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Music by Clay Melton
“Jesus Just Left Chicago”

Like many guitarists, Clay Melton was
influenced by the late Jimi Hendrix. Clay
has come a long way since his early efforts
playing along with Hendrix on a Toys R Us
electric guitar. This Texas based, Louisiana
born musician has released two albums,
and this past January, he performed with
Sir Earl Toons of Kool and the Gang fame.
At 27 years old, he is already attracting the
attention of blues rock fans from around the
world. I had the opportunity to connect with
Clay to conduct the following interview and
learn more about what drives this
massively talented bluesman.

Tim Board: I read that Jimi Hendrix was a big influence
for you growing up. Talk about how much his playing
inspired you.
Clay Melton: Hearing Hendrix’s music really was the catapult
for my love of the guitar. I first heard Hendrix’s version of ‘All
Along the Watchtower’ when I was about 10. The guitar solo
blew my mind, and I just knew that I wanted to make that kind
of sound. I had an old Toys R Us electric guitar at the time,
one with a speaker built right into the center of the guitar so
you didn’t need an amp. It had only about 3 or 4 strings left
on it that were nowhere near in tune. But I would play along
to a Hendrix compilation I had gotten my hands on.
Specifically, I remember playing and playing over and over
again to his version of ‘All Along The Watchtower’ at one of
his last performances at Isle of Wight in 1970.
TB: Besides Jimi Hendrix, who else is an inspiration to
you?
CM: I started to dig more into Hendrix, reading and watching
interviews on the internet, and I remember hearing him talk
about his musical influences -- how he was inspired by all of
the blues cats who came before him. I was similarly getting
into Stevie Ray Vaughan and Led Zeppelin at the time, so I
feel like I had the classic rock/blues guitarists holy trinity
covered from a pretty early age. Ha, ha! I’ve just always loved
music history as much as playing music. It’s an infinitely
interesting subject to me. When I started digging into
Hendrix’s influences, I became more familiar with players like
Buddy Guy, Lightning Hopkins, Freddie Albert, and BB
King…all the way back to Robert Johnson. I was reading
from general interests and listening from a point of genuine
curiosity because I wanted to know what else I could try to
do with this guitar in my hands!
TB: You were able to meet and spend some time with
Milton Hopkins, who toured with BB King for eight years.
What were you able to take away visiting with him?
CM: Milton was a pleasure to be around and speak with. One
day, while having some lunch under his car port, I noticed a
‘B.B. King World Tour 1974’ sticker shining on the side of an
amplifier stacked in the garage. I guess he caught me staring
at it and Milton began to tell me what it was like touring in
BB’s band. He said the band ALWAYS had to be on their
toes. They all kept a very large book of all the songs the band
did, and he said it was normal for BB to call songs out of order
and the band would be racing to find their sheet music. He
said that he learned early on in the gig to never take his eyes
off the man in charge.

TB: Your debut album ‘Burn The Ships’
reached #5 on the Billboard Heat Seekers
chart. Talk about the making of that
album.

CM: We made ‘Burn the Ships’ at the famed
Sugar Hill Studios, here in Houston, TX.
Sugar Hill is one of the oldest currently
operating studios in America and has hosted
legends like The Rolling Stones. The reason
we chose to work at Sugar Hill was to
collaborate with Dan Workman, who
produced and mixed the album. I met Dan
when I was probably 14 or 15, and he
mentored me with sage advice and
encouragement at that point in my journey.
It seemed to just make sense to work with
Dan when it came time to make our first fulllength record. We recorded one song in a
stand-alone session months previous to the
recording of the rest of the record. We
wanted to get a feel for what we were
making and how we would go about it and
captured ‘Timing’s Everything’ completely
live. The rest of the record was recorded in
a 7-day stint where we cut one song a day
from drums to final vocals each day. It was a
marathon that we were thankfully over
prepared for. Steve Christiansen engineered
those sessions along with Drum Engineer
Josh Applebee, mastered by Steve Mcnare.
TB: You followed that up with the 2021 EP
‘Back To Blue’ working with Danny
Jones, who has worked with Stevie Ray
Vaughan, Patti LaBelle, Etta James, and
others. How did you get hooked up with
him for the EP?

CM: I met Danny Jones through one of our
team members, John in Houston., who is a
fantastic publicist. Danny has been a
pleasure and inspiration to work with. He
really brought those songs to a new level in
ways. We got on together very well and
things just felt extremely comfortable but still
in a way that pushed me. Hearing stories of
him sitting as close to SRV as I was to him
cutting guitars was just wild and I think
having so much respect for Danny made
those sessions even more sacred to me. I
came in respecting the work and determined
to make something we were all proud of.
TB: The album includes a cover of the ZZ
Top ‘Jesus Left Chicago.’ How did you
decide to include that song?
CM: Part of the inspiration behind the entire
‘Back to Blue’ EP was getting back to my
roots in blues and rock. I wanted to include
a sort of tribute to the music I grew up with
and it’s almost impossible to grow up in
Texas without hearing ZZ Top. I’ve always
loved that specific track and when I was
younger, I remember being excited in a new
way when I first heard the transition from
‘Waiting for the Bus’ into ‘Jesus Just Left
Chicago.’ I also wanted to put our own touch
on it by exploring new sonic textures for the
song. It was the last song we did guitars and
vocals for on the record and I’m really happy
with where that journey took us!

TB: What is your writing process?

CM: No two songs are the same as far as
how they come about, which is part of what
makes songwriting endlessly fun to explore
to me. A big part of making this last record
as well as our current favorite way to write is
getting together with my band, Zach Grindle
on drums and Zach Cox, to write and
arrange as a group in a live setting. It keeps
us honest to the music we are able to create
as the trio we are, and there’s nothing better
to me than getting to feed off of each other
and work out ideas as a group.
TB: You opened for Robert Cray and
Chris Daughtry and played on the main
stage twice at the Texas State Fair. What
is it like performing in front of large
crowds like that?
CM: It’s usually as fun as it looks! Ha, ha! It’s
always exciting getting to take our show to
new stages in new places and the larger
shows are always a great time -- thanks to
the great teams that make them happen, of
course.
TB: Where is the ‘bucket list’ dream
venue to perform?
CM: Red Rocks is somewhere we all dream
of playing some day (soon…ha, ha!).
TB: In January, you video recorded a live
show in Houston that included Sir Earl
Toon of Kool and The Gang. How did you
get him to join you for the show?
CM: We were introduced to Sir Earl Toon
through our friend and valued member of
our team, John McNerney. I was lucky to
spend some time with Sir Earl Toon the day
after our show and got a chance to learn a
lot from him. He’s a fantastic person and
we’re thankful he wanted to be a part of the
show!
TB: Will there be a DVD release of the
concert?

CM: We will be releasing video footage, for sure. It will be
available at our website!
TB: I understand you also performed some new songs
during the show. Will there be new music in the near
future?
CM: Yes! The live album taping featured two handfuls of
new music which we will be releasing as a live album of all
new tunes in June.
TB: As you look back over the last 15+ years you have
been playing, what has been the one highlight that
really stands out?
CM: I think the moments that have stuck with me and kept
my love concrete for making music and performing live are
those early memories and milestones. Those early times on
stage, when it was such a clear feeling that I was doing
something I love to do, and I wanted to do it the rest of my
life. I’m thankful and grounded by having had those
moments and opportunities and I’m driven to make more
memories just like them as long as I can.
TB: What can your fans look forward to in 2022?
CM: New music and new tours! In addition to our live album
to be released in June, we will be touring to support the
release. We are also planning several residencies in Texas
to do some special lineup shows. You can go to
www.claymelton.com or keep up with me on Instagram
(@claymeltonmusic).
***
Clay’s recent EP “Back To Blue” is a must listen for fans of
the blues. If he keeps putting out music like what is on the
EP, it won’t be long before he is receiving awards from the
Blues Foundation. The future looks very bright for Clay and
fans have new music to enjoy and possibly a chance to see
Clay live in a city near them.
Website: www.claymelton.com
Instagram: www.instagram.com/claymeltonmusic
Facebook: www.facebook.com/claymeltonmusic
YouTube: www.youtube.com/c/ClayMeltonBandofficial

