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      Introduction: A Life Experienced

    

    
      When Jimi Hendrix died in 1970 at the age of 27, his career as a bandleader and featured solo artist had lasted just four years. He had released only four albums, one of them a live recording. Yet nearly forty years after his death, he remains one of the giants of rock. Universally recognized as its greatest guitar virtuoso, he continues to inspire musicians in fields as diverse as hard rock, post-punk, soul and jazz. There may be no other figure in rock music with such a short lifespan who has generated such wide and enduring fascination and admiration.

      

    

    When he arrived in London from his native US in September 1966, Jimmy Hendrix – as he then spelled his name – was entirely unknown to the international rock audience, and indeed barely known on the New York club circuit he’d scuffled around for the previous couple of years. It’s a measure of both how astonishingly quickly his skills developed, and how innovative his playing was, that by the end of the year he had already established himself as the premier guitarist on the intensely competitive British rock scene. It’s also a measure of his universal appeal that within months, he was one of the hottest recording artists in the UK, and within a year, one of the biggest music stars in the world. His fame and influence would grow to huge proportions before his sudden death, just under four years after he had moved to London to begin his meteoric rise.

      In many ways, Hendrix was very much a product and symbol of the psychedelic age. It was Jimi, more than any other musician, who took psychedelia to its extremes through the mind-bending fuzz tones, distortion and miscellaneous arsenal of effects unleashed by his guitar; the frankly trippy nature of many of his songs; his garish wardrobes and the flamboyant, often blatantly sexual nature of his onstage performances; and the sheer outrageous volume of his concerts. Combined with his enigmatic, whimsical manner of speech and his reputation for living the sex’n’drugs lifestyle to the hilt, he was and continues to be seen by many as the ultimate exponent of the hippie ethic – one determined, as he sang in one of his songs, to “wave [his] freak flag high” (“If Six Was Nine”).

      Yet in many ways Hendrix, more than many of his fellow psychedelic stars, transcended the age that made his music possible and which he helped to define. In the four decades since his death, his work is, if anything, even more popular than it was in his heyday, his annual album sales greater than in any year during his lifetime. Countless guitarists have tried – and, almost without exception, failed – to match the inventiveness of his playing and his pioneering use of amplification and sonic magicianship, even in an age in which technology makes such trickery far easier and more affordable than it was when Hendrix was alive. His influence has been most easily (and all too often unimpressively) audible on legions of subsequent hard rock and heavy metal acts. But it’s also evident, if more subtly, in the work of many musicians inspired, largely or at least in part, by Hendrix’s example to reach for sounds that haven’t yet been created.

      In part it’s because Hendrix, though still too often remembered primarily for his flashy guitar pyrotechnics and stunning visual image, had more artistic depth and sensitivity than is often acknowledged. His instrumental virtuosity was such that his substantial gifts as a songwriter are sometimes overlooked, as is the sensitivity he often displayed alongside the blustering swagger of his more aggressive numbers. Though not as great a singer as a guitarist or songwriter (and one who almost bashfully deprecated his own singing), Jimi nonetheless cultivated a highly likeable, effective vocal style which superbly complemented his often cosmically playful, sometimes deeply personal lyrics. He was also a master of the studio, his innovations as a multi-track recording artist being nearly as ground-breaking and widely influential as the ones he made as an instrumentalist and concert performer. Additionally he, more than any other African-American musician of his age, had crossover appeal to a white rock audience without compromising his ethnic heritage in the least, helping lay a path that would be explored, both soon after his emergence and in subsequent decades, by legends like Sly and the Family Stone, Stevie Wonder and Prince.

      It’s also often not fully appreciated how, for all his futuristic endeavours, Hendrix’s music was usually very much both grounded in earlier forms of black music and influenced by his contemporaries. Even his onstage showmanship was in many respects a direct offshoot of gimmicks perfected by earlier R&B performers, some of whom he’d actually backed in the shadowy years before his rise to fame, although few fans were aware of that background at the time. For all the astral planes navigated by some of his most famous songs, his work was very often based in the blues and soul on which he’d cut his teeth as a player, even if it sometimes took an almost unrecognizably avant-garde form. At a time when many African-American musicians were largely uninfluenced by happenings in the white rock world, on the other hand, he was unashamed of drawing inspiration from Bob Dylan, The Beatles, and British rock guitarists like Jeff Beck, Eric Clapton and Pete Townshend, who were generating cultural and musical earthquakes of their own. Hendrix’s genius was to synthesize all these influences – black and white, old and new, rock, soul, blues and even some jazz – into something wholly new, the most crucial common ingredient being his phenomenal abilities as a guitarist.

      There is a final, less glamorous element that cannot be discounted in explaining the public’s enduring fascination with Jimi Hendrix. This is the drama of his sordid death at the peak of his powers, as well as the mysteries surrounding the impossibly tangled controversies that swirled around his personal and business affairs. Bob Marley apart, there’s probably no other twentieth-century musician whose estate has been so hotly and publicly contested, in ugly struggles which, sadly, continue unabated to this day. In this sense, Jimi Hendrix is very much alive, if only as a financial asset to be endlessly fought over and exploited by family, business associates and lawyers.

      Even among those who have no financial stake in the matter, there are passionate and occasionally bilious arguments over how his considerable recorded catalogue should be packaged; how his life should be honoured, documented, and commemorated; how true he was to his African-American heritage; and what trajectories his life and music would have taken had his life not been cut so tragically short. Even sadder, it was precisely these kind of conflicts – over preserving his art versus exploiting his reputation, and pleasing one faction of his fans at the expense of alienating others – that led to the kind of personal stress and confusion that may well have indirectly caused his death in the first place.

      No matter what their stance, one thing that everyone can agree on is that Jimi Hendrix didn’t have enough time to fully explore his prodigious musical gifts. Fortunately, he did have enough time to record a great deal of music between 1966 and 1970 – far more, in fact, than the four official albums that came out during his lifetime. Even much of that music has been subject to post-production carried out without his approval, and legal wrangling that’s led to numerous sub-par compilations. A lot, though, remains readily available and untarnished by posthumous overdubs. It is the best of this music, more than any other aspect of Jimi Hendrix, which is responsible for the timelessness of his work. And it is this music that this content aims to celebrate.

    
      
        Acknowledgements

      

      The author would like to thank Andrew Lockett of Rough Guides for initiating this  project; Neil Foxlee for his work as editor of the text; Ruth Tidball and Matthew Milton of Rough Guides for their feedback on the manuscript; and Robert Shepard, agent and friend. Also thanks to all of the following for their help in research and generosity in helping me to acquire Jimi Hendrix recordings and video footage: Sujata Murthy of Universal Music Enterprises; John Hagelston of Rhino Entertainment; Jon Arnold; Don Rogers; Stuart Kremsky; Pat Thomas; Diane Wallis; Jonathan Hess; Jack Thompson; and Charlie Milgrim.

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      Rock historian Richie Unterberger’s guides include Unknown Legends of Rock’n’Roll; The Unreleased Beatles: Music and Film; The Rough Guide to Music USA; and a two-part history of 1960s folk-rock, Turn! Turn! Turn!/Eight Miles High. He is a contributor to the All Music Guide, MOJO and Record Collector. He lives in San Francisco.

    

  
    
      Part 1: The Story

      

      

      
        The Early Years 
      

      
        Pre-Stardom Years 
      

      
        Rise to Stardom 
      

      
        International Stardom 
      

      
        The End of the Experience 
      

      
        The Final Year 
      

      
        The Legacy 
      

    

  
    
      The Early Years 

      
        1942–1961

      

    

    
      In some ways, Hendrix’s upbringing was as mundane as his adulthood would be extraordinary. Born far away from the cities of New York and London where he would make his home as a superstar, there were few indications of his artistic brilliance. Indeed, there were few hints that he was destined for anything other than struggling to make the most of the very limited opportunities available to African-Americans of modest means and education in the mid-twentieth century. With hindsight, however, it is evident that his childhood and adolescence brought exposure to key influences that would inform his eclectic music, as well as helping to set the pattern for the nomadic and insecure existence that he would lead even after becoming rich and famous.

      

    

    “I remember saying to him, son, you really aren’t interested in this class. Why don’t you just leave this place called Garfield High School, get your guitar, and just make music? It’s something that you thoroughly enjoy.” Ralph Hayes, Jimi Hendrix’s high-school history teacher, from an interview with Mary Willix in Jimi Hendrix: Voices from Home


    
      
        Family Roots
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          Jimi (third from left, second row from front) with his classmates from Leschi Elementary School (image courtesy of Seattle Public Schools, 244-089)
        

      

      Like many African-Americans, Hendrix came from mixed blood. His paternal grandfather was born to a black slave and a white slave-owner, while his paternal grandmother was the granddaughter of a full-blooded Cherokee. Hendrix himself would seemingly acknowledge his Native American ancestry by giving the title “Cherokee Mist” to a haunting instrumental recorded shortly before his death. He would also sometimes make onstage dedications of one of the songs on his debut album, “I Don’t Live Today”, to the plight of the American Indian, far from a common lyrical subject in pop music then or now.

        Jimi’s father, James Allen Hendrix, better known as Al Hendrix, was born in 1919 in Vancouver, Canada. In the early 1940s, Al moved to Seattle, a few hours’ drive away, where he met Lucille Jeter, who had been born there in 1925. After a brief courtship, the pair married – an event necessitated, according to the morals of the day, by Lucille’s pregnancy. Al and Lucille barely had time to tie the knot, however, before he was drafted, joining the army just three days after their wedding on 31 March 1942. The US had just entered World War II, and like many other young couples of the time, they hardly knew each other when Al left to serve – and would barely have time to know each other better in the next few years, as Al, like millions of other soldiers, would be stationed far away from his home town for longer than anyone anticipated. Their son was born Johnny Allen Hendrix in Seattle on 27 November 1942, while Al was stationed at Camp Rucker in Alabama.

        Lucille, who was still a teenager, was ill-equipped to raise a small child on her own. Compounding the uneasy situation, apparently, was a wandering eye which led her to take up with other men in Al’s prolonged, indefinite absence. The result was that Johnny (or Buster, as he was nicknamed early on) was passed around to relatives and other foster parents of sorts during the first three years of his life. By the time Al was discharged in September 1945, Johnny had ended up living in Berkeley, California, with a Mrs Champ. Although she apparently intended to adopt Johnny and raise him as one of her own family, Al decided to travel to Berkeley, reclaim the small boy as his own son, and return with him to Seattle.

        It’s tempting to speculate what would have become of young Johnny Hendrix if Al had let events take their course and allowed his son to be adopted. Quite possibly, the boy would have grown up in a far more secure, loving and stable environment than he did. Perhaps some of the tensions, uncertainty, and burning desire to prove himself that would fuel his music would have been absent, and Johnny Hendrix would have led a far more ordinary and, in some respects, far happier life. Al Hendrix, however, had other plans, resettling with the boy in Seattle and giving him a new name – James Marshall Hendrix.

        As much as Al was committed to claiming Jimmy (as he was known then, although this content will refer to him as Jimi from this point on) as his own, he was far from being a reliable father. In part this was due to the uncertain state of his marriage when he returned to Seattle. He had almost finalized a divorce from Lucille when the couple decided to give their relationship another chance, but he soon went off to work as a merchant seaman. The couple’s fighting meant that Jimi was once again farmed out to various relatives from time to time, while Lucille complicated the situation still further by taking up with other men and giving birth to two more boys, Leon and Joey. According to some sources, they were not full brothers but half-brothers, fathered outside the marriage. Al would later deny that he was the blood father of any of Lucille’s other children (who also included two girls and another boy), and in 1955, the pair gave up their parental rights to all but Jimi and Leon in court.

        When Al finally divorced Lucille, it was with the intention of raising Jimi and Leon on his own, but he found steady and lucrative employment elusive, working mostly as a gardener. Jimi still stayed with other families sometimes, and Leon was eventually placed in a foster home. Al’s problems with drinking, gambling and keeping up with his conventional parental responsibilities almost caused him to lose Jimi as well on a few occasions. Jimi was even briefly sent back to Vancouver to live with his grandmother when he began his term as a first-grade elementary school student.

        Although Al Hendrix is far from being the most controversial figure in Jimi’s life, doubts have been raised as to how good a father he was for any of his children, let alone for a young, sensitive and artistic boy such as Jimi growing up in post-war America. Some biographers have portrayed him as a rather gruff, callous and penny-pinching man who didn’t give Jimi much emotional or material support during a difficult adolescence. Others intimate that he never fully appreciated his son’s artistic gifts, reacting to his success many years later with befuddlement as well as belated pride. Some also feel that he made an inappropriate heir to (or at least an inadequate manager of) his son’s considerable estate, considering that they were hardly close during the last decade of Jimi’s life. Certainly the relationship seemed distant even before the 1960s, with Al leaving Jimi pretty much to fend for himself in many respects.

        Still, in some ways Al Hendrix was doing the best he could for his sons with what limited assets he had. Al’s struggles to make ends meet, however, did often leave Jimi to his own devices, and few options other than to create his own entertainment. Against this background, it’s unsurprising that he not only drifted toward music, like so many other millions of teenagers in the rock’n’roll explosion of the mid-1950s, but also became determined to make some of his own.

      
        
          Jimi Hendrix landmarks in Seattle
        

        Although he was born and for the most part raised in Seattle, Hendrix seemed to have relatively little affection for his home town, considering that he didn’t return for many years after joining the army, and only passed through briefly on a few occasions after he became famous. Some locals have claimed that his formative years in the city were a substantial influence on his subsequent achievements. In truth, however, the key elements of his musical vision were conceived elsewhere, whether grinding it out on the “chitlin’ circuit” of black-oriented venues in the South in the early to mid-1960s, ascending to front man after moving to Greenwich Village, or finally developing into a star recording artist and concert attraction after moving to London. Seattle for Hendrix was not a home town to return to as much as it was somewhere to escape from.

          Still, Hendrix is arguably Seattle’s most famous son, and since his death, the city has tried to honour him in various ways. Sadly, the oft-faltering attempts to do so have often not so much signalled a rapprochement between Hendrix and Seattle as seemed like a continuation of their uneasy relationship.

          For many years, you had to be quite dedicated or clued-up to find the only Hendrix memorials of sorts in Seattle. One was a large black-and-white mural above a downtown shop (on 1208 1st Avenue) where one of his first guitars was purchased. Another was the life-sized, unlabelled statue of Hendrix, caught in his famous kneeling-to-burn-the-guitar-at-Monterey pose. It was erected across the street from the Seattle Central Community College on Broadway near Pine, on the sidewalk in front of the AEI Music Building – not exactly a tourist hotspot, despite being a convenient enough stroll from the lively and youthful/artsy Capitol Hill district. In 2006, the statue was offered to the city for a proposed Jimi Hendrix Park in the Central district (at 2400 S. Massachusetts Street), just over a mile from where Jimi went to Garfield High School at 400 23rd Avenue. A bronze bust is on display in the school’s library, and there’s also a mural with different images of Hendrix, his failure to graduate notwithstanding.

          Not so much obscure as ill-conceived is the small plaque in the African Savannah exhibit at the Woodland Park Zoo. Shaped like a gold, bursting sun, and perched on top of a rock overlooking the field where giraffes and other African creatures run free, the inscription reads: “This viewpoint was funded by worldwide donations to KZOK Radio in the memory of Jimi Hendrix and his music.” Considering how tiny and inconspicuous the memorial is – if a bird lands on it, you’ll miss it entirely – you could be forgiven for wondering whether the donations amounted to much or what they were spent on. The original, more appropriate idea had been for a statue of Hendrix to be erected in one of Seattle’s parks, which apparently met with opposition from civic organizations when the fund-raising drive took place in the early 1980s.

          In 2000, the Experience Music Project, largely funded by billionaire Microsoft co-founder and huge Hendrix/rock fan Paul Allen, opened near Seattle’s Space Needle. Originally it was intended as a Jimi Hendrix Museum, but it changed its focus to rock and pop music in general after Allen and the Hendrix estate fell out. The EMP collection still has a lot of interesting Hendrix memorabilia, although what you see will depend on what’s being exhibited when you visit. At the time of writing, an exhibition titled “Jimi Hendrix: An Evolution of Sound”, centring on “Hendrix’s guitar sound and its continued resonance with music listeners”, will be running until 11 April 2010. The EMP has had some financial problems, however, and mystified some observers with its decision to convert some of its space into a Science Fiction Museum and Hall of Fame, although at least it’s cut its admission fee to $15 ($12 for children and seniors).

          Hendrix’s grave can be found in Greenwood Memorial Cemetery at 350 Monroe Avenue NE in Renton, a suburb about fifteen miles south of downtown Seattle. In contrast to the high-profile markers and stream of visitors common to many celebrity graves, visiting Hendrix’s place of rest was for many years a surprisingly simple, even mundane experience. Marked by a flat marble stone inscribed with a guitar and Hendrix’s name, visitors were sparse enough that they often had to ask cemetery staff for directions (though now, according to [image: website] jimihendrixmemorial.com, more than 14,000 visitors come every year). And although, as even many casual Hendrix fans know, Jimi played the guitar left-handed, the instrument on the grave clearly belongs to a right-handed player.

          In 1999, however, plans were announced for a far more elaborate Jimi Hendrix Memorial to include 54 family plots and a large brass statue. To date, however, it remains incomplete, although work has been done on granite pillars and a dome, and Jimi’s original gravestone is incorporated into its granite base. If its construction continues to languish, it will be entirely too typical of the mostly half-baked projects intended to immortalize Hendrix’s legacy in the Seattle area.
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            1208 1st Avenue, Seattle – muralist Dan Hitchcock at work (Seattle Times/Mark Harrison)
          

        

      

    

    
      
        First Guitars and Rock Groups

      

      As he entered his teens, Jimi had already begun to develop an enthusiasm for blues artists such as Muddy Waters, B.B. King, Howlin’ Wolf and Lightnin’ Hopkins after listening to some singles of his father’s and a boarder at the Hendrix home, Ernestine Benson. In the absence of spare cash to buy a guitar, however, the best he could do was pretend to play along with a broom; a one-string ukulele his father found while cleaning out the garage made for hardly any better a substitute. His first “real” instrument, bought when he was fifteen years old, wasn’t much of an improvement either, being a used $5 acoustic guitar with one string. Money was so short that when Elvis Presley came to Seattle for a concert at Sicks’s Stadium in 1957, Jimi couldn’t afford the $1.50 ticket to get in, watching from a nearby hill instead. Perhaps precisely because of his dire material circumstances, however, Jimi clung to his guitar, carrying it around with him everywhere and even sleeping with it – a habit he would keep until his death, when his guitars were the fanciest in the world.

        In his ninth grade at school, Jimi finally managed to get hold of some strings and began to play his guitar properly. Although the death of his mother Lucille in early 1958 made an already shy boy even more introverted, Jimi continued to bang away at his instrument, to the increasing neglect of his already indifferent schoolwork. By 1959, his father, finally sensing which way the wind was blowing, bought his son an electric guitar on hire purchase, although Jimi still didn’t have an amplifier. He would plug into other musicians’ amps when he could, with the goal of somehow forming a band.

        Like most models, the electric guitar was designed for right-handers, but Hendrix was naturally left-handed, so in order to play it, he had to restring the instrument and play it upside down from its natural position. From one viewpoint, Jimi was already having enough problems without needing to cope with another inconvenience which might have discouraged many budding guitarists from going any further. It’s often been wondered, however, whether this apparent handicap might not ultimately have worked to his advantage, forcing him to work harder at mastering his instrument than most novices and leaving him more open to unconventional ways of doing things right from the start. Guitar lessons were certainly out of the question, and Jimi ended up teaching himself how to play by listening to records and the radio, as well as picking up hints here and there from other more experienced guitarists. One advantage he did have, however, was huge hands, which would enable him to pull off riffs and fingerings that many other players would have found far more difficult.

        In some ways, the Seattle of the late 1950s might seem like one of the least promising American cities for a future rock legend to grow up in. A far less cosmopolitan metropolis then than it is today, it also had a fairly small African-American population, and was quite isolated from the major US media and recording centres, even on the West Coast. Yet it was a more promising breeding-ground than it might appear on first glance. It had a small but very active, black-dominated jazz and R&B scene in which two other major musicians, Ray Charles and Quincy Jones, had launched their early careers in the late 1940s. Garfield High School, where Hendrix was a nominal student (and which Jones himself had attended), was remarkably integrated by late-1950s standards, its student body being fifty percent white, thirty percent black, and twenty percent Asian. Although Jimi’s ease at moving in the white musical and social worlds has generated some isolated but vociferous criticism for his supposed failure to be as true to his black roots as he should have been, his early exposure to a multiracial environment may well have opened him up to a variety of musical influences, regardless of colour.

        Remote as they were from the major American recording studios, Seattle and the whole of the Pacific Northwest were also home to a host of young rock’n’roll bands. Even when they were white, these often played in a raunchy, heavily R&B-influenced style, often including or even favouring instrumentals. Some of these bands got to make records, and once in a blue moon, gained national as well as regional airplay. One such record, The Wailers’ 1959 top-forty instrumental hit “Tall Cool One”, was the first song Hendrix learned to play from beginning to end. Material such as this was heavily featured in Jimi’s first real band, The Velvetones, who also played instrumentals by the likes of Duane Eddy – one of the first true American rock’n’roll guitar heroes, noted for his low, echoing twang – and Bill Doggett, who had scored one of the biggest hits of the 1950s with the sensuous-yet-gritty shuffle “Honky Tonk”.

      
        
          The Real Spanish Castle Magic
        

        Such is the spaced-out, or at least spacey, nature of many of Hendrix’s songs that it’s often assumed that many of them were written under the influence of drugs, or at least with matters far more celestial than earthly in mind. It often turns out, however, that many of those songs were grounded in very basic real-life experiences, albeit ones that very few people outside of his closest acquaintances would have known about at the time they were recorded.

          Hendrix made his most specific reference to his Seattle boyhood in Spanish Castle Magic, a highlight of The Jimi Hendrix Experience’s second album, Axis: Bold as Love. The subject of this tune wasn’t some imaginary castle in Spain – as he made clear in one of its very first lines – or some mystical vision conjured by an acid trip. Instead, it was “a really groovy place” of the same name about twenty miles south of Seattle. Actually designed to look like a Spanish castle, the venue hosted many of the Northwest’s biggest rock’n’roll shows for years after opening on Thanksgiving Day in 1959.

          It’s sometimes reported, or at least assumed, that Hendrix must often have played with and grooved to bands at the Spanish Castle if he was inspired to commemorate it in song. Seattle radio DJ Pat O’Day, who booked many shows at the venue, would later say that Jimi came down to shows with his guitar and amplifier at the ready, in the hope that he could fill in should something go wrong with the onstage act’s equipment. However, there’s probably some poetic licence here, as Hendrix didn’t have a car, much money or even a very good amp, and transporting it back and forth on a regular basis was probably beyond his means.

          The Spanish Castle did host many big names while, and after, Hendrix was in Seattle, including not just major Northwestern groups like The Wailers and The Ventures, but also national stars like Conway Twitty, Jerry Lee Lewis and Roy Orbison. It closed, however, in 1964 after some major accidents on Highway 99 right outside the club. Eventually the place that remained a paradise in Jimi’s memory was turned into a parking lot.
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            The Spanish Castle, c. 1960
          

        

      

    

    
      
        Leaving School and Joining the Army

      

      As much as finally launching a musical career of sorts did to lift Jimi’s spirits, he was still hounded by family and school problems. Although his subsequent lyrics and interviews revealed him to be a highly (if quirkily) intelligent man, his lack of interest in his studies meant that he was on the verge of being thrown out of Garfield. Of more immediate concern were continuing tensions with his father, who refused to pay for a new guitar after Jimi lost his backstage at one of his early gigs. The level of his skill was already such, however, that several members of another high-school band with whom he’d started to play, The Rocking Kings, rallied round to buy Jimi a $49.95 Danelectro Silvertone so that he could continue playing with their group.

        Hendrix’s grades, however, fell from borderline to abysmal. Having already been forced to repeat the ninth grade owing to his poor performance, he finally flunked out of Garfield High in October 1960. Later, when Hendrix played his first show in Seattle as a star in February 1968, the school was happy to claim Jimi as one of its own, inviting him to speak at an assembly held in his honour. At the time, however, the future looked pretty bleak for an eighteen-year-old African-American with no qualifications or marketable skills other than his guitar-playing. He continued to gig with The Rocking Kings at progressively more impressive venues in and around Seattle, most notably The Spanish Castle in nearby Kent. Already Hendrix was getting noticed for his uninhibited style of playing and an onstage showmanship quite at odds with his habitually reserved offstage manner, although his in-concert exhibitionism would sometimes make it difficult to fit into bands who valued team players above individualistic expression.

        The Rocking Kings changed their name to Thomas and the Tomcats after manager James Thomas took on the lead vocal duties, but any road to greater success looked bumpy at best. Jimi had to help his father with gardening to support himself and he was still using equipment that wasn’t up to the standard he needed to make his way as a professional musician. On top of that, relations between Jimi and his father were sufficiently strained to make it unlikely that they could continue living under the same roof for much longer.

        As it turned out, it wouldn’t be long before Jimi left Seattle altogether. Matters came to a head in May 1961, when he was arrested on two separate occasions for riding in a stolen car. According to one of the most recent and thorough Hendrix biographies, Charles R. Cross’s Room Full of Mirrors, a juvenile court gave Jimi a two-year suspended sentence on the condition that he joined the army, and the very next day he enlisted for a three-year stint in the military, hoping to join the 101st Airborne Division. Hendrix himself would later claim that he figured he was going to get drafted soon anyway, and thought he might as well get his commitment out of the way as soon as possible. In fact, he had already tried to join the air force and been turned down, and although music was his true calling, there certainly seemed little reason to stay in Seattle, where work and money for what he really wanted to do were scarce.

        On 29 May 1961, the day after his final show with the Tomcats, Jimi took a train to Fort Ord, California, to begin his basic training. With the exception of a week’s leave in September, it would be almost seven years before he returned to Seattle.

      
        
          Lucille Hendrix: Gypsy Eyes
        

        Al Hendrix was far from a model father, but Lucille Hendrix was even less of a model mother to Jimi and her other children. In part, this is understandable, given that she had been thrust into a situation for which she was wholly unprepared, after becoming pregnant by a man she hardly knew at the age of sixteen. However, she didn’t prove a stable parent when more children followed and she grew into adulthood. Not only did she have flings outside the marriage, but she also apparently continued to be more preoccupied with going out and having fun sometimes than with making sure her children were properly looked after. Lucille’s heavy drinking led to cirrhosis of the liver by her early thirties, and shortly after marrying again, she died under mysterious circumstances after being found unconscious in an alley by a tavern. According to some accounts, Al did not allow Jimi to attend her funeral.

          Hendrix nonetheless seems to have had happy memories of the sporadic good times he had shared with his mother, and several of his songs are believed to have been inspired by her. Not all of these idolized Lucille: Castles Made of Sand, in addition to alluding to fights between her and Al, also depicts both her sadness and an illness in her final months that put her in a wheelchair for a time. The posthumously released Angel, however, has been interpreted as expressing hope for a reunion between mother and son in the afterlife. Gypsy Eyes is also thought to be about Lucille, reflecting the free-spirited ways that she might have passed on to her son, who would die even younger than she had.
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