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INTRO
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Unless you’re a tried-and-true, longtime cult follower of my solo records, my guitar session work, the hundred-plus annual shows I’ve been playing globally nonstop for thirty years, my film and TV work, or lastly, a fan of my online rants and writings, then you’re probably screaming to your wife or husband, or significant other in the next room over, “Why in the hell is Jesse Dayton writing a book?”


As the kids say today for their online relationship status, “It’s complicated.” For a working-class kid from the Texas/Louisiana area of Beaumont, Texas, I’m probably one of the only “Beaumonsters” (a term that I may have coined one drunken night at a wrap party of a horror film I directed, but now affectionately use to refer to all people from my hometown of Beaumont) who’s had these types of brushes with people I would refer to as artists. That’s not a brag, just a lonely fact, considering where I’m from.


My hometown is not the same place it was when I grew up there. More retail shops, more college grads, more people, and more of everything, like the rest of the planet is now. Then it was known for breeding high volumes of oil roughnecks, offshore rig workers, petrochemical plant workers, a few pro athletes, rodeo cowboys, notorious criminals, a few country singers and blues musicians, and some of the best damn working-class folks on the planet. And it’s still that way today. But I knew at a young age I’d have to move to Austin to find like-minded weirdos. Most Texans who move to Austin are in fact weirdos who at some point stopped feeling like we were “home” in our hometowns. On some of the gigs or jobs in this book, it’s true that I didn’t always feel like I was worthy of these situations, but I was raised well enough by my mama, Glenda Faye, and daddy, Robert Earl, to shut off the “Shitty Committee” in my head (that’s what I call my inner critic, which is more like a whole chorus of critics, and they suck) long enough to man up and do what I think was, most of the time, good work.


Just for the record (as I say often throughout this book) about what even I think is a bizarre career, I’ve somehow kept my expectations low enough and my standards high enough to not completely shit the bed while working with folks I’ve admired, some since childhood. Ultimately, that’s what this book is about. Admiration. There’s no one in these pages whom I throw under the bus, except myself. So, if you’re looking for “dirt” on famous people, you won’t find any here. What you will find are my own stupid mistakes and my sometimes squirrely, sometimes failing horribly, occasionally clean striving for greatness.


As someone who’s been directly involved with some of the greats and up-and-coming masters of American music, film, politics, business, and barroom philosophy, but has never once thought of himself as one, I got the notion that a book of behind-the-scenes stories might give the folks, as we say in Texas, something to chew on.


This book came about via my online rants. My friend, and now literary agent, Rynda Laurel, was the first one who noticed my online stories about folks I’ve worked with, takes on political, social, and cultural issues, and of course baseball, and God-knows-what-else and said, “You need to write a book, JD.” Throughout my life I’ve written plays, short stories, film scripts, the online rants, and most important, songs, day in and day out, so it wasn’t completely out of the question. Writing is blue-collar work, and I get up pretty much every morning and put my tool belt on and just do it. Just write. Tip for all you grinding hustlers out there: don’t dumb your voice down on social media or, to use that godforsaken word, “content.” Don’t neuter your voice. If it’s real (being good is something else), those “friends” you lose you’ll make up for tenfold with new “friends” and hey, ya may even get offered a book deal.


I didn’t cowrite this book with the help of another writer, although I’m sure there will be some writers who think I should have. By the way, writers are very similar to guitar players and actors. They all have that voice in the back of their head saying, I wouldn’t have done it that way. I know because I’m a guitar player/actor/writer who is constantly telling that voice, sometimes screaming at that voice, For Christ’s sake, would you just shut the fuck up? After thirty-plus years of making my mortgage and monthly nut, and saving enough at my local credit union in Austin, Texas, as a traveling minstrel and chronicler of life as I see it, well, I’ve built up enough alligator skin to at least sleep well enough through the blessings of my “let the chips fall where they may” meditation mantra. That seems to help me postpone my ongoing fight with my brain, at least until the next morning begins.


Yep, that ain’t no bullshit when folks say, “The struggle is real.” It’s real for all of us, and even for the legends in this book who seem to have simultaneously had a charmed existence and what Buck Owens called “A Tiger by the Tail” at the same time. And because I’ve seen and admired how others have handled it all, this book is a lot more about fighting through my shitty internal monologue and trying to make lemonade out of lemons than it is a tell-all book about “famous people.” And while some of the folks in the book were merely passing through my life and some have remained good friends, all of them were and still are an inspiration to me when it comes to knowing how to navigate through this temporary journey we’re on.


And my journey is far from over. I’m still currently involved in making musical and artistic memories with all walks of creative life. Besides my beautiful family—my wife, Emily, and only child, Sam—working on various projects is still what gets me out of bed in the mornings. Every day I try to better myself, show up on time, and do what I can to stay in the light and do honest work. It ain’t easy. A big part of why I’m writing this is because I hope some of you who read it will say what I’ve been saying damn near my whole life: “Well, if he or she can do it, hell, I probably can too.” And you can. But it takes a veritable shit-ton of work (that’s a technical Beaumonster measurement, meaning more than 10,000 hours) and a lot of turning thousands of nos into a few dozen yeses if you’re lucky. And it never gets any easier. For me at least, I’ve just found that the more rigorously honest I am with myself about what I do, how I live, and who I am, the less mental slavery bullshit I have to endure and the more present I can be.


It might be helpful to you, the reader, to know that my life and career have been full of a revolving cast of characters, some of whom reappear over and over again and become part of a long history and some of whom disappear forever. But either way, for the sake of this book, you’ll hear me cross-referencing them in different chapters and jumping around a bit timeline-wise.


OK, that’s enough of that. Hope y’all enjoy the ride, and if you can, try to put yourself in my incredibly lucky, sometimes ridiculous, sometimes asinine but hard-earned and well-worn shoes. It ain’t that bad of a path to walk, and hopefully there’s just enough redemption in each single journey to help get you to the next one.


 


Onward,


JD
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SITUATIONS GROWING UP IN BEAUMONT, TEXAS, IN THE ’70S
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Eight years old, riding around town in a four-door, shit-brown 1969 Impala covered in whiskey dents with my drunk uncle, who keeps slamming on the brakes to barely not hit the car in front of us, and seeing all these Jack Daniel’s bottles flying out from under the front seat around my small Converse high-tops. Then upon returning, seeing my parents’ faces go from horrific worry to complete relief, hugging each other in the front yard as we drive up the long oyster-shell-covered driveway, luckily cheating death and returning home safely.


Another uncle of mine (warning: there are going to be a few uncles in this book) shooting a Brahma bull in the head that went completely crazy and charged his brand-new Chevy pickup truck that three or four of us little-kid cousins were all sitting in the back bed of while he drove us through his pasture, the bull coming out of nowhere, knocking me out of the bed of the truck onto the ground, nearly killing me. Then a few seconds later, going from seeing stars and being completely knocked out to coming to and seeing my uncle grab his 30-06 deer rifle from the back-window gun rack and drop the bull with a bullet to the head a few feet away from me. Not a great experience for a five-year-old.


Playing with my cousins at my aunt’s and seeing another uncle’s KKK uniform, a white gown and mask hanging in the closet, and thinking, Is that what I think it is?


My nanny, an elderly African American woman named Ms. Victoria, unsuccessfully holding back tears while listening to a recording of Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech on the Sunday Golden Triangle Gospel Radio Show on low volume on a small handheld transistor AM radio that sat above the stove while she made buttermilk fried chicken, collard greens with ham hocks, and sweet potatoes for our supper after church.


My mama crying after getting one of those middle-of-the-night phone calls informing her my cousin had committed suicide by shotgun in their family barn. Then a few weeks later, my mama crying again and waking me up to hold me for what I thought was no reason, but later finding out it was because that same cousin’s father, my uncle, went to the same barn, to the same place, with the same shotgun, and committed suicide too.


Sunday fried-chicken dinners with wild game that we’d hunted or fried catfish that we’d caught with the whole family, then watching Roy Clark or Jerry Reed tearing up their guitars and watching gorgeous, big-boobed hillbilly women sitting on the porch singing on the television show Hee Haw.


The entire family piling into a massive Buick LeSabre with a large picnic basket full of ham sandwiches and potato chips, then driving up Highway 95 listening to an 8-track of Willie Nelson’s Red Headed Stranger to the Huntsville prison rodeo to see which inmates with absolutely nothing to lose survived the bull riding.


Playing day games with our integrated baseball team against the “all-white sundown town” of Vidor, Texas (which was next to my hometown of Beaumont), because the KKK Grand Wizard lived in Vidor. Day games because Black people (who were called a much worse name than Black people or African Americans) weren’t allowed in Vidor after dark. There was a huge billboard sign on the side of Interstate 10 in Vidor up until the early ’90s that said, “Don’t Let the Sun Go Down on You in Vidor, Texas!”—a warning to all Black people. I remember seeing Geraldo Rivera on TV doing a news story on “the most hate-filled town in Texas,” showing cross burnings and KKK marches through downtown Beaumont, and yelling at my mother in the other room, “Hey y’all, come see this, I think Geraldo is in my friend Kelly’s front yard!” So goddamn awful and strange.


Having my only wealthy, oil-rich relatives come see us for the holidays from Houston and them being terrified of eating seafood gumbo because they’d never had Cajun gumbo or even been to Louisiana, which was only twenty minutes down the road from Beaumont. They asked, “Is there alligator and snake meat in this?” Crazy, huh? New-money folks are the same everywhere. (OK, there might’ve been some gator in it.)


Sneaking into the Palace honky-tonk to see Johnny Paycheck and David Allan Coe with a dip of Copenhagen snuff tobacco in my mouth, then being held down and having my baby mullet hairdo cut off with a folding buck knife by three older drunk rednecks because I had a black Thin Lizzy concert T-shirt on and was being called a “long-haired faggot.” That’s how redneck that shit was in Beaumont in the ’70s. Even though I had a dip of snuff in my mouth at a fuckin’ David Allan Coe/Johnny Paycheck concert, because my hair was a little long and I had a black Thin Lizzy shirt on, those mental giants still held me down and cut my baby mullet off.


Wondering why these old white men on TV kept saying the word “Watergate” over and over and interrupting my regularly scheduled after-school programming of Ultraman and The Jetsons. I knew those old bastards were lying, even back then. And I know they are still lying.


Sneaking into Lady Long Legs roadhouse to see Zydeco greats like Rockin’ Dopsie (whom I would later record with in Houston), Clifton Chenier, and Beau Jocque, and being shocked at seeing interracial couples dance together for the first time but no one cared. Music was the answer.


Sitting in Mr. Arceneaux’s sixth-grade class at Stephen F. Austin Jr. High and the principal trotting in these poor Vietnamese kids who didn’t speak a word of English and had just arrived off the boat as Vietnam War refugees. That same year their parents’ fishing boats were blown up with dynamite by the KKK between Bolivar Isle and Galveston Island. But their families not only survived and outworked the rednecks and Cajuns but eventually became local leading seafood distributors on the Gulf Coast, and later those same poor kids would drive into our high school parking lot in brand-new bitchin’ Camaros.


Sneaking into the Foxy Lady nightclub and seeing blues greats Johnny Winter (who grew up a few blocks over from me), Barbara Lynn, Cookie and the Cupcakes, and Jerry LaCroix and the Boogie Kings, and getting the same exact goosebumps that I got listening to the music at a Pentecostal tent revival I went to off Interstate 10 in Vidor with my ex-wife. The devil’s music had taken hold of me! Hallelujah! Catholics might’ve had the market cornered on Cajun food, drinkin’ wine, smokin’ cigarettes, dancing, and partying, but the Pentecostal churches had a hell of a band. In fact, I’d meet many a displaced Catholic musician at Pentecostal churches who would pretend for two hours they were Holy Ghost believers just because they had a killer band with drums, bass, guitar, B-3 organ, horns, and a full gospel choir. Hillbilly and Black gospel music was in my blood.


Getting in fights with racist rednecks on a monthly basis for no good goddamn reason whatsoever and thinking to myself, I can’t wait to get away from these mean bastards. Looking back on it now, those idiots made me who I am today, and they’re why I’m writing this book in the weirdest most progressive part of Texas, where I live now in South Austin. I owe a great deal of gratitude to every asshole I’ve ever encountered for reminding me I was my daddy’s son. He taught me I didn’t have to suffer the same BS behavior that people with less backbone did. Because of this I spent hours alone in my room by myself drawing, painting, writing stories, and playing music, and to this day I still know people who can’t be by themselves for five minutes.


Jumping trains from Beaumont to Houston with Robbie Fonteneaux to see bands that everyone in Beaumont hated and clutching the buck knives we had in our pants pockets when the hobos in the train cars tried to shake us down for money. Most of the hobos were nice old pathetic drunks who just needed a dollar for some Thunderbird wine, but about 1 in 5 were meth heads, and that’s where I learned firsthand you can never trust a jittery speed freak.


My first time seeing long-haired bikers do cocaine and speed in 1978 in a dark room full of black-light posters and older girls with tube tops on while the song “The Needle and the Spoon” by Lynyrd Skynyrd played on the turntable. This would later influence what songs I needed my bands to learn in order to get paid and make it out alive playing biker parties in southeast Texas. Biker-party shows were terrifying, but the money was good enough to pay the bills for a few months. I just played my last MC (motorcycle club) party only seven years ago for a club we all know. While I’m still as obsessed with riding motorcycles as I was when I got my first minibike at ten years old, and I still love going to bike shows and occasionally playing them (I played the epic Born Free show with Willie Davidson there not long ago), I can’t play for the biker clubs anymore. It’s too dangerous.


Telling tent revival preacher Brother Venerable he should “read a science book” at the Piggly Wiggly grocery store when he said, “You need to use that Holy Ghost power you got on that guitar for Gawd, boy.” He was no different from those old weirdos on the Watergate hearings, except maybe more dangerous because he was a true believer in the superstition he was selling on Sundays. One Sunday he slammed his fist so hard on the pulpit stand that he cut the side of his hand wide open and blood went all over the front row, on our faces, suits, and dresses. He wrapped his hand up with a handkerchief, we wiped our faces off, and he kept preaching. This gave a whole new slant to the popular fundamentalist expression “covered in the blood of Jesus.”


Hiding the fact that I was reading voraciously and secretly going to the Beaumont library from pretty much everyone except my mom, who would take me there. She was the first one to go to college and was teased for it and called “uppity” by our redneck relatives. But the real obsession with reading took off after thumbing through a copy of Rolling Stone that my older brother brought home, and me seeing Ralph Steadman’s bizarre and violent smeared artwork and then reading Hunter S. Thompson’s sexually charged, drug-enhanced, subversive words below it. Until then I didn’t know that literature and the act of reading could feel so punk rock.


This was the life of a Beaumonster growing up on the bayou in the ’70s. By age fifteen I had already played drums and bass in little country, rock ’n’ roll, and Zydeco bands. Piano lessons were mandatory ’cause of my mama, thank God; although I did take massive shit from all my baseball buddies for studying piano, it helped me understand how music theory worked. After meeting two Black guitar players when I was around fifteen, I became hooked on guitar and my life would never be the same. The first older Black guy I met was named Granville Cleveland (who I heard played with Edgar and Johnny Winter’s White Trash band from my town of Beaumont), and he showed me a D chord, a G chord, and an A chord, which for some weird reason I could play almost immediately. Then he taught me three songs that would completely change the way I thought about music, and basically since then I’ve been doing variations of those same three songs my entire career. These three songs are what he called the “Three Heys,” but more on that later. The other much older African American guy was Lil’ Mack Minor (cousin to Mance Lipscomb and Lightnin’ Hopkins), who showed me how to play twelve-bar blues, which I also got the hang of almost immediately. When I say “immediately,” I mean that I could change chords and even play single-note melodies faster than most of the older guys around me who had been playing for a lot longer, but I still practiced. Just to clarify, while I could put in 10,000 hours surfing or playing first base on a baseball team and be marginally passable, the guitar was different.


Lil’ Mack was an alcoholic who used to sit out under a big magnolia tree outside of Snook, Texas, and drink Mad Dog 20/20 and Boone’s Farm wine all day. A cowboy friend of mine, Les Bullard, told me who he was and said that in order for him to show me stuff on the guitar (which was really just watching him up close), I had to supply the guitar and bring him a bottle of whatever liquor I could get from someone older. I have a VHS tape (that I really gotta transfer to digital ’cause it looks amazing) of a very young me playing guitars on a trailer porch and Mack is singing “Good Morning Little School Girl” and I’m paying him $5 to do it. Mack had to be pushing eighty when I met him, so I’m thinking as tore up as he was all the time, he must’ve died not long after that. When Mack got really drunk, he would cry and talk about “the farms” he worked on as a kid and how the owners used to whip him and his whole family. Looking back now, this had to be in the early 1900s. And while slavery ended in 1865, the system was still alive and well in East Texas for long after that.


Being a kid in Beaumont back then was simple. As soon as we got out of school we jumped on our minibikes and went straight to the Brick Yard Pond or to the bayou and started fishing. Until I was introduced to the guitar, it was fishing, riding minibikes or motorcycles, go-karting, reading comic books, drawing and painting alone in my room for hours at a time, and playing baseball. That was all I did. The whole motorcycle obsession started after my sister’s boyfriend Randy took me around the block on his Harley-Davidson and I was gobsmacked. I put motorcycle pictures torn out of Cycle magazine all over my bedroom walls, and finally three years later I got my very first minibike. On the same day I got it I remember hitting a homemade jump running about thirty-five miles an hour, sending me crashing into some trees and my minibike off into the depths of the murky, black, snake-filled bayou behind our house. My buddies helped me pull it out, and the engine was completely locked up and totally ruined. So I managed to talk another kid in the neighborhood out of an old ’60s minibike frame that had the crude stop brake for the back wheel. Then we took a five-and-a-half-horsepower Briggs & Stratton engine with no governor on it from an old lawn mower and got a friend’s older brother to weld it onto the frame. Then we got him to weld a Schwinn bicycle sprocket onto the mower engine where the blade went and popped some links off the same bicycle’s chain to make it tight, and that was my transportation for the next two years until I could get a Honda Trail 70 from mowing yards all over town that summer. Redneck ingenuity at its finest, and my introduction to a life of being fascinated by motorcycles that I still ride to this day. I’m not monogamous with motorcycles. I can usually find something that I love about any brand. Right now I own a Harley-Davidson, a Triumph, a BSA, and a Honda, and I’m working on buying a Moto Guzzi and a Norton.


These things were all first and foremost on my daily agenda until somehow an old Silvertone acoustic guitar showed up in my older brother’s room. I had been playing my brother Bruce’s Ludwig drum set constantly up until that point as well while he was out throwing papers to pay for the drums. He would set traps on the drums and leave tiny pieces of paper on them to make sure I didn’t play them, but I was super careful to take them off, beat the hell out of his kit, then reposition the papers in the exact spot he left them. He would hide his drumsticks, so I bought my own and kept them hidden. It was a big gotcha game, and when he caught me on his drums, I usually took a serious ass-whoopin’. By the way, that’s another thing I’m grateful for: my brother, Robert Bruce, whipping my young ass toughened me up big-time.


We also had a baby-grand piano that my sister, who was a brilliant piano player and cellist, practiced on constantly. I hated the mandatory piano lessons the kids in my family all had to take because I wanted to play Jerry Lee Lewis’s song “Great Balls of Fire” and this square teacher was shoving beginner classical songs, church hymns, and children’s tunes down my throat. The guy would yell at me every lesson, “You’re never going to be a musician with that bad attitude you have, Jess!” Then I would go home and practice boogie-woogie stuff until my mom would come in and say, “Is that really what we’re paying hard-earned money for you to learn?” I would think to myself, Yep, I guess it is! But I would always tell my mama, “I’ve already practiced, now I’m just having fun!” This was the story of my life.


At first the music thing was pure escapism. Hell, it’s still escapism. But early on I would play whatever instrument I could get away with and play with whomever wanted to play with me just to be around the music I loved so much. My first paying gig was for $5 as a drummer with a bunch of old-timers who had a country band that played in retirement homes. I was told to not use any cymbals and to just play the kick and snare drum on the one and the three with brushes, no drumsticks that were too loud. This was big-doings getting a whopping five bones for playing along to Hank Williams songs like “Hey Good Lookin”” or Lefty Frizzell songs like “I Never Go Around Mirrors.”


Later I would come to obsess over these old country records, but at the time I thought the music was real square because I was all of thirteen and listening to “Trudie” by the The Charlie Daniels Band and ZZ Top’s “Brown Sugar,” which were on my older brother’s 8-tracks. Punk rock had not hit my hometown yet (and honestly, never really did), so Southern rock and country music ruled. A few years later MTV would show up on our television and turn me on to a whole world of alternative rock bands, punk bands, and even rockabilly and ska bands from England—music all my buddies hated. Also, heavy metal was starting to hit the suburbs of America and Beaumont, which was a big B-market tour stop. I remember hearing the first Metallica record and thinking it was a punk record because I had no one around to tell me otherwise. Early metal bands like Iron Maiden, Judas Priest, and Scorpions would play the Beaumont Convention Center, but I tended to dig the pre-metal hard-rock acts that opened for them like Nazareth, Trapeze, Rick Derringer, and Thin Lizzy, who might’ve been losing ground in the bigger markets but were still huge in Beaumont. ZZ Top were gods in Beaumont and I really dug those hard-and-heavy guitar bands before the new ones came on the scene and all started dressing like chicks, doing bad impressions of Van Halen, and singing power ballads. A bit later, Joe Strummer would save me and a whole bunch of other people my age (who might not admit it) from bad metal power ballads.


Really, there was no real “scene” to speak of except for all the ’70s hard-rock bands, country bands, and of course the Zydeco and blues music that was constantly seeping in from Louisiana. We had twenty-four-hour all-Cajun music stations on our AM radio with Cajun DJs speaking broken French. Looking back, that was pretty exotic stuff compared to the rest of Texas. The whole state had left-of-the-dial twenty-four-hour Tejano and Norteño Mexican radio stations, but only small towns like Beaumont and Orange on the Gulf Coast had Cajun radio stations. As a kid, Mexican stations never hit my radar and, embarrassingly when I think about it now, sounded like circus music to me. But as I got older I came to realize that the best singers on the radio were Mexican vocalists like Vicente Fernández doing “Volver Volver.” Fast-forward a few years and Grammy Award–winning accordion player and the pride of San Antonio, Flaco Jiménez from the Texas Tornados, who was played constantly on those stations where I was growing up, would play on my first two solo records. But I was young and oblivious because I was too busy rebelling against everything at that point and listening to rock ’n’ roll bands like the Clash. I say rock ’n’ roll because the term “punk” had barely entered the Texas lexicon outside of Dallas, Austin, and Houston. My friend John Cook bought a single called “White Riot” and we jumped up and down on his bed with tennis rackets as guitars and I was in heaven.


Anyway, life growing up in Beaumont, good and bad, made me who I am today. The Cajuns, the Pentecostals, the biker crank parties, all the cool Black folks I listened to and hung out with, my Mexican friends, my older redneck-rock brother and my hippie sister and my slightly progressive parents who were surrounded by the most backward-thinking, racist folks on the planet. I’m thankful for all of it, the good and the bad. That’s why I play the way I play, vote the way I vote, read what I read, and later why I would pray and meditate the way I do.


The risk factor in doing what I’ve done could have been insurmountable. I could’ve just stayed in Beaumont, went to Lamar College or even to the University of Texas for a few years, or maybe got on at the petrochemical plant and blown college off. I could’ve married a hot Cajun gal, had some kids, settled down with a new pickup truck, a three-bedroom house on an acre of Piney Woods, and never missed a weekend of fishing in my Glastron bass boat or even still played music with my buddies on the weekend. Not a bad life. But the rest of Texas was calling me, and it was a big state. It was like Houston and Austin were screaming my name and if I didn’t answer, I would’ve been miserable. This same story has been happening to Black and white working-class musicians since the inception of jazz, country, blues, and folk music in America. This is my truth. And so it goes.














[image: image]


[image: image]



THE THREE HEYS AND A TRUNK FULL OF RECORDS
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When I was fourteen, about to turn fifteen, my folks told me that I had to come with them to Colorado on the summer vacation we’d taken many times before. We were the classic Texas family trying to escape the devil’s armpit known as the Texas summer for a respite up in the cool mountains. My mom had summers off from teaching public school, and my old man had business meetings in Boulder, so they’d drag us kids up to the Rocky Mountains for some fresh air and a vacation. Usually, up until this point, I would’ve been so excited to go, but my older brother, who was driving his ’75 Chevy step-side pickup truck with a gun rack, 8-track player, and oversized mudder tires, was now old enough to stay home. Since I was the youngest kid, I was forced to go with my parents and miss the blowout keg parties I heard my big brother was planning to throw at our house while we were gone. Major bummer. My sister had already headed off to college, and that left me, the youngest, alone and out of the picture. Hmmm, let me see, beer kegs, weed, loud music, chicks, and hell-raisers in our big backyard, or a Holiday Inn in Boulder with my parents and sightseeing with my mom while my dad works? Ultimately, the decision was made by my parents that I was too young to stay with my brother. So there I am, bored out of my ever-loving mind, no kids anywhere to hang out with, sitting in a pool chair in Boulder at the Holiday Inn by the swimming pool, when one night this cool-looking older Black guy comes in and is just sitting by the pool playing his acoustic Alvarez guitar and singing songs. It was only us two out there and I was mesmerized by what I was hearing, so I finally walked over and said, “Hey, I’m Jesse from Beaumont, Texas, what’s your name?” He surprised me and said, “Beaumont, Texas? Do you know Johnny and Edgar Winter?” I said, “I don’t really know know them, but they always say hi to us at the Dairy Queen and the guitar shops and they live a few blocks away from me.” His face lit up and he said, “Well, Jesse from Beaumont, pull up a chair, I’m Granville Cleveland and I love those guys!” Looking back, I’m sure my East Texas/south Louisiana hybrid accent was through the roof at that point, but he didn’t seem to care. Just for the record, my accent is still running off a few uptight folks who aren’t from the South, and it’s a hell of a lot less intense than it was when I was a kid.


Granville immediately went into his cooler for another Coors yellow-belly, handed me his guitar, and said, “Here, play me one while I open this beer.” I said, “Well, I don’t really know how to play. I mean, I worked out the bass line to ‘Tush’ by ZZ Top, but I don’t know how to play chords or anything.” He said, “Guess what Jesse from Beaumont? You’re about to learn how, ’cause I’m gonna show ya!” I have no idea why this grown-ass man, who was just a badass-looking guy with sideburns and a faded jean shirt and baby bell jeans and boots on (think a western-dressed Lenny Kravitz), took any interest in me, but he did. He showed me, as I mentioned earlier, how to play three chords. An A chord, then a D chord, then a G chord. I was shocked when I was able to play those chords really quick. He then told me to work on changing chords because he had to go to his room to make a phone call (this was way before cell phones).


Granville came back about thirty minutes later and I was changing chords not half bad for a first-timer. Then he said, “Now I’m gonna teach ya the ‘Three Heys.’ Ya ready?” I said, “What’s the Three Heys?” He said, “Don’t worry about it, let’s get going.” Then he showed me “Hey Good Lookin’” by Hank Williams, which I had heard and even played before in the little country old-timer band. He said, “You got that thick Texas drawl in your voice, so you gotta learn a good country standard first.” I was so excited about learning an actual song, I didn’t care that it was something off my grandaddy’s old record player. And I gotta say, I took to it like a duck to water. Then he said, “OK, I’m gonna show ya an A-minor chord, ’cause we’re in Colorado and you need to learn a good hippie folk scare song.” That A-minor chord blew my mind because I could immediately sense what a dark and mysterious sound the guitar was capable of making. All those minor Hank Williams songs and Mexican songs that I had grown up around started flashing through my mind, but I didn’t say anything and just concentrated on where he was telling me to put my fingers. Then he showed me “Hey Hey, My My (Into the Black)” by Neil Young. Now, this was a true revelation, because Neil was all over the radio in those days and I thought he had hung the moon. I wanted to run up to the room and call my older brother to tell him I’d learned how to play a song by NEIL FUCKING YOUNG, but again, I just stayed focused on what this generous stranger was showing me. He said he had to walk to the store for a beer run but that I should work on changing those chords until he got back.


While he was at the store, I noticed that I was instinctively humming along with the chords so I knew where I was in the song. I wasn’t aware of it until Granville got back and said, “OK, play it for me.” Not realizing that I was humming, he grabbed the neck and put his fingers over the strings, stopping me, and said, “Oh, you wanna sing it too?” I started turning red with embarrassment. I said, “Ah man, I can’t sing.” He said, “Well, you’re already doing it, little man!” I said, “I don’t even know the words,” and he said, “Don’t worry ’bout that, they’ll come later.” Then he said, “OK, I’m gonna show ya one more tune, then I got shit to do. You can’t learn the guitar without learning a song by the greatest guitar player of all time.” I said, “Who’s that, Jerry Reed?” He about fell out of his chair laughing and said, “No, you little country-ass motherfucker, it’s Jimi Hendrix!” I said, “Look man, I’m just learning; I’m not ready for Hendrix yet.” My brother had brought me to the Gaylynn Theater in Beaumont on Eleventh Street to see the film Woodstock and after we saw Hendrix doing “The Star-Spangled Banner,” we didn’t even know if Jimi was from the same planet as the rest of us. He was a god, and everyone bowed and worshipped the guy. Granville said, “You know who Jimi’s favorite guitar player was? It was Johnny Winter from Beaumont, Texas. From your hometown!” Not believing him I said, “How do you know? Did you know Hendrix?” He said, “Hell no, I didn’t know Jimi Hendrix. I read it in an interview Jimi did that was in Guitar Player magazine!” OK, note to self, after you get a guitar, get a subscription to Guitar Player. (I also got subscriptions to Maximumrocknroll, Creem, and Surfer, even though I was and still am a terrible surfer.) Then he showed me the chords to “Hey Joe.” Not the intro or the lead or all the little cool licks that Jimi does, just the chords. Then he said, “OK, young gun, that’s the Three Heys, and now you’re on your way!”


After meeting Granville a great sea change overcame me: I distinctly remember the sinking feeling of not having a guitar to play. I immediately ran up to our hotel room and started telling my folks (almost yelling, I was so excited), “Y’all, I just learned how to play the guitar and I’m gonna be a guitar player and y’all gotta get me a guitar!” For the next four years my parents never saw me again without a guitar either strapped around my neck or in my hand. It was beyond the word “passion.” It was part of my body. It was like my parents had lost their old son, because I had overnight been assimilated into this guitar cult, constantly playing. This was at least eight hours a day before and after school, ten to twelve hours a day in the summers when I was off from school—just nonstop learning. And while I was never that great of a surfer or a first baseman on the baseball field, I was a natural when it came to guitar. It was literally just something I could do, just like when I could immediately play those first three chords. I learned Jerry Reed’s “Amos Moses,” the intro and lead to “Hey Joe,” you name it: Andrés Segovia, Peter Tosh, Elvis, the Clash, ZZ Top, Jimmy Reed, Jazz standards like “Sweet Georgia Brown” and “How High the Moon,” all the rhythmical funkiness of Zydeco, anything I could get my hands on. I became a student of the guitar game for life and everything else I had been doing before disappeared. No more sports. I even told this big redneck coach I had with such pride, “I’m quitting all sports and I’m gonna start a band one day.” He said, “Well, I hope you’re a better guitar player than you are a ball player, son.” Guitar was it, and that humming I was doing to accompany the chords was starting to turn into a real but annoying singing voice.


I loved working with singers in bands and just playing guitar, because at that point I hated my voice. And usually no one else wanted to sing, so I got stuck with it. The word got out, and older bands who had seen me sit in with people were calling me to play with them. I started to go over to Lake Charles, Louisiana, to sit in with Cajun and Zydeco bands for free. I played every single chance I got, no matter where or for whom, often for no money. I did this for years and years and years and learned hundreds of songs and how they were arranged and learned how to play with every kind of fucked-up cranky weirdo addict band member without rocking the boat. I would join or start little rock bands for short periods of time while still playing with other old-timer groups and not telling the band I was with. These bands that were usually with my friends never lasted, but everything I learned helped me later when I got the chance to play with focused and disciplined musicians. It was all one big school of music, and I was serious as a fuckin’ heart attack about it. I’d get thrown into the fire onstage in some weird key or strange time signature and I could always find my place or my part to play without stepping on the other musicians. I’m still doing the same shit today when I sit in with people.


Within months I had a little combo band and we were playing a show at the Boulevard Club in Beaumont when the Texas Godfather of the Blues, promoter Clifford Antone, showed up to watch me play. My brother knew Clifford from Austin, and let me tell ya, this was a big deal, at least back then in Beaumont. But even though Clifford was originally from Port Arthur, the next town over from Beaumont (our families knew each other), he had gone on to worldwide acclaim for starting a legendary blues club in Austin called Antone’s Home of the Blues. Antone’s was a popular venue for national touring acts, and all the Chicago blues giants, like legends Buddy Guy, Muddy Waters, Junior Wells, and James Cotton, played there. In the process Clifford had also given all these Austin blues greats, like Stevie Ray Vaughan, his brother Jimmie Vaughan and his band the Fabulous Thunderbirds, Denny Freeman, Derek O’Brien, Marcia Ball, Charlie Sexton, Lou Ann Barton, W. C. Clark, and Angela Strehli, a place to play regular shows.


That cold December night, Clifford pulled up to the Boulevard Club in Beaumont sitting in the backseat of a big black Town Car with a driver/bodyguard who was a massive six-foot-eight hulk of a man dressed in a long fur coat. His name was Sugar Bear. I heard Sugar Bear was a lineman for the Houston Oilers before he got hurt and lost his career. When I saw them get out of the car and start walking toward the club, I ran inside and got the band going on a 6/8 Gulf Coast dance song called “Matilda.” Luckily, this all worked out perfectly. As soon as they walked into the small nightclub, the dance floor was packed and I was doing my best Jerry LaCroix and the Boogie Kings impression. (I would later find out this was Clifford’s favorite band growing up.) We did five sets a night, switching back and forth with a DJ who played old-school songs like “Before the Next Teardrop Falls” by Freddy Fender and “Crazy Mama” by J. J. Cale.


Clifford, who was from a successful Lebanese family but looked straight-up New Orleans mafia with dark hair, olive skin, and a black overcoat on, started walking to the stage toward me during our first set break. “Hey kid, follow me to my car,” he said. I was intimidated, but I followed him and Sugar Bear through the seedy club crowd of rednecks, Cajuns, bikers, and hippie girls with halter tops and hip huggers, out the front door, past the pickup trucks and Harley-Davidson MC choppers, to the long black car. I was so nervous when Sugar Bear popped the trunk, not having any idea what they were gonna show me or do to me. When the trunk door sprang open, it was like a heavenly choir of angels harmonizing around one note that went off in my head. I saw rope lighting wrapped around the inside of the trunk, deep and high white shag carpet on the bed of the trunk, and what looked like a full-blown blues music section of vintage records like you would see at a real record store. After I realized I wasn’t gonna get thrown in the trunk or see anything I could never unsee, I looked closer and the records were all labeled in standard blue typewriter font. Names like Junior Wells in the “J” section and Slim Harpo in the “S” section. Clifford told Sugar Bear, “Grab the kid some records, Shug… give him Buddy Guy, Lazy Lester, Muddy, Otis Spann, and Freddy King.” These were all original copies of these albums and I still own them to this day. Sugar Bear handed me the records, and Cliff (what I would call him later) said, “You got talent, kid, and I love guitar players. Learn these songs on all these records and call me in Austin. I’ll get you up onstage at the club to play with the house band.” He and Sugar Bear closed the trunk, Clifford fired up a joint, took a couple of big hits, handed me the joint, got in the big Town Car, and was driven off. As I stood there in the dark parking lot with a joint in one hand and five of the greatest blues records in history in the other hand, I watched the big, long car fade into the Gulf Coast humidity and out of sight. I was fifteen and knew right then and there my life would never be the same.
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