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Jimi Hendrix 
Experience

W hen J im i H en d rix  sen t his Fender S tra to c a s te r  up in 
flames at the end of his historic performance at the 1967 Mon
terey Pop Festival in 1967, it was a b rillian t grandstand play 
by a consum m ate psychedelic showman well-schooled in  the 
showstopping hijinx of T-Bone W alker and L ittle Richard, i t  
was also a profound gesture of affection and gratitude.

“ I could sit up here all night and say thank you, thank you, 
thank y o u ...I  just wanna grab you, m an ,” H endrix told the 
ad o rin g  crow d. ‘‘B u t, d ig , I ju s t c a n ’t do th a t .  So w hat I 
w anna do , I ’m g on na  sac rif ic e  so m e th in g  here I rea lly  
lo ve .. .There is noth ing more I can do than th is .” W ith  th a t, 
H endrix led his B ritish  sidekicks, bassist Noel R edding and 
drum m er M itch  M itch e ll, in to  a version o f ‘‘W ild  T h in g ” 
tha t lite ra lly  burned his signature into the pages of rock & 
roll history.

For Hendrix, making his American concert debut just nine 
months after the formation in England of the Jim i Hendrix Ex
perience, torching his Strat was an act of ritual sacrifice rooted 
in his love for the instrum ent and great faith ift. its communi
cative powers. This was a young man who had literally slept 
with his axe in his Army bunk and, later, on tour buses as an 
R&B sideman. Shy and self-effacing in conversation, Hendrix 
had devoted his life to the creation of a new guitar language of 
explosive, orchestral possibility and raw, soulful eloquence.

The combination of Jim i H endrix’s creative drive with his 
stunning technique, sonic im agination and painterly exploita
tion of devices like wah-wah, feedback and d isto rtion  trans
formed rock & roll — and its primary instrum ent — forever. He 
recast the music of his forefathers and elders -  Robert John
son, M uddy W aters, Charlie C hristian , Chuck Berry -  into 
electrifying future soul and elegiac cosmic balladry, laying the 
foundation for later innovations by George Clinton, Miles Da
vis and Prince. At the same tim e, Hendrix set a new standard 
for rock & roll stage outrage with his rubber-lim bed playing 
positions and blatant erotic suggestion.

Sadly, Hendrix died too early to see his musical vision fully

realized. I t ’s hard to believe that in his lifetim e Jim i Hendrix 
officially released only three studio albums, all in little  more 
than a year and a half. But he’d spent a lifetim e preparing for 
them , if  not for the sudden , often  trau m atic  success they 
brought him.

James M arshall H endrix was born in Seattle on November 
Z f $ 1942. He d idn’t get his first guitar, a second-hand acous
tic model which cost five dollars, un til he was nearly sixteen. 
But it proved to be a crucial, stabilizing element in a child
hood scarred by his parents’ rocky marriage and subsequent d i
vorce, erratic schooling and his m other’s death in 1958. In 
1959, Hendrix graduated to the electric guitar and joined a lM  
cal combo called the Rocking Kings. Except for an aborted ca
reer as an Army p a ra tro op er, H endrix  spen t the next seven 
years on the road, g igg ing  w ith a m otley succession of club 
bands and working as an itinerant backup musician for, among 
others, Sam Cooke, Jackie W ilson, the Im pressions, L ittle  
Richard and the Isley Brothers.

His first significan t studio  date as a sidem an came on the 
Isleys’ s to rm ing  ’64 tw o -p art sing le  ‘‘T e s tify .” H endrix , 
th en  go ing  by the stage name Jim m y Jam es, ac tually  lived 
with the Isleys for a few m onths, and the group also bought 
him  his f i rs t  F ender g u ita r .  ‘‘He could  p lay  w o nderfu lly  
w ith o u t an a m p ,” E rnie Isley to ld  w rite r H arry  W einger.

W ith  „his back to us, the sound and the feeling em anating 
from him  was qu ite  so m eth ing .”

Up through the first ha lf of 1966, H endrix continued his 
sideman odyssey, working on the road and in the studio with 
L ittle  R ichard, K ing C urtis and C urtis K n ight. D uring his 
tenure w ith  K n igh t, H endrix signed a three-year recording 
contract w ith producer Ed C halpin (for a $1 .00  advance), a 
deal th a t would come back to haunt him  later. But the deal 
that counted finally came in the summer of ’66, when bassist 
Chas Chandler of the Anim als caught H endrix playing w ith 
his own group, Jim m y James and the Flames, at the Cafe W hat 
in New York’s Greenwich Village. Chandler, on the lookout
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for m anagem ent and production  o p p o rtun ities , was knocked 
out by H endrix’s fiercesome sound, outrageous look and gym 
nastic stage presence.

On September 23rd , 1966, under Chandler’s aegis, Hendrix 
flew to England to pursue stardom  in earnest. A flurry of audi
tions in London yielded bassist Noel Redding (born December 
25, 1945) — who had actually turned up to try out for a guitar 
seat in the A nim als — and drum m er John  “ M itch” M itchell 
(born Ju ly  9, 1947), a former child actor who had played with 
Screaming Lord Sutch, the Riot Squad and Georgie Fame. The 
Jim i Hendrix Experience (the exotic spelling was C handler’s 
idea) was born.

In Redding and M itchell, H endrix found the perfect accom
plices for his gu ita r attack. R edding’s sturdy, anchoring bass 
freed M itch e ll to  fly all over his d rum  k it .  T o g e th e r, they 
com plem ented the rhythm ic idiosyncracies of H endrix’s songs 
and playing style w ith their own tu rbu len t blend of hardy soul 
dynamics and breath taking acid-jazz breakaways. The sound 
was fluid enough for open-ended jam m ing yet free of excess in 
strum ental baggage, tig h t and heavy in the hard-rock clu tch
es. H en d rix  la te r  ex p erim en ted  w ith  o th e r  lineups  and ex
panded instrum en tation , but he always returned to the power 
trio  concept epitom ized by the J im i Hendrix Experience.

The furor H endrix  created upon his arrival on the London 
pop scene was u n p reced en ted . H ere was a young A m erican 
black man who did not conform to B ritish purist fantasies of 
sharp-dressing soul belters and grizzled  old bluesm en, who 
played rock & roll gu ita r w ith a physically aggressive, avant- 
garde edge. H endrix quickly became the darling of the music 
and tab lo id  presses; the  lead ing  lig h ts  o f B ritish  pop — the 
B eatles, the R olling  Stones, the W ho, g u ita ris t Eric C lap
ton — were am ong his m ost arden t and vocal fans. In 1989, 
C lap to n  a d m itte d  th a t C ream ’s b ig g es t h i t ,  “ Sunshine of 
Y our L o v e ,” was a c tu a lly  in sp ire d  by a H e n d rix  show at 
London’s Saville T heater. '

“ I knew what the guy was capable of from the m inute I met 
h im ,” Clapton said. “ I t was the com plete em bodim ent of the 
d ifferen t aspects of the blues and rock & roll rolled up in to  
one. Jack [Bruce} took a l i t t le  longer to realize what was hap
pening. And when he did see if  tha t n igh t, after the g ig , he 
went home and came up w ith  th a t riff. I t was stric tly  a dedica
tion to J im i .” H endrix returned the com plim ent by frequently 
m aking the song a feature of his own shows.

For H e n d rix , R edd in g  and M itch e ll, the  last m on ths© # 
1966 and the whole of ’67 were a crush of interviews, prom o
tional activ ities, punish ing concert tours and frenzied studio 
activity. Yet those hectic recording sessions, Hendrix’s first as a 
leader, were arguably his most productive. In fourteen months, 
Hendrix and the Experience recorded not only the classic singles 
“Hey Jo e ,” “Purple Haze” and “Burning of the M idnight Lamp” 
but also their epochal debut Are You Experienced?, its  more lyri

cal successor Axis: Bold as Love and a knockout series of live-in- 
th e -s tu d io  tracks made for broadcast by BBC Radio (and re
leased in 1989 as Radio One).

Collectively, tha t wealth of m aterial captures H endrix’s ge
nius in its first full flowering, a breath taking eruption of orig
inal song ideas and sound pain ting  schemes. In his dram atic 
cover o f th e  fo lk -b lues  ch es tn u t “ Hey J o e ,” his tradem ark  
blues “ Red H o u se” and his BBC stom p th ro u g h  “ H oochie 
Koochie [sic} M an,” H endrix reaffirmed his black roots pride 
w ith a celebratory vengeance. He cooked up volcanic freakbeat 
w ith th e  propulsive riffing and headspinning gu ita r effects of 
“Stone Free” and “Love or C onfusion.” And in enduring bal
lads like “The W ind Cries M ary,” “L ittle W in g ” and “ Burn
ing of the M idnight Lam p,” Hendrix combined poignant lyric 
in tro sp ec tio n , pastoral m elodicism  and flu id  electronic or
chestra tion  w ith  a dep th  of feeling and am bition  often over
looked by critics  and fans dazzled by the assaultive force of 
“ Purple H aze” and “Foxy Lady.”

Ironically, Hendrix him self often felt unequal to the task of 
ge tting  on to tape everything he heard in his head. “Most of 
the tim e I can’t get it on the gu ita r, you know?” he said w ith  
characteristic modesty in Rolling Stone in early 1970. “ Most of 
the tim e I ’m just laying around daydream ing and hearing all 
th is m usic ... If  you go to the gu ita r and try  to play i t ,  it spoils 
the whole th in g .. .  I just can’t play the gu itar tha t well, to get 
all th is music to g e th e r.”

The double album  Electric Lady land, released in the U.S. in 
the fall of 1968, was the closest he ever got. The only album 
released in his lifetim e over which H endrix had complete ar
tis tic  and conceptual control, Electric Lady land is a sprawling 
but com pelling self-portrait of the young artis t as a seeker. He 
devo ted  an e n tire  side to  a deep-space soul su ite , took  the 
blues to Mars in the epic jam “Voodoo C h ile ,” expanded the 
Experience to include guest m usicians like Steve W inwood 
and A1 Kooper and paid homage to Bob Dylan, one of his fa
vorite songw riters, w ith a how ling, locomotive in terpre tation  
of “ All Along the W atch to w er.” A lso, w ith  the whooshing 
sound of phasing tha t he drenched over alm ost everything on 
the album , Hendrix tried  to recreate the m ental (and spiritual) 
otherw orld where his music always first took shape.

“J im i w ould suggest th in g s  in p ic tu re s ,” said Eddie K ra
m er, the B ritish engineer who was H endrix’s studio soulmate 
from Axis  on, in a 1987 interview . “ He would say ‘Make that 
slide th ing  sound like i t ’s underw ater.’ I ’d try and get some
th ing  for tha t effect and he’d say, ‘No, more like blue w a ter.’ ”

W ith  the studio trilogy of Are You Experienced? , Axis: Bold 
as Love and Electric Ladyland, H endrix blazed new trails of ex
pression both for the gu ita r and for the recording studio as an 
in s tru m en t in itself. B ut the Experience, grow ing frayed at 
the edges after over two years of non-stop work, broke up it* 
m id -1969 and H endrix’s next recording'step , a projected dou
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ble album  en titled  First Rays o f the New Rising Sun, was never 
com pleted. Beset by increasing difficulties w ith his manage
m ent, entangled financial arrangem ents (like the Chalpin con
tract) and the continuing demands by his audience for nightly  
reprises of his “ w ild m an” ac t, H endrix  spent m ost of 1969 
and 1970 looking for new collaborators and testing  new m usi
cal directions.

There were spectacular h ighpoints — H endrix’s gu ita r fire
works tre a tm e n t o f ‘‘The S tar-S pang led  B anner” a t W ood- 
stock, a vivid blast of rage and pain for a nation te rn  asunder 
by the  V ie tnam  W ar; the  fiery  F illm o re  East shows by his 
short-lived Band of Gypsys featuring Billy Cox and drum m er 
Buddy M iles. One of the last songs he recorded in 1970 was

flooded record racks, many of them  just cash-ins unw orthy of 
either his name or accom plishm ents. (Some have been of con
sid erab le  m usica l and h is to rica l w o rth : The Cry o f Love and 
Rainbow Bridge, together com prising much of the planned New 
Rays album ; Radio One; the recent four-CD Stages collection of 
concert perform ances.)

Yet H endrix’s legacy and influence continue to flourish in 
hard rock, jazz, heavy m etal and contemporary R&B. The Sev
enties funk sound popularized by Parliam ent-Funkadelic, the 
Ohio. Players and his old employers the Isley Brothers was a d i
rect outgrow th of H endrix’s singular m arriage of g litzy show
m anship and freaky down-home soul. In the E ighties, M inne
apolis wunderkind Prince took tha t fusion a few steps further,

T-A-be Jimi Hendrix Experience: “In Noel Redd
ing and Mitch Mitchell, Hendrix found the perfect accomplices f@i his guitar attack . . .  a 
turbulent blend of hardy soul dynamics and breathtaking acid-jazz breakaways.”

the haunting ballad “A n g e la  w ritten  two years earlier after a 
dream  he had ab ou t his m o th er. H en d rix  also ex h ib ited  a 
g ro w in g  in te r e s t  in  ja z z , ja m m in g  w ith  g u i t a r i s t  Jo h n  
M cLaughlin, o rgan ist Larry Young and m u lti-reed  m aestro 
R oland K irk . He form ed a m u tu a l ad m ira tio n  society  w ith  
Miles Davis and was hatching a big band project w ith legend
ary jazz arranger and Davis cohort G il Evans.

B ut the escalating  costs of co nstruc ting  his dream  stud io , 
Electric Lady in New York, forced H endrix to undertake a se
ries of grueling tours tha t lasted through the summer of 1970. 
The day after the official opening of Electric Lady in A ugust, 
Hendrix had to leave for a European tour. He never returned.

On September 18th, 1970, J im i Hendrix was rushed by am
bulance from his London hotel to a hospital where he was pro
nounced dead on arrival. W ith  no evidence to suggest either 
foul play or suicide, the coroner returned an open verdict and 
listed the cause of death as “ inhalation of vom it due to barbi- 
tuate in tox icatio n .” Hendrix was twenty-seven years old. His 
estate was left in financial disarray and posthum ous releases

creating  his own best-se llin g  variations on H en drix ’s flashy 
sartorial style, g u ita r fire and steamy sexuality.

Echoes of H endrix’s blues power can be heard in the work of 
recen t inn o vato rs  lik e  R o b ert Cray and th e  la te  Steve Ray 
Vaughan w hile the burgeoning  black rock m ovem ent spear
headed by Living Colour has taken great inspiration from H en
drix’s pivotal achievem ents in the re-rooting of rock & roll in 
the black cu ltu ra l continuum . Hendrix has also endured as a 
songw riter; his songs have been covered over the years by a rt
is ts  ru n n in g  th e  g am u t from  S tin g , Rod S tew art and Eric 
C lapton (w ith Derek and the Dominos) to the Kronos Q uartet 
and funk hellions the Red H ot Chili Peppers.

Tw enty-five years ago, not long after the M onterey show, 
J im i H endrix to ld  Newsweek about his plans for the future. “ In 
five years, I w ant to  w rite  some p lays. And some books. I 
w ant to  sit on an island — my island — and lis ten  to my beard 
grow . And then I ’ll come back and s ta rt all over again as a 
bee — a k ing  bée. ”

He never really left. And he’ll always be a king. — DavidFricke
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