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written 35 years after the event,

succeeds in dismantling the fables and
revealing the reality of a performer's life
with quite such clear-eyed acuity as Room
Full of Mirrors. When Jimi Hendrix first
arrived in London in September 1966, it
was as if some exotic guitar god had
descended, fully-formed. The terse sleeve
notes on his debut album, Are You
Experienced, released eight months later,
famously hinted at an impossibly romantic
provenance. "Left school early and joined
the Army-Airborne, but was invalided out
with a broken ankle and an injured back.
Started hitching around the Southern
States, guitar pickin'. One night one of the
Isley Brothers heard him playing and
offered hima placein theirband ..."

The truth, as Hendrix might have put it
himself, goes a little deeper than that, and
Charles R Cross has got as close toitas any-
one yet, in his exhaustive and ground-
breaking account of the life of the greatest
guitarist in the history of rock. In the case of
Hendrix's early departure from the ranks of
the 101st Airborne division of the US Army,
the real story turns out to be almost comi-
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disabled. After divorcing Al, Lucille died
when Hendrix was 15. Small wonder that,
once the unusually sensitive boy had dis-
covered a talent for playing the guitar, he
should take refuge in music. This, in itself,
became a bone of contention, and Hendrix
dared notleave his guitarunattended in the
family home for fear of it being destroyed
by Al, who believed his son's interest in the
instrument to he unhealthy.

Cross, who lives in Seattle, is best known
for his highly acclaimed biography of Kurt
Cobain, Heavier Than Heaven. His local
knowledge gives him an edge over other
biographers when it comes to exploring
Hendrix's early years, as does his impres-
sive rate of tracking down and talking to
those involved with him at the time, a pro-
cess involving "more than 325 interviews
over the course offour years".

The story falls more closely into step
with previous biographies once Hendrix
arrives in London and his accelerated
ascent to global stardom begins. One voice
that is missing from the 325 interviews is
that of Mitch Mitchell, who played drums
with Hendrix virtually from the day he
stepped off the plane, until the week of his

Cross

cally divergent from the myth. On Mirrors: A death in London four years later in
Hendrix's medical examination records of g k ey September 1970, And while Cross is punc-
May 1962, the army doctor, Captain John Bfogm!} y of Jimi tilious in referencing the events of
Halbert, noted a string of chronic health Hendrix Hendrix's life during this tumultuous

"complaints" including "masturbating;
dizziness; pain ... in theleft chest ... trouble
sleeping; personal problems" and recom-
mended that Hendrix should be dis-
charged because of his "homosexual tendencies". This
highly unlikely gambit enabled Hendrix to extricate him-
self from the forces less than a year into his three-year
enlistment period without facing a prison term.

The story of Hendrix's childhood is less amusing, and
while previous biographies have made general allusions
to his difficult upbringing, Cross spells out the painful
details of grinding poverty, emotional neglect and per-
sonal tragedy that explain much about Henrdix's flam-
boyant yet deeply troubled nature. Born in Seattle in
1942, when his mother, Lucille, was 17 years old, Hendrix
was shunted from pillar to post all his young life. He was
three when he first met his father, Al Hendrix, on the day
he came to California to reclaim his son from the family
that had been caring for him up to that point. Al gave Jimi
his first disciplinary spanking on the long train ride back
toSeattle.

Al and Lucille, who were both heavy drinkers, went on
to have five more children, four of whom were severely

Charles R Cross

period, he tends to skate rather airily over
the musical details. Even so, he draws inter-
esting links between several of Hendrix's
gentler songs - such as "Angel" and "Castles Made Of
Sand" - and his feelings of sadness over the loss of his
mother. And having read this book you will never again
stop to wonder from whence came the angerand despair
voiced in songs such as "Manic Depression' and "I Don't
LiveToday".

Cross has no time for conspiracy theories, and dis-
misses the bizarre claims of the late Monika Danneman
over the circumstances surrounding Hendrix's death.
Nor does he sign up for some of the more fanciful inter-
pretations that have been ascribed in the past to
Hendrix's beliefs and behaviour patterns. Cross main-
tains that, as an ex-soldier, Hendrix was a supporter of
the Vietnam war, at least in the early days. If he had
intended his famous, feedback-drenched version of the
American national anthem to be a political or anti-
Vietnam statement he never spoke of it. "We're all
Americans," he said at a press conference. "ltwaslike 'Go
Americal'...We play it the way the airis in America today.
The airis slightly static, see."

The review was published on the Guardian
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