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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Biographers often spend time in graveyards copying down epitaphs, but rarely do they stand by watching a cemetery worker unearth a lost grave with a shovel, as was my providence in the course of writing this book. The rediscovery of the grave of Jimi Hendrix’s mother was the most chilling moment in the four years it took to write Room Full of Mirrors: It was also unexpected. It occurred only because I simply couldn’t believe that Greenwood Memorial Park had no exact location for Lucille Hendrix Mitchell’s grave, and I pestered the cemetery’s office until they finally sent a worker—armed with a shovel and an ancient map—to search the rows of decaying headstones. Biographers who choose deceased subjects are all gravediggers in a way, with a bit of Dr. Frankenstein thrown in; we seek to bring our subjects back to life, if only temporarily, in the pages of a book. Usually our goal is to animate our characters; rarely are we searching for final remains and ancient caskets. Nothing can prepare one for the moment of standing in a muddy graveyard, watching aghast as a groundskeeper pushes a shovel into the ground like a sloppy archaeologist.


If there was justice in that particular adventure, it springs from the fact that in some twisted way this biography began in that same graveyard, three decades before. It was in Greenwood Memorial cemetery, a few miles south of Seattle, that I first came as a teenage fan to pay my respects to one of music’s legends. Like any other pilgrim, I couldn’t visit Jimi Hendrix’s grave without the lyrics to my favorite songs—“Purple Haze,” “Wind Cries Mary,” Jimi’s brilliant take of Dylan’s “All Along the Watchtower”—running through my memory. Dog-eared albums by the Jimi Hendrix Experience were the soundtrack for my youth, as they were to a whole generation. My father heard enough of Electric Ladyland through the walls of my childhood home that he knew the exact moment to pound on my door—before Jimi hit the first fuzz-box pedal.


As a teenager standing by that grave, I knew only small details of Jimi’s history, but his was a life so outrageous, and lived to such an extreme, that it was ripe for mythologizing. Many of the 1970s press reports I read as a kid turned Hendrix into a god of the electric guitar, and that icon status stripped away his humanity. He became, as he was on a poster on my wall, an image in black light, sporting a larger-than-life Afro, complete with halo. He seemed unknowable, so foreign that he might as well have been from another planet. Some of that mystery came from the genius of his playing—which, decades later, has never been matched—and some was a haze of record company-created hype.


This book is my four-year, 325-interview effort to crack that code and to turn that black-light poster image into a portrait of a man. Although I began actual work on this book in 2001, it has been writing itself in the back of my mind ever since my first graveside visit in the seventies. As a writer who specializes in Northwest music, I have always sensed Hendrix looming as a subject to be faced one day, just as an aspiring actor knows that Shakespeare’s canon awaits.


My own first writing about Jimi came in the early 1980s, when an effort began to construct a Seattle memorial. Though there were some grand ideas for what might be appropriate—a public park was suggested, or renaming a street—the memorial became mired in the eighties “Just Say No” political furor over drugs. One television commentator argued that to honor Jimi in any way was to glamorize “a drug addict.” Those hysterics derailed the initial effort, and the compromise memorial that resulted was a “heated rock” with Jimi’s name attached, set in the African savannah section of the Seattle zoo. That spurred me to write a magazine piece in which I called the heated rock racist, xenophobic, and evidence that musical heritage and African American culture were disregarded in predominantly white Seattle. The zoo rock—which remains today, the heating element broken last I checked—made Jimi Hendrix’s grave even more important as a tour stop, since few thought a zoo was an appropriate place to mourn or honor Jimi.


I first met Jimi’s father, Al Hendrix, in the late 1980s and interviewed him on several occasions about his son’s legacy and history. One of my first questions to Al was about Jimi’s grave: Why did rock’s best-known left-handed guitarist have an etching of a right-handed guitar on his tombstone? Al said it was a mistake by the monument makers. Al was not a detail-oriented guy, particularly when it came to his late son’s history.


Al was kind enough to invite me to his home, which itself was something of a roadside museum to Jimi. No parent wants to bury a child, and it was Al’s unkind destiny to outlive his firstborn by three decades. The walls of his house were covered with gold record awards and photo enlargements of Jimi. There, among family photos of Jimi as a baby or in an army uniform, were several images that belong in any sixties photo collage: Jimi burning his guitar onstage at the Monterey Pop Festival; Jimi with the white-fringed jacket onstage at Woodstock; Jimi in his butterfly velvet suit onstage at the Isle of Wight. There were a few pictures of Jimi’s brother, Leon, on the wall, and, bizarrely, a giant painting of Al’s deceased German shepherd. On a basement wall was an image familiar to me—the same black-light poster of a godlike Jimi that I owned as an adolescent.


I never asked Al Hendrix why Jimi’s mother’s grave had been lost for almost fifty years, and Al died in 2002. In the several years Room Full of Mirrors took to complete, at least five of my interview subjects have passed away, including Experience bass player Noel Redding. I interviewed Noel on almost a dozen different occasions, but it was nonetheless sobering to realize after his sudden death in May 2003 that my conversation with him two weeks prior was his last telling of his own story before his passing. There were moments in writing this book when I sensed that the history of Jimi’s era was slowly slipping away, and that fragility made the extensive research all the more delicate and imperative.


Still, there were conversations I had and places I visited where Jimi Hendrix seemed positively vibrant and almost breathing. On Seattle’s Jackson Street, the historical center of Northwest African American nightlife—amid storefronts that five decades ago were clubs that hosted local talent like Ray Charles, Quincy Jones, and Jimi—one can find pieces of a life still freshly remembered. Just down the street from Twenty-third Avenue, sitting on blocks in an empty lot, is the house Jimi grew up in; it has been saved with an eye to future preservation. Stop by the flower shop on the corner, and the ladies behind the counter will remember Jimi from Leschi Elementary School. Across the street at a Starbucks, there’s a gray-haired gentleman sipping coffee every morning who once danced the jitterbug with Jimi’s mother, Lucille. And in the retirement home on the corner, eighty-eight-year-old Dorothy Harding sits in a wheelchair and tells stories of being Jimi’s babysitter and of the stormy night he was born.


In Seattle’s black community, most people knew, and know, Jimi Hendrix as “Buster,” his family nickname. In the text herein, he is frequently called by that name, particularly by family. I’ve also taken the narrative liberty of using the spelling “Jimi” throughout Hendrix’s life for consistency and to avoid confusion with Jimi’s best childhood friend, Jimmy Williams, who shows up in this history often. Hendrix did not use the spelling “Jimi” until he was twenty-two, but even then he remained “Buster” to most of those who knew him in Seattle.


Searching for Buster led me to Jackson Street many times, and also to shadowy corners of London, San Francisco, Los Angeles, Harlem, Greenwich Village, and other points across the globe. It put me in beer-strewn dance halls in northern England where the Experience once played, and in dank Seattle basements where a teenage Jimi Hendrix practiced guitar with neighborhood boys. It led me to dusty census records, and to graveyards like Greenwood Memorial, where I watched when the shovel finally hit Lucille Hendrix’s welfare grave marker—a brick really—which had been overgrown by a foot of soil. As that dirt slid off the shovel, the spot of Jimi’s mother’s grave was uncovered for the first time in several decades. When Jimi’s brother, Leon, first saw the marker that indicated where his mother was buried, he wept. Leon had never known the exact location of his mother’s remains.


In Al Hendrix’s basement, there was another piece of Jimi Hendrix memorabilia that was buried in a way; it was stuck back in a corner and only pulled out for the faithful. It was a two-by-four-foot mirror that Jimi had created. Al was never very good on dates, but Jimi’s brother, Leon, also attributed the piece to Jimi, created sometime in 1969. “It was in Jimi’s apartment in New York,” Leon recalled, “and it was shipped back to my dad after Jimi died.” Inside the frame sit fifty-odd pieces of a shattered mirror, set in clay in the exact position they would have held upon the breaking of the mirror. The shards all point toward the center, where an unbroken plate-size circle rests. “This,” Al Hendrix would say when he pulled the Salvador Dalí-esque art out of a cupboard, “was Jimi’s ‘Room Full of Mirrors.’ ”


“Room Full of Mirrors” was the title of a song Hendrix first began writing in 1968. He wrote several early lyric drafts of the tune and recorded a couple of takes of it. The song was never officially released during Jimi’s lifetime, but Hendrix considered it for inclusion in what would have been his fourth studio album. As this particular song gives evidence, Jimi had an extraordinary sense of self-awareness and an uncanny ability to use music to express emotional truths. While audiences at Hendrix concerts clamored for his guitar theatrics on hits like “Purple Haze,” Jimi, in private, was drawn more toward pensive and reflective songs such as “Room Full of Mirrors” or playing the blues standards he’d grown up on.


The song “Room Full of Mirrors” tells the story of a man trapped in a world of self-reflection so powerful it haunts him even in his dreams. He is liberated after smashing the mirrors, and wounded from the shattered glass, he seeks an “angel” who can give him freedom. Holding the physical manifestation of this concept—the broken mirror artwork that Jimi’s father kept in his basement—one cannot help but think of the deep complexity of the man who created this song, and think of the day Jimi Hendrix stared at fifty slivers of his own reflection in this piece of art. “All I could see,” he sang in the song, “was me.”





—Charles R. Cross


Seattle, Washington


April 2005










PROLOGUE


ROOM FULL OF MIRRORS


LIVERPOOL, ENGLAND


April 9, 1967


“I used to live in a room full of mirrors,


All I could see was me.”


—JIMI HENDRIX, “Room Full of Mirrors”


“SORRY, MATES, WE can’t serve your sort in here. We got rules, you know.”


Those words from behind the bar came from the lips of a crusty-looking old salt whose hands shook with a palsy as he spoke. Upon issuing his warning, he turned away and began drawing another patron a pint. His initial look had been so quick—nothing more than a seasoned flick of an eye—that the two men standing before him had no idea why they were unable to get a drink. It was odd, as this was the kind of prototypical English pub that would serve anyone: children, men already too drunk to stand up, escaped convicts still in shackles if they had a pound note in their hand.


One of the men denied service was twenty-one-year-old Noel Redding, bass player in the Jimi Hendrix Experience. Noel had been born in Folkestone, a city in southeastern England, and he had already spent a lifetime in pubs and around cranky publicans. He had never been turned down when ordering a drink, except after closing time. But this wasn’t closing time, and Redding couldn’t imagine what might have made the bartender respond so. “I actually considered the thought,” Noel recalled years later, “that this chap hated our single ‘Hey Joe.’ ”


Both Noel and his companion, Jimi Hendrix, had purple scarves around their necks and sported huge translucent halos of frizzy hair. Noel wore bright violet bell-bottoms, while Jimi’s tight trousers were made of wine red velvet. Jimi also had on a frilly pirate shirt that puffed out in the chest, and atop his jacket was a black cape. The only people who dressed like this were actors in an eighteenth-century drama, or rock stars. Still, both Noel and Jimi had looked plenty freaky in hundreds of other pubs and had never been turned down before. In London, it was usually the opposite: Once they were recognized, they were treated as royalty, as objects of adoration.


England was certainly falling in love with Jimi, who was twenty-four years old that year. During the six months he’d lived in Great Britain, he had been a guest of honor in many pubs, and even the beloved Paul McCartney had once bought him a pint. Jimi watched as legendary musicians he had long idolized—Eric Clapton, Pete Townshend, and the Rolling Stones’ Brian Jones—had received him into their inner circle as a peer, and as a friend. The press trumpeted him as one of the rising stars of rock, calling him names like the “Wild Man of Borneo” and “The Black Elvis.” Getting a pint between sets, as he and Noel were attempting to do, was only a problem when Jimi’s numerous fans swarmed him. To avoid those very fans, many of whom found Jimi sexually irresistible, Noel and Jimi had chosen this off-the-beaten-track pub for a quick drink before their next set. They were in Liverpool, where the locals were partial to the hometown Beatles, of course, but not being served was unexpected for an ascending superstar anyplace in Britain. “It was your typical English pub,” Noel noted. “It was filled with ship workers, shopkeepers, and the like.”


Jimi’s initial thought in the pub, according to what he later told Noel, was that he was being discriminated against because of his skin color. As an African American who had lived in the southern parts of the United States, Jimi knew what it was like to be denied service because of his race. He had often endured the prejudice of the “Jim Crow” South, the “white-only” drinking fountains, and other degradations. He once had the windows of his house in Nashville, Tennessee, shot out simply because he was black. He had spent three hardscrabble years performing on the Chitlin’ Circuit—a route of juke joints, icehouses, and barrooms where rhythm-and-blues music was played primarily to African American audiences. Just to get to those gigs, traveling black musicians had to plan carefully in advance such things as finding food and using a toilet, simple services that were denied blacks in parts of white America. Soul legend Solomon Burke was on a Chitlin’ Circuit bus tour with Jimi and recalled an incident when the band stopped at the only restaurant in a rural town. Knowing, as they did, the place would not serve African Americans, a white bass player in the entourage was enlisted to buy take-out food for the rest of the musicians. The white musician was just ten feet away from the bus when his to-go boxes began to slip, and Jimi scurried out to aid him. “The white guys who ran the place saw who the food was actually going to,” Burke recalled. Hendrix and Burke watched in horror as the men came from behind the counter brandishing axes as weapons. “They took all the food and threw it on the ground,” Burke said. “We didn’t resist because we knew they would, and could, kill us and they’d probably have the sheriff on their side helping.”


In England, Jimi had been free from most racial discrimination; he found that class and accent were the more obvious British social barometers. In the States, his ethnicity had been a career hindrance, particularly as he crossed genres and played outside the accepted color lines of rock and R&B. In England, though, his race and his American accent were novelties of sorts. As both a Yank and an African American, he was a unique outsider, and one who was revered for this status. “He was the first American black I’d ever met,” Noel Redding recalled, “and that alone made him interesting.” The musician Sting, who saw the 1967 Jimi Hendrix Experience tour as a teen, later wrote that the concert also represented “the first time I’d seen a black man.”


Jimi’s second impulse in the Liverpool pub that day was to wonder about his jacket. He was wearing an ancient military jacket that was a relic of the grand days of the British Empire. He had bought the cloak at a London flea market and it was fabulously ornate: There were sixty-three gold buttons on the breast; elaborate gold embroidery on the arms and center; and the coat had a collar that would have made anyone wearing it look a bit like a dandy. “That jacket had caused him problems before,” recalled Kathy Etchingham, Jimi’s girlfriend at the time. “These old pensioners would see this wild-looking black man walking down the street in this jacket, and they knew very well he hadn’t been in the Hussars.” English war vets of a certain age were quick to voice their disapproval of Jimi wearing the coat, and not having watched “Top of the Pops,” they had no idea he was a rock star. Any conflicts the jacket caused, however, were usually quickly resolved when the eternally polite Jimi apologized, and mentioned that he was a recent vet of the 101st Airborne Division of the United States Army. This was enough to silence the old boys and to earn him a slap of gratitude on the back. Even in 1967 most in Britain recalled how the legendary 101st had parachuted into Normandy on D-day with the fearlessness of true heroes.


Hendrix did look heroic in the jacket. He was only five-foot-ten, but people frequently mistook him for being over six feet, at least in part because his gigantic Afro made him appear larger than life. His thin, angular frame, which was shaped like an inverted triangle, furthered this illusion; he had narrow hips, a small waist, but impossibly wide shoulders and arms. His fingers were abnormally long and sinuous, and like the rest of him, they were a rich caramel color. His bandmates jokingly called him “The Bat” because of his preference for covering his windows and sleeping during the day, but the nickname also fit his penchant for wearing capes, which furthered his superhero appearance. “When we walked down the streets in London,” Kathy Etchingham recalled, “sometimes people would just stop and stare at him like he was some kind of apparition.” He had wide, almond-shaped brown eyes that glistened when they caught the light. Jimi was immediately a favorite of British journalists, but the photographers positively adored him because he had the model-like ability of looking smashing from any angle, plus he had a softness of expression that helped every picture of him tell a story. Even in a medium as cool as a newspaper photograph, Jimi oozed a sexuality that seemed dangerous and exotic.


That glittering beauty meant nothing to the steely-eyed Liverpool barkeep and it did not earn Jimi a pint, despite repeated polite requests and several pound notes placed on the counter. Jimi might have considered informing the old gent about his blossoming fame, but his patience was waning. Though he was known for being quiet and well mannered, Jimi also had a fierce temper that would occasionally flare, particularly when fueled by alcohol, and heaven protect anyone in the way when it did. “When he got angry,” Etchingham noted, “he blew up.” At least in this pub, he’d yet to get a drink, which lessened the chance that he might throw the old man on the ground.


Finally, stuttering a bit, a tendency leftover from childhood that he still fell into when he was nervous, Jimi confronted the bartender. “Is it . . .” he said angrily, “is it because I’m black?”


The barkeep was quick and sure in his reply. “No, for God’s sake, man! Didn’t you read the sign on the door?” And with that the old man grabbed his bar towel and moved down to the other end of the bar, exasperated.


Once the possibility of racial prejudice was eliminated, an air of humor and levity returned to Jimi and Noel. They looked at each other with the grins of adolescent boys who had done something wrong and were waiting for it to be discovered. “We started to laugh,” Noel recalled. “We had no idea what it was we’d done.” Noel joked to Jimi that maybe in Liverpool you had to be a member of the Treegulls—Noel’s nickname for the Beatles—to get a drink. Noel went outside to check the door; he saw two signs prominently thumbtacked. Above was a large poster for a circus, happening just up the road, and below was a handwritten sign that explained the reason Jimi and Noel had been barred from the pub. When Noel saw the second sign, he went into a laughing fit that momentarily brought him to the ground. This was one for the ages, Noel thought; this was one they’d be joking about aboard the band bus for months. “I thought,” Noel recalled years later, “I couldn’t wait until we could tell Mitch Mitchell this one—he’d never let us live it down.” As he walked back into the pub to fill Jimi in, Noel found the barman and Jimi yelling at each other.


“I told you already, we can’t serve you!” the barman insisted. “We’ve got rules.” Noel moved to intervene, but the barkeep was heated up now and his lecture went on. “The sign on the door is very clear, and if we let one of you in, the whole goddamn place will be full of your sort, and that’s no way to run a pub, no way at all. Having the circus here is bad enough for business. And the sign is very clear: ‘No clowns allowed!’ ”


Noel recalled that it took Jimi several moments for the meaning of the words to sink in. Even after Noel whispered the explanation in Jimi’s ear—“There’s a circus up the street, and this chap doesn’t want any clowns in here. He thinks we’re clowns”—Jimi still seemed puzzled, almost stunned. Slowly this almost cosmic prank revealed itself to Jimi, and a huge, wide smile broke out over his face. He wasn’t being kicked out of the pub because he was black, or wore a military jacket, or was too outrageous, or was dressed like a pirate, or wasn’t a Beatle in Liverpool, though in some bent way it was all of that and more.


Jimi was the single most exciting rock star in Great Britain that spring; in just two months he would wear this same military jacket in his breakout American performance at the Monterey Pop Festival; following that show, he would be the hottest star in the world. Almost two months later to the day, Paul McCartney would hand Jimi a joint after a concert in London, slap him on the back, and say, “That was fucking great, man.” But on this afternoon in a pub in McCartney’s Liverpool, Jimi couldn’t get a pint of lager, no matter what he said. The barkeep was unconvinced that a pop star was sitting in front of him; he simply knew that this clown said he was with some kind of outfit called “The Experience.” Clowns, particularly ones with Afros, the old man thought, were very, very bad for business.








CHAPTER ONE


BETTER THAN BEFORE


SEATTLE, WASHINGTON


January 1875-November 1942


“Dear Al: Congratulations on your fine son. Mother and son are well. Conditions lots better than before. Lucille sends love.”


—telegram from DELORES HALL to AL HENDRIX


JIMI HENDRIX WAS born the day after Thanksgiving, 1942. The healthy arrival of this eight-pound, eleven-ounce baby was seen by all as a true thanksgiving sign from God. When his aunt wired his father with the news, her short telegram included the line “Conditions lots better than before.” That statement could serve as an epigraph for the larger history of the Hendrixes to that point, and, in an even wider context, as a wishful summation of the African American experience in the United States: Things had been bad for a long time, and perhaps this new generation could hope for an improvement and a more righteous world. Relatives on both sides of Jimi’s family celebrated his birth as a new beginning. “He was the cutest baby you would ever want to see,” recalled his aunt Delores Hall. “He was darling.”


Jimi was born in the maternity ward of King County Hospital, later called Harborview, in Seattle, Washington. The hospital commanded a majestic view of the large natural harbor of Puget Sound. Seattle was slowly emerging as one of the major American port cities on the Pacific Coast and had a population of 375,000 in 1942. In the wartime years, it was a boomtown where shipyards cranked out navy vessels and the Boeing Airplane Company churned out the B-17 bombers that would win the war for the Allies. In 1942, the factories ran round-the-clock shifts, and a huge influx of laborers expanded the city and forever changed its racial demographics. In the 1900 census, there had been only 406 Seattle residents who reported themselves as black, about one half of 1 percent of the population. In the decade from 1940 to 1950, fueled by the war machine’s need for labor and a large migration from the South, the city’s population of African Americans ballooned to 15,666, and they became Seattle’s largest racial minority.


Neither Jimi’s mother nor father was part of the wartime migration, but World War II would nevertheless play a major role in the circumstances of their lives. At the time of Jimi’s birth, his father, Al, was a twenty-three-year-old private in the U.S. Army, stationed at Fort Rucker, Alabama. Al had asked his commanding officer for paternity leave to visit Seattle, but he was denied furlough and jailed instead. His superiors told him he’d been imprisoned because they were convinced he would go AWOL to attend the birth. Al was in the stockade when the congratulatory telegram from his sister-in-law arrived. He later complained that white soldiers had been given leave in similar situations, but his complaints fell on deaf ears. Al would not meet his son until the boy was three years old.


Jimi’s mother, Lucille Jeter Hendrix, was only seventeen when Jimi was born. Through an inopportune stroke of timing, Lucille found out she was pregnant the same week Al was drafted. They married on March 31, 1942, at the King County Courthouse in a ceremony performed by a justice of the peace, and they only lived together as man and wife for three days before Al was shipped out. The night before Al left, they partied at the Rocking Chair, a club where Ray Charles would later be discovered. Lucille was under the drinking age, but in the wartime frenzy, that didn’t matter to bartenders. The couple toasted an uncertain future and Al’s safe return from the service.


The circumstances of fate that gave the newly married couple their first child when Al was three thousand miles away created a wound that would forever fester in the marriage of Al and Lucille. Of course their separation wasn’t unusual in the turbulent time of World War II. Once the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor in December 1941, a harried madness developed in Seattle and other West Coast cities, where fear of a Japanese assault was a backdrop to thousands of families being torn apart. The day before Al and Lucille were married, Seattle became the first city in the nation where Japanese Americans were gathered up and sent to internment camps. Eventually, 12,892 persons of Japanese ancestry from Washington State were imprisoned, including friends and neighbors of the couple.


Yet the relationship between Al and Lucille was strained by more than just the turmoil of the war. Al was short but handsome, while Lucille had an extraordinary youthful beauty that turned heads when she walked down the street. Other than their physical connection and a mutual love of dancing, they shared little to build a marriage on. Both had come from backgrounds of extreme poverty, and Al left Seattle knowing that he would be able to do little to provide for his new wife and child while overseas. Theirs had been a quick romance—a shotgun wedding, really—without the support of friends and family. As a teenage mother-to-be, Lucille faced extreme challenges in the form of her age, race, class, and economic situation. It was Lucille’s very poverty that helped breed a deep distrust in Al Hendrix that would cause him to later raise questions of loyalty, fidelity, and paternity.


[image: art]


PATERNITY AND BLOODLINE had been contentious issues in the Hendrix family tree for centuries. The family history mirrored that of many other slave descendants in that little of it was recorded in the annals of history being written by whites. Jimi Hendrix would become one of the first black rock musicians to appeal to a largely white audience, but his own ethnic ancestry was multiracial and included a complex mix of Native Americans, African slaves, and white slave masters.


Jimi’s maternal grandfather was Preston Jeter, born in Richmond, Virginia, on July 14, 1875. His mother had been a slave, and like many former slaves in Richmond, she continued in the same domestic position after the Civil War. Preston’s father was his mother’s former owner, though whether Preston was the result of rape or a consensual act—if such a thing can be possible in a slave-master relationship—is unknown. As a young man, Preston made the decision to leave the South after he witnessed a lynching. He headed for the Northwest, where he had heard conditions for blacks were better.


Preston was twenty-five when he arrived in Roslyn, Washington, a small mining town eighty miles east of Seattle in the Cascade Mountains. Unfortunately, he found riotous racial violence in Roslyn that mirrored the South, the result of mine management bringing in African Americans to break a strike by white miners. The county sheriff wrote the governor, warning, “There is a bitter feeling against the Negroes and . . . I fear there will be bloodshed.” A number of racially motivated killings followed. “Murder is a regular thing,” one town resident observed.


By 1908, African Americans had become a tolerated, if not an accepted, part of Roslyn’s fabric. A photo from that year captures Preston among a group of black miners in front of the only saloon they were allowed to patronize, Big Jim E. Shepperson’s Color Club. Still, racial intolerance remained high, and when a mine explosion killed forty-five men, including several African Americans, whites would not allow the black victims to be buried in the town graveyard. Eventually, twenty-four different cemeteries were designated in the town, each devoted to a single ethnicity or fraternal order.


After a decade in Roslyn, Preston left to work mines in Newcastle, Washington. By 1915, he was in Seattle, working as a landscaper. By then in his forties, he entertained hopes of finding a wife. Reading the Seattle Republican, he spotted an ad for a young woman looking for a husband.


[image: art]


THE WOMAN IN the ad was Clarice Lawson, Jimi Hendrix’s maternal grandmother. Clarice had been born in Little Rock, Arkansas, in 1894. Like many Arkansas African Americans, her ancestors included both slaves and Cherokees. Clarice would tell her children the U.S. government had hunted down her Cherokee forebears, until slaves hid them and, eventually, intermarried with them.


Clarice had four older sisters, and the quintet of Lawson daughters regularly traveled from their Arkansas home to the Louisiana Delta to pick cotton. On one of these trips, Clarice, who was twenty at the time, was raped. When Clarice later discovered she was pregnant, her sisters decided to take her west and quickly find her a husband. They picked Washington after hearing from railroad workers that the region offered greater opportunity for blacks.


In Seattle, they advertised for a husband, not mentioning Clarice’s pregnancy. Preston Jeter responded, and though he was nineteen years older than Clarice, they began to date. When Clarice’s sisters pressed him for marriage and gave him a sum of money as a dowry, he grew suspicious and broke off their relationship. Clarice had the child and it was put up for adoption. The sisters offered Preston more money if he would marry the now-grieving Clarice. He agreed, and they were wed in 1915. Though the marriage would last until Preston’s death thirty years later, the unusual circumstances of their meeting would strain the relationship.


Both Preston and Clarice had come to the Northwest to start a life in a place where race was less an issue than it was elsewhere. To a degree, this was true in Seattle, which lacked the segregation of the white-only drinking fountains of the Jim Crow South. In the Northwest, however, African Americans encountered a less overt form of discrimination, but one that still limited opportunity. In Seattle, blacks lived almost exclusively in an area called the Central District, four square miles that contained some of the city’s oldest, and most decrepit, homes. Outside of this neighborhood, landlords would rarely rent to African Americans, and many townships had laws banning real estate sales to nonwhites.


Although their housing options were limited, African Americans found some benefit in Seattle’s de facto segregation. In the Central District, they developed a tight-knit community where ethnic pride was strong and neighborhood ties blossomed. “It was a small enough community that if you didn’t know someone, you knew their family,” recalled Betty Jean Morgan, a lifelong resident. The neighborhood was also home to Native Americans, as well as Chinese, Italian, German, Japanese, and Filipino immigrants; the local schools were filled with a patchwork of ethnicities. There were enough ethnic and religious minorities in the neighborhood—it was also the center of Jewish life in the city—that a multiculturalism developed that was unique at the time not only in Seattle but also in the entire United States. Historian Esther Hall Mumford titled her history of black Seattle Calabash in a nod to the African tradition of cooking in a pot big enough to feed the village, and that metaphor—a neighborhood inclusive and self-sufficient—was apt for Seattle’s Central District in the first half of the twentieth century. Those strong social ties and a warm sense of inclusiveness would have a lasting impact on all who grew up within it.


Seattle’s black community had its own newspapers, restaurants, shops, and most gloriously, its own entertainment district, centered on Jackson Street. There, nightclubs and gambling dens featured nationally known jazz and blues acts. So vibrant was the scene that one newspaper editor compared it to Chicago’s State Street or Memphis’s Beale Street. Though the Jackson Street clubs were not common stops for Preston and Clarice Jeter, this colorful and vibrant netherworld would be an important backdrop for their children’s young adulthood and, eventually, for grandchild Jimi Hendrix.
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THE BIGGEST CHALLENGE to blacks in Seattle—and the one that threatened to supersede all others—was finding fair employment. African Americans were tolerated by white Seattle society in most situations, but the only professions open to blacks were service jobs as cooks, waiters, or railroad porters. In a pattern that was familiar, Preston Jeter found work as a longshoreman during a strike; it was a job normally held only by whites. Clarice found work as a domestic, a job that 84 percent of Seattle’s African American women held in the 1910 census. Clarice, like most black mothers of the day, cared for white babies at the same time as she began to have children of her own.


Over the next ten years, Clarice would have eight children, two of whom would die in infancy and two who would be adopted out. Lucille, the youngest of the Jeter children, was born in 1925, eight weeks premature. Because of complications from a tumor, as well as postpartum depression, Clarice remained in the hospital for six months after Lucille’s birth. Preston, then fifty years old and suffering from health problems of his own, couldn’t care for the family, so Lucille’s three sisters—Nancy, Gertrude, and Delores—initially raised the baby. The nurses brought her home on a day in December that featured a rare Seattle snowstorm. “They had to walk up the hill in front of our house very carefully with her,” recalled Delores Hall, who was four at the time. “They put her in my arms and said, ‘Be careful because this is your new sister.’ ”


The Jeters faced enormous challenges over the next few years. Clarice was in and out of the hospital, suffering from physical and mental health problems, and the children were sent to foster care with a big German family that lived on a small farm north of Greenlake. In this predominantly white area, they were frequently mistaken for Gypsies, another ethnic minority that was shunned by white Seattle.


When Lucille turned ten, the family was living together again in the Central District. As an adolescent, Lucille had remarkably beautiful eyes and a lithe frame. “She had long, thick, dark hair, which was straight, and a beautiful wide smile,” said her best friend in junior high, Loreen Lockett. Preston and Clarice were particularly protective of Lucille, who was fifteen before they allowed her to go to dances. Pretty and vivacious, Lucille drew attention even then. “She was a nice-looking girl and a very good dancer,” recalled James Pryor. “She was very light-skinned with pretty hair. She could have passed.” To “pass” was the African American vernacular for someone with a complexion light enough that they could pass in the world as white. To do so meant a con of sorts, but it opened up a world of employment options denied to most blacks. Even within the African American community at the time, lighter skin and straight hair were equated with beauty, and Lucille had both.


According to all accounts, fifteen-year-old Lucille was proper and a bit immature. She was also gifted with musical talent and could sing. Occasionally, she would enter amateur contests, and at one she won a five-dollar prize. Still, her greatest joy in life was to be on the dance floor with a good partner. One night in November 1941, Lucille stopped by a classmate’s home on the way to a dance at Washington Hall. She had just turned sixteen and was in junior high. Like any schoolgirl, she was excited to be going to a concert, and the featured act that night was the legendary jazz pianist Fats Waller. A young man from Canada was visiting her friend. “Lucille,” her classmate said, “meet Al Hendrix.” 
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