to eat and we told Dad and she gave us a whipping for telling on her.”

  Leon recalls that eventually the woman was fired and “we moved to one room on Terrace Street. We weren’t allowed to cook in the room, but Dad had a hot plate anyway, and the bathroom was down the hall. We had a dog named Prince, and dog food cost nine cents a can. That was a big item in the budget, so Prince got half a can a day. We all shared one tea bag. We got a whipping if we left a light on, because it was wasting money.”

  Al had had only an eighth-grade education, so he went back to school under the G.I. Bill, first attending classes at Edison High and then at the Y.M.C.A. At the same time, he was working six nights a week as a janitor at the Pike Street Market, where fish and meat and fresh produce were sold in open stalls. Al managed to take home a lot of vegetables, given to him by friendly farmers.

  But it just wasn’t working. Money was so short, Al usually walked the five miles to his class because he couldn’t afford the bus.

  “That Christmas we had before Mom left was the last one,” Leon says. “After that, at Christmas and at birthdays, there were no presents. Dad said there wasn’t any reason to celebrate—it was just another day. The truth is, there wasn’t any money for presents.”

  After a while Al stopped going to class and moved his family into another small house in the same neighborhood, near the corner of 26th Avenue and Yesler Street. He also changed jobs again, now taking a job pumping gas for City Light and Power.

  “We were pretty much taking care of ourselves,” Leon says. “Dad had to be at work at three-thirty in the afternoon and we got out of school at three-ten and we’d always be late getting home, so we didn’t see him. He made cheese sandwiches and left them in the refrigerator for us for dinner. He got off work at midnight, got home at one A.M. and in the morning he’d be so tired, sometimes he’d burn our breakfast.

  “Meanwhile we was playing outside alone until ten o’clock at night. Neighbors complained to the county welfare department about that and they came to see Dad. Dad told us to stay indoors. He said if we played indoors we wouldn’t get into trouble.

  “Lot of times me and Jimmy got in trouble at school. Nothing serious, the usual stuff. Sassing a teacher. Sometimes Jimmy cut class. And Dad would have to come to school to talk to the principal, and so he’d be late for work. They took that for a while, then they fired him.

  “Things got real rough after that. For a long time he couldn’t find work. They cut off the electricity, so he bought milk each day and put it in cold water in the sink. He collected electrical wire and burned off the rubber insulation in the furnace and recycled the copper. We ate horsemeat hamburger two or three times a week.

  “Then one day Dad told me to come with him. He put the toothpaste in one back pocket, picked up an extra pair of pants and took me to this house. Dad said they were friends of his. The next five years, until I was twelve, I was in seven of those houses—foster homes.”

  When Leon went into the first of those homes, Jimmy was thirteen, a gangly adolescent with feet and hands so large he seemed much bigger than he actually was. He was also uncommonly shy, given to sitting in fear when in the presence of most adults and all strangers. He seemed always to be wondering where to put his big hands. He seldom made friends, and now his brother was gone. He stuttered, had trouble finding words to express what he thought and felt. The poverty and insecurity, more than a dozen homes in half that many’ years, and the lack of mothering—all were taking a terrible toll.

  Especially the lack of mothering.

  For years afterward, perhaps for all the rest 01 his life, Jimmy dreamed about Lucille. In an interview in 1969, when asked about his dreams, Jimmy remembered one in which “my mother was being carried away on this camel. And there was a big caravan and she was saying, ‘Well, I’m gonna see you,’ and she was going under these trees, and you could see the shade—you know, the leaf patterns—crossing her face. You know how the sun shines through a tree, and if you go under the shadow of the tree the shadows go across your face. Well, these were in green and yellow. Shadows. And she was saying, ‘Well, I won’t be seeing you too much anymore, you know.’ And I said, ‘Where are you going?’ “

  Of course, it wasn’t all depressing. Al Hendrix disagrees with Leon and remembers a Christmas when both boys received train sets, another occasion when Jimmy got a bicycle. Al also talks about the season Jimmy played Little League baseball and the two years in his adolescence when he played sandlot football. A series of photographs in 1956, when Jimmy was thirteen, show the youngster proudly wearing the uniform of the “Fighting Irish,” posing with his coach and roughhousing happily with his proud father in their living room.

  And there was music. Al says it all started when Jimmy asked him to show him how to play the spoons and also to show him some dance steps.

  “He wasn’t much of a dancer,” Al says. “He didn’t have too much dancing ability. But his hands were good. So when I was doing some yardwork, cleaning garages and such as that, and I found a ukulele, I took it home. I had to get some strings for it. He was about twelve, maybe younger. This was around 1955. He’d play that ukulele, sometimes right-handed, sometimes left-handed. I guess he figured he’d do better left-handed, and that’s what he did.
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  Jimmy and his father in their living room, 1956
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  Jimmy and his father with their dog Prince and their cat Whitey

  “When he got good on that, he bought a guitar, an ordinary acoustic guitar, from a friend of his for five dollars. I gave him the money and he went out and bought it. I got myself a saxophone at the same time, although I never played one before. We were learning together. We just made a lot of noise, mainly. We entertained ourselves. Then I got behind in the payments and had to let the sax go back. Sometime after that I got a few dollars ahead and got him an electric guitar. I couldn’t afford an amplifier, so he’d practice at home and then go off to a friend’s house where they had an amp.”
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  One of Jimmy's early musical influences, Ray Charles
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  Garfield High School

  By now Jimmy was attending classes at Garfield High School, a big brick structure that towered over the neighborhood on a large grassy hill. It was a big school, with nearly two thousand students, most of whom seemed to be preoccupied with the annual Funfest, weekend dances and sporting events.

  These were the placid Eisenhower years, when such TV westerns as Wagon Train and Bonanza ruled the airwaves and the most popular situation comedies included The Donna Reed Show and Leave It to Beaver. Favorite movies of the period were Ben Hur and Gigi and Pillow Talk. The Korean war was over and the Vietnam war had not begun. It was a time of Bermuda shorts and knee socks, crew cuts (and for Negroes, straightened, processed “conks”), the cha-cha, the Edsel, and the marriage of Grace Kelly and Prince Rainier.

  Royal weddings and the cha-cha had no impact on Jimmy’s life, however. For him it was merely more of the same.

  Leon’s first foster home was near where his father and brother lived, but others were some distance away, and Al says he didn’t see very much of his youngest son. Jimmy visited Leon occasionally, usually arriving with his guitar over his shoulder, to take him out for some candy. Once, Leon says, Jimmy bought his brother a shirt with his paper route money, earning the anger of his father, who whipped Jimmy for “spending all his money on something so foolish.”

  “Besides the seven foster homes,” Leon says, “I shuffled around between two aunts for about a year. I think Jimmy felt sorry for me, and sometimes he came to take me home for a weekend. It was good in a way, but no treat. They were living in a rundown apartment and splitting a can of beans and Spam for dinner every night. They had two rooms and the bathroom was down the hall.”

  In 1958 events in Jimmy’s world took an awful turn. That was when his Aunt Patricia came to Seattle from Vancouver for a visit. Jimmy didn’t know it, but his mother was very ill. Lucille had remarried, but she had not stayed in touch with her sons, and Al was bitter. And now that the alcoholism and tuberculosis had her in the hospital again, he refused to see her, so he asked his sister to take Jimmy to visit her.

  Jimmy’s aunt had never met Lucille before, and although she tried to be pleasant, it was awkward. She remembers that Lucille looked “pretty,” with a shoulder-length, pageboy hairdo. But she also recalls that Jimmy did not say much, spending nearly all the short visit staring.

  It was the last time Jimmy saw his mother. Soon after that Lucille died, and Al refused to let either Leon or Jimmy attend the funeral.

  Jimmy’s father seldom showed his emotions, and he was a stern disciplinarian with high moral standards. If he gave little of the warmth Jimmy wanted, at least he asked no more than he asked of himself. Often he recalled his days in the army, when as an enlisted man he took orders without argument. He expected the same of Jimmy. But Jimmy resisted stubbornly or merely went along to keep his father’s anger in check, then went off with his guitar. From his mother’s rejection and death, and the grim home life he faced each day, music provided the perfect escape.

  “The way I felt about tap dancing is the way Jimmy felt about guitar playing,” Al Hendrix told David Henderson, author of another book about Hendrix, Voodoo Child of the Aquarian Age. “I mean it was in him to do it. He felt it. It was no job—he enjoyed it. He just picked it up all of a sudden. He had no formal lessons. He used to practice a lot. I’d come home from work and he’d be there, plunk, plunk, plunk. If I disturbed him or something, he’d go in the bedroom and he’d be there, plunk, plunk, plunking. And I’d say, ‘Jimmy, sweep the floor,’ or something, and he’d say, ‘Okay, Dad,’ and he’d do that. And after he finished doing that, he’d go back to plunk, plunk, plunking. I used to hear it constantly.”

  If Jimmy had no structured training, he did have the musicians available to him on the radio and on records at his friends’ homes. He listened to music constantly and, in the age-old tradition, taught himself to play by mimicking what he heard and remembered. In this way, his early musical influences ranged widely, from the jazz his mother and father loved to the rhythm-and-blues and popular rock-and-roll songs that formed a part of his daily environment.

  Leon remembers Jimmy picking up a broom and pretending to strum chords on it while singing early Elvis Presley songs—ballads like “Heartbreak Hotel” and “Love Me Tender.” Leon says Jimmy’s other early favorites included Buddy Holly, who was a white rockabilly singer from West Texas, and Chuck Berry, a black guitarist and singer-song-writer who straddled—or perhaps more accurately, tore down—the same fence that Presley did, the one separating white music (pop and country-western) from black music (rhythm-and-blues, then called “race music”).
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  Jimmy (second from left) with the Rocking Kings in 1960

  Jimmy joined several bands during his high school years, never leading them, but adding a youthful, energetic backup guitar. All of them performed the popular hits of the time. “Cathy’s Clown,” a hit by the Everly Brothers; “Sleepwalk,” by Santo and Johnny; and Eddie Cochran’s classic, uptempo “Summertime Blues” were among Jimmy’s favorites. In his first group, the Rocking Kings, he also played Bobby Freeman’s “Do You Want to Dance?,” “At the Hop,” by Danny and the Juniors, and several of the humorous Coasters songs—“Yakety Yak,” “Charlie Brown,” “Poison Ivy” and “Along Came Jones.”

  In the few photographs and posters remaining from the period, Jimmy is virtually indistinguishable from any other young black musician of the period. In one poster, tacked to Al Hendrix’s basement wall and advertising the annual Seattle Seafair Picnic and Dance, Jimmy is wearing the uniform of the day: skinny black pants, a white shirt and white tie, a light jacket. His hair is in an early “conk,” pasted shiny and slick to his skull.

  Al points to the poster today and laughs. “Jimmy was with James Thomas and His Tomcats in that picture there. James always charged the band members five dollars for the jacket rental and Jimmy never did make any money. I remember Jimmy saying, ‘Man, I’m not gonna play with those cats anymore!’ I’d laugh and say he was gettin’ experience. They played Vancouver one time and Jimmy was surprised I let him travel that far. The car broke down and they didn’t make any money then either.”

  There were other problems, the most serious being the theft of his first guitar. This happened when Jimmy was playing at a local club aimed at the teenagers—no alcohol was served—and known for its showcasing rhythm-and-blues and old-time blues. Named for the famous New York jazz club, Birdland was deep in the Seattle ghetto. During a break Jimmy left his guitar on the stage. When he returned to play the next set, it was gone. He was so upset, he didn’t tell his father for several months, instead borrowing guitars whenever he got a call to work. All of these guitars apparently were right-handed, so it was at this time that Jimmy began playing in his unorthodox, upside-down manner, never even restringing the instruments, learning to play from bottom to top.

  “It didn’t matter to Jimmy,” Leon says. “He’d turn the sucker upside down and play it better than the guys who owned it.”

  Jimmy was also learning about amplifiers and sound equipment. In years to come Jimmy relied upon and mastered every technical piece of equipment produced that was related to the guitar. According to Leon, his fascination with that aspect of the music got its start when Jimmy rewired an old stereo record player, converting it into an amplifier.

  If music was Jimmy’s great escape, he found others in drugs and the thrills of juvenile larceny.

  There were two popular student hangouts at the time, a delicatessen—a lunch stand owned by two brothers who later would be convicted of burglary and grand larceny— and a small cafe. Jimmy frequented both with his friends and it was there that he found and experimented with his first drugs.

  James Oliver was in the crowd that Jimmy joined, at first during school lunch breaks and then after school as well. He says he and several other congregated outside the two cafes almost every day to drink cough syrup and pop occasional pills, usually Benzedrine.

  “We liked that cough syrup,” he says. “It had codeine in it and that’s the best high except for the really heavy stuff. Half the people on that corner turned into dope fiends. I was a junkie sixteen years. Half of them guys used to hang out at the cafe are dead today. Back then, we drank the cough syrup, passing the bottle around, then went back to school and nodded out in study hall.”

  Jimmy was getting into trouble at school. More and more absences were reported and years later Jimmy himself told a story about getting expelled for talking back to a teacher.

  “She was a good-looker,” he said, “but she got me thrown out. I was talking to some chick during the lessons and this teacher got mad. I said, ‘What’s the matter, are you jealous?’ That’s the last time I saw her.”

  Jimmy didn’t care about finishing school anyway, so the expulsion didn’t bother him. Nor did he catch any grief at home.

  “I dropped out of school too,” his father says. “My mother said I was just a ‘visitor’ at school. Jimmy was just the same. He tried to get a job as a bag boy at a grocery store. He had applications in at various places. But nothing was shaking. So I asked him to come to work with me. I was doing gardening then.”

  Al Hendrix enjoyed gardening. At first he worked for a brother-in-law and then, until he retired, for himself. He liked taking care of lawns and trees and flower beds, and although his tools were few and his pickup truck was old, he was proud. He tried to share that enthusiasm with Jimmy, who seldom talked and didn’t seem to listen much either. The truth was, Jimmy just didn’t like spending all day with his father.

  Jimmy preferred to spend that time with his friends. It was with some of them that he committed his first felony, breaking into Wilner’s Clothing Store to steal some sweaters, shirts and slacks. The way Leon tells the story, the next day the clothing was anonymously deposited in the “Needy Box” outside the principal’s office at Garfield High.

  Perhaps that was the way it happened once. Apparently there were other break-ins. In 1968 in an interview Jimmy talked about growing up in Seattle and said, “Man, when I was a kid there, I often nearly got caught by the cops. I was always gone on wearing hip clothes and the only way to get them was through the back window of a clothing store.”

  However “often” Jimmy participated in these late-night forays, he wasn’t the instigator. His friend James Oliver says he wasn’t that type.

  “In the ghetto, you have guys who are always running their mouth,” he says. “That’s the type of guy I was. Jimmy knew all those people and he could get along with them, but he wouldn’t really get involved that much. He’d just go along, y’know? He didn’t rip and run like we did. He wasn’t a leader. He wasn’t aggressive, roughhouse, like us. He was a shy type guy. He went along because it was easy.”

  Even the shy followers get caught, however, and on May 2, 1961, Jimmy was one of several young men found joyriding in a stolen car. For this, Jimmy was taken into custody by the Seattle police and charged.

  It seemed to have no effect, because four days later, on May 6, Jimmy was arrested by police again. Once more the charge was “taking and riding a motor vehicle without the owner’s permission.” This time Jimmy was jailed briefly— for seven days, Jimmy said years later—at the Rainier Vista 4-H Youth Center.

  One stolen car was one thing, but two in one week was another. Eighteen years old, Jimmy was no longer a juvenile.

  A few days later Jimmy stood before the judge. It didn’t look good. He seemed a classic “case.” Mother deceased. A father who mowed lawns. Brother in a foster home. Expelled from school and on the street and out of work. Unskilled and black and poor. Looking for trouble, stealing cars.

  The judge looked at Jimmy sternly. Jimmy’s head was down, but he could see the judge’s eyes by looking up.

  “Son,” the judge said finally, “I don’t really want to send you back to jail. And I don’t want to see you here again.”

  The judge paused. Jimmy lifted his head slightly as his father fidgeted nearby.

  The judge spoke again. He asked, “Have you given any thought to enlisting in the army?”
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  Jimmy looked back at the judge and said, “Yes, sir. I’ve been thinking about being a Screaming Eagle.”

  The judge looked puzzled. Jimmy’s father spluttered an explanation. “That’s the paratroops,” he said. “Jimmy wants to be a paratroop.”

  It was true. A friend of his had come back to Seattle a few months before, wearing the patch of the 101st Airborne Division, showing the Screaming Eagle that was the motto of the unit and its symbol of rugged manliness. Jimmy said he too wanted to wear the Screaming Eagle.

  The judge said he thought that was a fine idea, and while he left the theft charges on Jimmy’s permanent record, he suspended sentence with the understanding that the thin young man before him would report for military duty immediately.

  Jimmy was inducted the last day of the month.

  “I had to have all my hair cut off . . .”

  Jimmy was in the army only a week when, in his first letter home, he echoed every other new soldier’s complaints: the loss of individuality and privacy, and the arrival of boredom and poverty.

  “I’ve been here about a week,” he wrote. “It seems I’ve been here a month. Time passes slow even though we do have a lot to do. How’s the gardening business? I hope it’s doing fine. I believe it’s more expensive being in the army than living as a civilian. So far we had to get two laundry bags, $1 each, a block hat $1.75, two locks 80 cents each, 3 towels 50 cents each, stamping kit $1.75, haircut $1, shoe polish kit $1.70, shaving razor, blades and lather $1.70, insignias 50 cents. So I guess this isn’t all that good financially as I first thought. $10.60. We have to pay way more than that before we’re actually set for a while. We don’t get paid until June 30th, 1961, so I would like to know if you can send about five or six dollars. We have to buy so much stuff right away and pay day is so far away. They only gave us five dollars when we first came and all that’s gone except a dollar and a half and that isn’t going to last a minute around here.”

  In the early 1960s Fort Ord, California, was a quiet base. It was “after the Korean war and before the Vietnam deal,” as Jimmy’s father, Al, puts it, and the cadre at the base routinely took companies of young men through eight weeks of basic army training without the prospect of real war ahead. This gave the experience less than a life-or-death seriousness, but it was considerably more than Boy Scout camp. For two long, steaming, summer months Jimmy learned how to live with a barracks full of other recruits, shoot a rifle, throw a grenade, march ten miles with a fifty-pound pack, make his bunk with the top blanket so tight the sergeant could bounce a quarter on it, and clean a smelly latrine.

  In one letter home Jimmy boasted that he qualified as a sharpshooter with the M-1 rifle, the second highest rating. In another, written after he finished his basic training and was awaiting his next assignment, he told his dad about all the mattresses, beds, footlockers and wall lockers he carried up and down three flights of stairs, getting the barracks ready for another cycle of trainees.
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  In the service, 1961

  Life for Jimmy during this period was well ordered and uninspiring, and with his guitar at home in Seattle, he said, “Time is crawling by so slow it seems.” The only event worth reporting, he said, was his getting stranded in San Francisco on leave when he lost his return bus ticket back to the base.

  Finally, after waiting for three months for his orders, on October 31 they came through, and in an enthusiastic letter home he reported buying two pairs of jump boots, four sets of fatigues—he had to get all of them tailored to tightly hug his body, he said—and twenty Screaming Eagle patches.

  “You know what that represents!” he wrote. “The 101st Airborne Division! Fort Campbell, Kentucky, yes indeedy! I wouldn’t mind breaking a leg or something if I can come out wearing that Screaming Eagle patch and those Airborne wings! It’s a proud outfit. The army hasn’t been too bad yet, but I know it will be real soon. It will keep on being hard for about two months. Anyway, I’m prepared for the worst. I really hope I make it. Wish me luck and take it easy. Your son, James.”

  It was in this same letter that Jimmy revealed his plan to make army life as easy as possible once he completed his paratrooper training. He may have agreed to accept the rigors of some of the toughest training the modern army had to offer in order to win his wings, but after that he expected a soft position as a clerk.

  “I signed up for clerk, administrative work and stuff like that,” he wrote home, “because I really don’t want to be in that infantry stuff if I can help it. When I go to Fort Campbell, all I do is go to that jump school, and if I graduate, all I will do is be sent or stationed there as a supply clerk or some thing, then I just have to make that one jump a month for that extra $55 a month.”

  Usually weeks or months passed between letters home, but this time Jimmy wrote his father again the next day, closing the letter with another burst of youthful enthusiasm: “Take it easy and when you see me again I’ll be wearing the patch of proudness!” At the bottom of the letter was Jimmy’s drawing of the Screaming Eagle patch.

  Fort Campbell was a large post in the heart of the south, near the Kentucky-Tennessee border, only sixty miles from Nashville, home of country music, and two hundred miles from Memphis and the start of the Mississippi River delta, birthplace of the blues. For Jimmy it was like going home to his southern musical roots.

  It was also an interesting time to be sent to this camp. At the end of the Korean war the United States cut back its military manpower, and Jimmy’s Airborne class was the last to be sent there for training. After that, paratroopers were to be trained at Fort Benning, in Georgia. Jimmy was especially proud to be a member of the final class, and on November 13, 1961, he wrote his father again.

  “Well, here I am,” he said, “exactly where I wanted to go in the 101st Airborne. We jumped out of a 34-foot tower on the third day we were here. It was almost fun. We were the first nine out of about 150 in our group. When I was walking up the stairs to the top of the tower, I was walking nice and slow, just taking it easy. There were three guys who quit when they got to the top of the tower. You can quit any time. They took one look outside and just quit. And that got me thinking as I was walking up those steps, but I made up my mind that whatever happens, I’m not quitting on my own.
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