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      For Anita: an inspiration and 
Elvis Presley’s biggest fan

   

      

      Lonmay, Scotland
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      It’s early lunchtime in the Star Café, a London institution just off Oxford Street. There’s only one other customer apart

         from Bap and me, so the wood-panelled old dining room is a shiny sea of red-and-white-checked plastic tablecloths. It’s been

         a while since we last met – Bap’s a little greyer around the temples these days – but the wry smile and lightning-quick Belfast

         wit are still in place just like they used to be. A music channel is playing on the television in the corner: Elvis is singing

         ‘Lawdy Miss Clawdy’ as part of NBC’s ’68 Comeback Special. The sun streams through the window and picks out particles floating in the air. Bap looks up at the screen and says, ‘Takes

         you back to the halcyon days, doesn’t it?’

      


      

      Sunday lunchtimes were always the best. It was the summer of 1996 at Filthy MacNasty’s, at the time pretty much the coolest

         pub in London. Shane MacGowan was a regular customer, while the likes of Johnny Depp and Kate Moss were frequent patrons,

         which wasn’t bad for a backstreet Irish boozer in Islington. I was barely scraping a living hollering cover versions in pubs

         and flailing on a cheap acoustic guitar: twenty quid in your hand and four pints of Guinness for a couple of hours of rough, unrefined country, rock and Irish covers. And Elvis, of course. There

         was always Elvis.

      


      

      Bap had a regular Sunday spot at Filthy’s. I’d known him for years ever since he was the front man of Energy Orchard, arguably

         the best rock ’n’ roll band ever to come out of Belfast. Bap and the band had moved to London; young kids with no money but

         a bucketful of dreams crossing the Irish Sea for the bright lights. A major record label, five albums, a couple of minor hits

         and an endless raft of stories of life on the road later, Bap went solo, and became a singer-songwriter of such talent that

         even Van Morrison writes songs with him. He recorded an album in Nashville and when we met was just back from a tour of the

         US with Mark Knopfler. A music business veteran, and the archetypal musician’s musician – Pete Doherty regards him as a personal

         guru and they’ve been known to perform low-key gigs together – Bap used somehow to put up with my basic guitar playing and

         dreadful attempts at singing and even allow me to share the corner stage of a pub with him.

      


      

      The Filthy’s Sunday lunchtime sessions became legendary. A small group of us, led by Bap, would roll up with our instruments,

         set up a rudimentary PA and launch into an afternoon of raucous, ragged rock ’n’ roll that would sometimes last well into

         the evening. We’d all made different musical journeys to come together for those sessions, journeys in some cases spanning

         thousands of miles and several years, but when the songs took off with a momentum of their own, it felt somehow right that

         our travels ended together in the back bar of a London Irish pub over three chords and a few creamy pints. For both Bap, a

         highly successful professional musician who’d travelled the world with his songs, and me, a ham-fisted strummer and hollerer

         for whom this represented the peak of his musical career, they were terrific days.

      


      

      Back in the Star Café a decade later, Bap and I looked up at Elvis, in black leather jumpsuit, impossibly handsome, and completely

         lost in the passion of the music, and reflected on what a big part he’d played in those times. A significant number of the

         songs we did were Elvis ones. Somehow, whenever I played an Elvis song with Bap, or even on my own in a pub or bar, the place

         would immediately come alive. Not, I hasten to add, as a result of my performance – more in spite of it, in fact. But eyes

         would light up, heads turn, and glances of mutual recognition would be exchanged between otherwise barely interested punters

         whenever we launched into an Elvis number. There was, we reflected, definitely something about Elvis.

      


      

      I’ve always been a bit of an Elvis fan. Not an obsessive one, but thanks to my parents, who had the presence of mind to have

         me the very week ‘The Wonder of You’ went to number one, and, more specifically, their four-cassette Reader’s Digest collection of his greatest hits, some of the earliest music I ever heard was performed by Elvis Presley. Given that the only

         other items in their music library that I can recall were by James Last and Boney M, I had in hindsight a fairly lucky escape

         (although I still say the latter’s Nightflight To Venus album is criminally underrated).

      


      

      There are some worryingly obsessed people out there but, thank goodness, I’m not one of them. For example, on an Elvis internet

         newsgroup to which I subscribe there have been recent posts by someone who has painstakingly catalogued which jumpsuit Elvis

         wore at each of his concerts in the 1970s. My favourite, however, is the post from the person who went through every concert

         recording he could find listening to Elvis’s traditional opener ‘See See Rider’, and compiling a definitive list of whether

         the King prefixed the eponymous first line with a ‘Yeah’, a ‘Well’, a ‘Whoa’, an ‘Oh’ or nothing at all. From analysing the results of his survey, he felt able to deduce exactly what kind of mood Elvis was in at each gig. Whether similar

         assumptions could be made from his choice of jumpsuit we never found out, as the discussion degenerated almost immediately

         into the kind of viciously spiteful mudslinging that only the internet can induce, with particular reference to the alleged

         sexual proclivities of certain correspondents’ mothers.

      


      

      I am also nowhere near as obsessed as Frankie ‘Buttons’ Horrocks, an American woman who first saw Elvis in Blue Hawaii in 1966 and immediately gave the rest of her life to him, to such an extent in fact that when her husband filed for divorce,

         ‘excessive devotion to Elvis Presley’ was one of the reasons he cited. When Elvis died, grief-stricken Frankie upped sticks

         and moved to Memphis to be near him, leaving her son to get through his final year at school on his own.

      


      

      So, thankfully, my affection for Elvis Presley remains strictly under control. I don’t own every recording he ever made. I

         don’t have an encyclopedic knowledge of Elvis trivia. I’ve seen only a few of his films so can’t recite great chunks of Tickle Me, nor tell you every location used in the filming of Clambake. However, I am aware that there was and is something remarkable about this Memphis truck driver who shook his hips and flailed

         his guitar in such a way that the entire world took notice and changed for ever. And for me, an appreciation of the power

         Elvis holds over the world began on the very day he died.

      


      

      As Tuesday, 16 August 1977 dawned my impending seventh birthday was uppermost in my mind. It was the summer holidays, and

         without school to distract me I could concentrate seriously on presents. It’s likely that the recently released Star Wars was also occupying my attention, but I can’t remember specifically. If I’d been aware that Brotherhood of Man’s ‘Angelo’,

         three minutes of mawkishness, was the biggest selling single that week, I don’t remember it. Nor do I recall that England had just walloped the Aussies by an innings and 85 runs

         at Headingley to clinch the Ashes. Just around the corner from our house in Lewisham that weekend more than 200 people had

         been arrested and 54 police officers injured during riots at a National Front march. I don’t remember that either.

      


      

      What I do remember about that day, though, is sitting on the carpet dismembering my Action Man while my mum ploughed through

         a big basket of ironing. The early evening news came on the television and announced that Elvis Presley had died. I’m sure

         this wasn’t the first announcement, but it was the first I’d heard and I can remember it with complete clarity. I recall that

         they kept mentioning how he’d been known as ‘Elvis the Pelvis’. I didn’t know what a pelvis was, but it sounded funny. I also

         knew that the death of Elvis Presley was a major event, enough for that news broadcast to stick in my memory for life. Why?

         Why did the announcement of the death of an American pop star, of whom I had little or no prior knowledge, lodge in my six-year-old

         mind with the significance of the passing of a close relative (my grandfather had died the previous year and I remember as

         much if not more about Elvis’s passing as I do his)?

      


      

      As I grew older I began to play my parents’ tapes, which came in a shiny presentation box and included a pink booklet printed

         on cheap paper that gave a brief account of Elvis’s life. I remember how I’d push the first cassette into the player, close

         the lid and press the ‘play’ button, hear the slight change in the hiss through the speakers as the run-in tape gave way to

         the real stuff and then the thrilling, reverb-layered, barely controlled energy of the unaccompanied opening line of ‘Heartbreak

         Hotel’ filling the room. I remember the lazy, almost sleazy descending bass line, the searing guitar breaks and above all

         the power of Elvis’s voice, as if the rhythm of the song was the only thing restraining the passion and tension in him from bursting forth with a satanic howl. I was spellbound and, in truth,

         a little unnerved.

      


      

      Years passed, and I grew into a wincingly pretentious teenager. While schoolmates were listening to Madonna, Alexander O’Neal

         and Whitney Houston, the needle of my record player was running along the grooves of Hüsker Dü, Bogshed and Stump. If it was

         noisy, obscure and you couldn’t make out the words, it was fairly safe to assume I’d at some point handed over hard currency

         for it with an eager smile. I wore a big black coat and a stupid little woolly hat. I carried in my pockets books of poetry

         and philosophy (of which I understood not a word), purely so girls might mistakenly think I was deep and interesting. I looked

         like, acted like, and unquestionably was, a complete twat. I scoffed at Elvis, who came to symbolise everything that was wrong

         with music, popular culture and indeed the world. The Reader’s Digest collection was never played in anger again. How on earth could anyone listen to that stuff? Couldn’t they see it was worthless?

         I mean, hadn’t they heard The Jesus and Mary Chain’s Psychocandy, for heaven’s sake?

      


      

      Fortunately such Elvis antipathy, along with the coat and the hat, didn’t last long and eventually I started to buy my own

         Elvis records, the early Sun recordings in particular. For me these had a raw energy that even out of the context of the mid-1950s

         when they were made retained the excitement and freshness with which they were crafted. It was rock ’n’ roll in its purest

         form, stripped down and simple, where the feel and power of the song was more important than accomplished musicianship. With

         the powerful slap of Bill Black’s bass, the pioneering chops of Scotty Moore on guitar and Elvis’s frantic rhythm guitar underpinning

         that extraordinary voice, even all those years after Sam Phillips rolled the tapes the songs sounded as new-minted as the day the three youngsters walked in through the door of

         706 Union Avenue in Memphis carrying battered instrument cases. And that was just the start. In the ensuing two decades Elvis

         Presley would become the biggest star the world had ever seen. The music would lose its energetic innocence, but Elvis would

         still throw his heart and soul into every song, even nausea-inducing slabs of goo like ‘Old Shep’.

      


      

      Paradoxically, Elvis has become a bigger deal since his death. In 2005, for example, he earned more than £25 million in royalties,

         which isn’t bad considering he’d been dead for nearly thirty years. There are other icons who died young, from Marilyn Monroe

         to Kurt Cobain, but none has had the remarkable burgeoning posthumous career that Elvis has. He is everywhere. Not a day goes

         by without a reference to him in the press somewhere in the world, such as recently the woman in Australia who shot her husband

         for playing ‘Burning Love’ over and over again, or the Derbyshire tree that’s grown into the shape of Elvis’s profile. I particularly

         enjoyed the case of the Lincolnshire local government cashier jailed for embezzling half a million pounds from car park fees

         in order to fund her obsession with collecting Elvis memorabilia. He crops up in the most unlikely places – not long ago I

         came across a Times Literary Supplement reference to Elvis in a review of a book about the ivory-billed woodpecker, for goodness’ sake.

      


      

      So huge is the post-mortem Elvis that he’s also frequently seen as a quasi-religious figure. Indeed, I have often been guilty

         of having a bit of fun with Bible bashers on my doorstep by arguing in all po-faced seriousness that the gospels are clearly

         nothing more than a prediction of the coming of Elvis. But others take it more seriously, pointing out that the family of

         Gladys, Vernon and Elvis form a kind of holy trinity. Vernon once said that when he stepped out on to the porch of the two-room shack in Tupelo, Mississippi, minutes after Elvis was born,

         he noticed a strange blue light in the night sky that appeared to bathe just the house containing the infant. In semitic languages,

         ‘El’ means supreme god, and ‘vis’ means power. As John Strausbaugh points out in his book, E – Reflections on the Birth of the Elvis Faith, it took a good couple of hundred years after Christ for Christianity to become anything more than a minor cult. Elvis has

         been dead for three decades and already he’s revered with pseudo-religious devotion by his followers around the world, a secular

         religion that Strausbaugh names Elvism. At least once a year there are newspaper reports of an Elvis statue weeping somewhere

         on the planet and there are numerous stories of a mysterious Elvis-like figure appearing and ‘saving’ potential suicides and

         people down on their luck.

      


      

      Elvis was himself a deeply religious man. Gospel was by far his favourite music – the only three Grammies he ever won were

         for gospel albums – and when people referred to him as the King, he would wince and point out that there was only one king

         and that was Jesus Christ. Today, however, Elvis almost transcends religion. In fact he transcends practically every barrier

         you can think of, be it of class, politics, religion or geography. The former prime minister of Japan, for example, the magnificently

         bouffanted Junichiro Koizumi, is a massive Elvis fan (he shares the same birthday, 8 January, as his hero) and listens to

         the same records with the same admiration as, say, a mullet-haired couple living in a trailer park outside Kalamazoo, Michigan,

         or an Australian sheep farmer in his sleeveless check shirt somewhere in the outback. No other artist has such a wide following.

         Indeed, it’s probably safe to say that no other artist has or ever will have the remarkable appeal of this man, who after

         all never wrote a song in his life and possessed only rudimentary skills on the guitar. In 1992, for instance, all major American news channels carried live coverage of the US postal service’s announcement

         of its winning design in the competition to design an Elvis Presley postage stamp. That same year Bill Clinton’s saxophone

         solo from ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ performed on The Arsenio Hall Show arguably won him the election – at the time of the broadcast he was behind in the polls. All this some fifteen years after

         Elvis’s death.

      


      

      I’d long been intrigued by the Elvis legacy and in Bap, whom I hadn’t seen for years before that day in the Star Café, I had

         a kindred spirit.

      


      

      ‘When I was a kid growing up in Belfast, Elvis’s films were always on the telly,’ he said. ‘It’s like he was part of the wallpaper

         really, part of the social fabric in Ireland somehow. When I became a professional musician I realised that Elvis is one of

         the few people who has pulled off being a huge commercial entity while remaining appreciated and respected by other musicians.

         That doesn’t happen a lot. Duke Ellington and maybe Hank Williams are probably the only other ones you could name, and even

         they are nowhere near the scale of Elvis. I mean, Barry Manilow’s a huge commercial success but I don’t want to play the piano

         like Barry Manilow, fair play to Barry and all. With Elvis it was the whole thing: the voice, the tone, the look, the way

         he interpreted songs. He was a genius, a musical genius. You realise, even as a musician, that he was a great entertainer.

         Even the corny stuff has its merits. He was probably the most handsome man in the universe as well – if he’d had a hump on

         his back or something, things might have been different, but he was incredibly handsome. For me he had this multicultural

         look – he seemed to fit in everywhere. He could have been Native American, he could even have been Irish, from the rain-forest,

         he could have been from anywhere in the world. He had a look about him, a universal look. And he had a voice. What a voice. If God could sing he’d probably sing like Elvis.’

      


      

      When I played occasionally with Bap, he was putting together an album of songs he’d written about Elvis, having, like me,

         returned to the King’s fold. Lonely Street showed off Bap’s wonderful, concise songwriting to full effect, and included a number of songs written from Elvis’s perspective,

         displaying an insight rare among even the best songwriters.

      


      

      ‘I rediscovered Elvis around 1995 or so, not long before we used to play in Filthy’s,’ Bap said as two huge fry-ups were placed

         in front of us. ‘What happened was that a friend of mine had had this five-CD Elvis set delivered to him by mistake. He gave

         it to me, and I just stayed at home for three days listening to it nonstop, I mean really listening to it. After that I just

         became obsessed with him. The impact he made will never be matched. He came along when teenagers were just becoming teenagers,

         and television was just becoming widespread. In commercial terms and artistic terms, he’s the most amazing cultural phenomenon

         ever. He didn’t even have to write the songs, it was the way he could interpret them. I mean, if you hear Bill Monroe’s original

         version of ‘Blue Moon of Kentucky’, it’s nothing like what Elvis did with it. In fact Bill Monroe, who wrote the thing, remember,

         ended up re-recording it Elvis’s way. He went above and beyond songwriting – his creativity was in his delivery.’

      


      

      Bap’s first solo album was recorded in Nashville just prior to our Sunday sessions. Entirely acoustic, the album was produced

         by country-rock legend Steve Earle and featured some of Nashville’s most respected musicians.

      


      

      ‘When I recorded in Nashville, we stayed in the same hotel that Elvis always stayed in and I had 606, Elvis’s room,’ said

         Bap. ‘It was the one he always asked for whenever he was in town. It was a pretty simple hotel, not flashy at all, other than the guitarshaped swimming pool, and he always had this particular

         room, the one I had. I knew I’d got a bit obsessed with Elvis when I had a weird experience one night. I’d travelled over

         with a guitar player and a keyboardist and they stayed in the room with me. I’d been in the studio all day, and they’d gone

         out on the piss and came back in the middle of the night. I’d gone to bed and fallen asleep and they were creeping around

         trying not to wake me up, but I did wake up and when I saw this shape looming over me, without thinking I called out, “Elvis!”.

         I really thought it was Elvis standing over me. That’s when I knew my obsession was getting a little out of hand.’

      


      

      It’s this extraordinary appeal and power that interest me most about Elvis, not least because the man behind all this is such

         a mystery. Even those who knew him well give varying accounts of his personality and opinions, while Elvis himself rarely

         gave much away in interviews and remains an enigmatic figure. So enigmatic is he in fact, that he could probably be described

         as the enigmatic figure’s enigmatic figure, if other enigmatic figures weren’t too enigmatic to express an opinion.

      


      

      We know so much about Elvis Presley and yet so little of him. Hundreds of books have been written: biographies, memoirs, novels, collections of short stories, academic treatises,

         even recipe books of his favourite dishes, but still the real Elvis, the chameleon man behind the image, stays a mystery and

         probably will for all time. Yet his influence continues to grow and develop, even in places you wouldn’t expect it to. Record

         sales are increasing – he recently clocked up his one thousandth worldwide number one hit – and the number of Elvis impersonators

         around the world exceeds the populations of entire countries. The fact that Bap and I, two people from entirely different

         backgrounds who lead very different lives, both arrived back at Elvis despite some, ah, wilderness years and that we both have the same awestruck respect for a man who died three decades prior

         to our reunion over egg, bacon and sausage in a London café suggested to me that the Elvis phenomenon merited investigation.

      


      

      There must be more people like Bap and me, I thought. What is it about Elvis that makes him so special to so many different

         people? As the bacon fat congealed in the ketchup on my plate, a journey began to form in my mind. A journey that would take

         me into the heart – and possibly some surreal hinterlands – of Elvis’s world, in an attempt to discover why he remains this

         iconic figure to so many people of so many different backgrounds. A musical odyssey that would take me to the rawest roots

         of rock ’n’ roll. After all, rock ’n’ roll was built upon travel, and Elvis was the personification of rock ’n’ roll. The

         music itself travelled, developing out of immigrant songs and slave spirituals; a mishmash of musics from Africa, Europe and

         beyond via the channels of blues, country and gospel. The musicians travelled widely. The old bluesmen were constantly on

         the move, stalking the dusty crossroads, hitching rides wearing cheap suits and carrying battered guitars slung over their

         shoulders. Robert Johnson’s travels proved so inspiring that the word went round he’d sold his soul to the Devil in exchange

         for the gift of extraordinary musicianship with which he returned. Country pioneer Jimmie Rodgers travelled the boxcars while

         honing his craft, earning himself the nickname ‘The Singing Brakeman’. Even Elvis covered thousands upon thousands of miles

         in his lifetime. In the early years in particular he, Scotty and Bill would travel immense distances in his Cadillac, guitars

         thrown in the back and Bill’s stand-up bass strapped to the roof. For weeks on end they would literally arrive at the gig,

         run in, tune up, do the show, run out to the car and head off into the night to the next town on their itinerary. In his later years, after the Hollywood hiatus of the 1960s, it was a hectic touring

         schedule that would even contribute, some argue, to Elvis’s early demise.

      


      

      If rock ’n’ roll grew out of and was built on journeys and travel, and if Elvis was the greatest figure it ever produced,

         it seemed to me that if I was to find out what made Elvis so extraordinary to this day, I would have to set off on my own

         journey. One that would take me to the places he knew and loved, but also to some that he’d probably never even heard of to

         meet people who continue to do his work and keep his name alive. These people might all be pretty different from one another,

         but they would all surely tell me something about this man they called the Hillbilly Cat thanks to his ability to unite the

         sound of the white hillbillies with that of the black blues cats and take it far beyond any musical boundaries that existed

         up till then.

      


      

      This, though, isn’t a book about Elvis himself. Others far more qualified than me have done that. Here he’s more of a travelling

         companion than a subject in his own right, as my fascination with his elusive yet omnipresent nature led me to wonder where

         his spirit might be found and hence, perhaps, provide clues as to the real man behind the image. I would set off in search

         of Elvis, then, visiting the places he inhabited – and some he didn’t, but where people continue to live by his influence

         and appeal. If Elvism truly is a secular religion then I would speak to its disciples in various parts of the world and learn

         what it is about Elvis that unites them in their devotion. At the same time I would hopefully discover why the news of his

         death seemed so significant to me as a six-year-old sitting in front of the BBC early evening news, a broadcast that rarely

         distracted me from my Dinky cars, Star Wars action figures or the lime-green crane that was my constant companion in my formative years.

      


      

      I bade Bap farewell outside the Star Café and walked through Soho. If I wanted to go in search of Elvis, I realised that while

         I would have to visit Memphis, Vegas and the places most closely associated with him, I’d have to look elsewhere too, to poke

         around in some parts of the world where you might not expect to find Elvis. In fact my journey would start in one of the most

         unlikely places you could imagine.

      


      [image: image]


      

      I don’t know how many hours earlier the wind had started its journey from the Arctic, but whatever fulfilling and mind-expanding

         experiences the odyssey south had provided they had not served to warm it up by a solitary degree. At least that’s the way

         it felt as the chilly gusts swooped in from the North Sea, careered across a couple of farms and smacked into my shivering

         frame, standing at the gate of an old cemetery realising that I was in completely the wrong place. Again. I was just about

         to give up, climb back into the car and drive back to Aberdeen when I saw a man with a dog walking round the corner and decided

         to give it one last shot. I hailed him as heartily as the freezing climate would allow. ‘Excuse me, mate,’ I said. ‘I’m looking

         for the old Lonmay church, the ruined one?’

      


      

      ‘Oh aye,’ he replied, turning and pointing in the direction from which I’d just come. ‘Take that turning there off to the

         right, go past the manor house and it’s a couple of hundred yards up on the right. There’s not much left of it to see though,

         to be honest.’

      


      

      He paused for a moment and weighed up the shivering figure in front of him. ‘This about the Elvis thing, is it?’


      

      It probably says a great deal about the continuing global appeal of Elvis Presley that a directional enquiry addressed to

         a complete stranger in a back lane in rural Aberdeenshire three decades after his death should see his name crop up almost

         immediately. Elvis is everywhere. There can’t be many places in the world where someone stopped at random in the street couldn’t

         sing a few bars of ‘Blue Suede Shoes’ or confirm that the Heartbreak Hotel is indeed situated down at the end of Lonely Street.

         There has never been a global cultural phenomenon to compare with Elvis, which, when you consider that he virtually never

         left the United States (two years’ military service in Germany and three early gigs in Canada were the only ventures outside

         his home country), spent a decade making what are generally accepted as being some of the worst films ever produced and lived

         the twilight years of his short life strung out on a mixture of pills, loneliness and fried peanut butter and banana sandwiches,

         is a pretty remarkable achievement.

      


      

      ‘Yes,’ I replied with a slight chuckle and the hint of a shrug. ‘It’s about the Elvis thing.’


      

      ‘Aye, we get a handful of people here for that,’ he said as his dog attempted to undertake a frankly improper investigation

         of my groin, before heading towards the car and urinating against the front wheel. ‘There’s not much to see up there, but

         good luck anyway.’

      


      

      The north-east of Scotland may seem an unlikely place to begin my search for what my new friend had vaguely yet accurately

         summed up as ‘the Elvis thing’, but there was a good reason for my determination to locate a ruined seventeenth-century church

         in Aberdeenshire. I climbed back into the car. I followed the directions along the bumpy lane and, sure enough, soon pulled

         up by a long, low wall interrupted by an iron gate, through which I could see a higgledy-piggledy collection of lopsided gravestones and an old archway and wall that were all that remained of the old parish church of Lonmay.

      


      

      Pushing the gate open with a creak of rusted metal, I tramped between the stones and over the long grass to stand by the wall,

         in what would once have been the interior of the tiny church. I pulled my coat tighter around me in a fruitless attempt to

         fend off the latest gusts direct from the North Pole, and leaned against the arch for some protection from the elements. This

         was about as far as you could get from Graceland, it was nowhere near as much fun as Las Vegas and it was definitely chillier

         than Hawaii, yet it was the first place I’d sought on my journey in search of Elvis. For it was here, on this exact spot,

         on 27 August 1713 that Elvis Presley’s great-great-great-great-great-great-grandparents were married.

      


      

      The previous day I had visited the man who probably knows more than most about Elvis’s Scottish roots. Stuart West, an Elvis

         fan who looks not unlike Vernon Presley himself, is the press officer of the Aberdeen and North-East Scotland Family History

         Society situated in, appropriately enough, King Street, Aberdeen. He answered the door of the grey stone building almost as

         soon as I’d knocked, and ushered me inside. We went downstairs to a windowless room whose shelves were packed with old documents

         and reference books. Everything you ever wanted to know about the Berwick 1881 census was there at your fingertips, for example.

         Stuart sat me at a large table, where a grey-haired man in a tweed jacket pored over some old documents, and disappeared to

         find the sheaf of papers he’d prepared for me.

      


      

      It was a Greenock-based writer named Allan Morrison who first unearthed definitively the link between Elvis and the parish

         of Lonmay, some forty miles north of Aberdeen on the way to Peterhead, having traced Elvis’s family tree back to Andrew Presley, who arrived in North Carolina in 1745. Morrison discovered that Andrew’s father, also Andrew, had married Elspeth

         Leg in Lonmay in 1713. It was this discovery that prompted me to head north and track down Stuart, who continued Morrison’s

         research. My plan was to glean the lowdown on Elvis’s ancestors and then head for the village of Lonmay itself. One of the

         first things I’d learn from Stuart, however, is that Lonmay village has no connection whatsoever to the Elvis story.

      


      

      ‘Lonmay village is quite a new invention,’ he explained, ‘as the original village there was called Cortes. The old railway

         line used to stop there, and it was just a railway station that they gave the name Lonmay, after the parish. Eventually they

         built some new houses there, which became the village of Lonmay, but Elvis’s ancestors would never have been there as it didn’t

         exist then.’

      


      

      He placed a photocopied map of the area on the table between us.


      

      ‘This would have been the main village then, St Combs, right on the coast, and here,’ he said, running his finger a couple

         of inches south-west, ‘here is the site of the church where Elvis’s great-great- . . . well, I forget how many greats there

         are off the top of my head, but this is where they were married. There is a wee bit of doubt about it, though, as there is

         an Andrew missing from the family tree, but the Presley family itself believed that they came from Scotland. Andrew Presley

         and Elspeth Leg had a son, Andrew, who was a blacksmith we think was born around 1720, but he’s the one that’s missing. We’re

         pretty sure it’s him that ended up in Anson County, North Carolina – the pieces all seem to fit.

      


      

      ‘He had a son, also called Andrew, born around 1765, who had a son named Dunnan in 1805. Dunnan had a son of the same name

         in 1827, who in turn had a daughter Rosella Presley in 1862. Now Rosella had ten illegitimate children of whom one was Jesse D. McClowell Presley – Elvis’s grandfather. So you

         can see the lineage is fairly straightforward from the union of Andrew and Elspeth in Lonmay’s parish church.’

      


      

      Back in the churchyard the wind whipped in across the fields as I pulled out the photocopy of the Lonmay parish register from

         August 1713 that Stuart had given me. ‘Andrew Presley and Elspeth Leg,’ it read in copperplate hand, ‘both in this parish

         dignified their lawfull design of mariage; and for abstinence and performance consigned their pledges. Maried August 27th.’

      


      

      I touched the big slab of wall in front of me, one that would have echoed with the marriage vows of Andrew and Elspeth nearly

         three hundred years earlier. Their son would go on to be one of thousands upon thousands of stories of emigration to the United

         States and Canada in search of a new life. The Presleys were poor. Stuart had already told me that it would be pointless looking

         for them here among the gravestones as they would not have been able to afford any. While there were undoubtedly Presleys

         beneath the ground here, there were no markers. To a poverty-stricken Presley struggling to make ends meet in Lonmay, North

         America would have been an attractive proposition: the promise of a better life than the drudgery and hardship of north-east

         Scotland, and it’s likely that the young Andrew would have gone with his parents’ blessing. Maybe the night before he left

         there would have been a farewell gathering at which old songs would have been sung, songs that Andrew may have taken with

         him and sung among the fields of North Carolina. Little would he have known as he toiled at his anvil that one day his great-great-great-great-great-grandson

         would become arguably the most famous person on the planet by singing songs from the heart just as he had done with the ditties

         he’d brought across the Atlantic.

      


      

      I reflected again upon how the history of music is littered with journeys and arrivals, particularly the music of North America.

         Rock ’n’ roll itself is a combination of the blues, which originated among the slaves of the South, and country music, which

         developed out of the musics imported with the European immigrants like Andrew Presley. Obviously it’s impossible to say whether

         Andrew had any musical talent or inclination, but as I stood there in the old Lonmay parish churchyard where Elvis’s ancestors

         were married I hoped the wind, which continued to assail me with icy gusts in a way I began to suspect was personal, would

         once have carried the songs and tunes of the early Presleys just as nearly three centuries later, the airwaves would crackle

         with the sound of their gifted descendant.

      


      

      I jumped back into the car and headed for Lonmay village itself. Stuart was right in his assertion that there wasn’t much

         to see there. A few modern bungalows and the Ban-Car Hotel were about it. I did enjoy a hearty lunch in the latter, however,

         where I was served with distinction by a young waitress called Mary (there’s probably a very poor-quality joke to be found

         along the lines of being in ‘Lonmay to tip a Mary’, but I’m not going in to look for it). I was, though, disappointed to find

         that one of the main reasons for visiting the Ban-Car had proved groundless. I’d read about an Aberdeen kiltmaker who devised

         a Presley tartan soon after the Lonmay connection surfaced, and that the owner of the Ban-Car had vowed to decorate his lounge

         in the new colours. Alas, it appeared that he had evidently just been caught up in the heady joy of the discovery because

         some three years after announcing his intention the walls were still Presley-tartan free.

      


      

      I turned the car around in the Ban-Car car park and headed back down the coast to Aberdeen, where I had arranged to meet the

         man who designed the tartan. Mike King is the proprietor of Philip King kiltmakers, a long-established Aberdeen firm. He created the Scottish national tartan, tartans used in the film

         Braveheart and now the Presley tartan itself. His shop is a cosy, peaceful place, the walls lined with jackets, kilts and the odd sword.

         Mike himself is a diminutive man in his fifties, who speaks in a soft voice with just a hint of gravel.

      


      

      ‘The tartan came about when Elvis’s ancestors were traced back to Lonmay,’ he told me. ‘When I heard about it I went up there

         and had a look around, visited the churchyard, and the colours of the land and sea soon suggested a tartan to me. So I came

         back here, designed the pattern and registered it with the World Register of Tartans. We called it the “Presley of Lonmay”

         tartan rather than the Elvis tartan because obviously Elvis was well away from the area when he found his success, and the

         design reflects the landscape of the area where his family originated.

      


      

      ‘I’ve worked in tartans for thirty-five years, so can visualise a new one fairly easily,’ he continued. ‘It’s become like

         second nature to me. The thing with Lonmay, and most of this area, is that the landscape hasn’t changed in hundreds of years.

         The fields are the same size and layout, the cotter houses may have been modernised but they’re still the original design;

         everything you see there, even the graveyard, is just as it was in Elvis’s ancestors’ time. The main colour of the tartan

         is grey, as that’s a grey area up there – the sky’s usually grey, but the fields are green so that’s in there too, as is the

         yellow of the hay. The blue’s for the sea as the sea’s close by and there are obviously a lot of seafaring folk in the area,

         and also for the nearby town of Peterhead, which is known as the “Bloo Toon”. So that’s where the design came from – as I

         walked around Lonmay I saw that pattern in my mind straight away.’

      


      

      Mike produced a large roll of Presley tartan and spread some of it out on top of a glass cabinet. It’s a calm design, dominated by the green and grey, with subtle stripes of blue and

         thin yellow lines. As I cooed over it, he offered to let me try it on.

      


      

      ‘The kilts are made to order,’ he explained, ‘so I don’t have one here you can try on, but we can certainly put something

         together.’ And so commenced a rapid whirl of pinning and tucking, not to mention the unexpected public unveiling of the well-turned

         lower Connelly leg.

      


      

      ‘I was an Elvis fan when I was a teenager, but I wouldn’t say I was a big fan now,’ said Mike through a mouthful of pins.

         ‘I mean, don’t get me wrong, I think the guy was great, and I’m really sorry about what happened to him. Some people can cope

         with success and some can’t, but he still goes on and on even after his death. But I’m not particularly a fan these days.’

      


      

      Eventually the ensemble was complete, and I stood in front of the mirror in full Presley regalia. Mike had managed to turn

         an uncut length of tartan into a wraparound kilt that wound up and over my shoulder. He’d even produced a special Presley

         sporran, with an eagle and thistle motif in gold to represent the Presleys’ Scottish-American link. I wore distinctive knee-length

         off-white socks and black patent shoes whose laces wound up and around my shins, and Mike finally handed me a sword to complete

         the outfit. I looked in the mirror, feeling not unlike Mr Benn, the eponymous character from the seventies’ children’s television

         series (who, if I’d been the fez-topped shopkeeper, I would have barred from the shop on the grounds that he’d come in and

         try stuff on but never actually hire anything). I looked as far removed from Elvis as just about anything you could imagine.

         In fact I looked as far removed from anything you could imagine. I have an uncanny knack of rendering any item of clothing

         scruffy and ill-fitting, and had the Presleys ever had to go to war on behalf of their clan I would have been of use to the

         family only inasmuch as the enemy would have fallen about laughing at the very sight of me.

      


      

      As dusk fell I drove back out to Lonmay for a last look at the place where the Elvis story has its most distant roots. I creaked

         open the gate, walked between the stones and stood once again on the spot where Andrew and Elspeth exchanged their vows. The

         wind had dropped and there was a quiet stillness about the place. The setting sun threw orange and purple stripes into the

         clouds as I leaned against the rough, thick old wall and looked west over the flat landscape. Maybe Andrew Presley had watched

         the sun set from here too, knowing his future lay over that same horizon at the end of a long voyage into the unknown, a journey

         that set the family’s destiny in stone as hard and stubborn as the wall of the old church. Similarly, my journey was about

         to begin in earnest.

      


   
      
      Tashkent, Uzbekistan

      [image: image]

      
      Uzbekistan is probably one of the last countries in the world you could name in which you’d find Elvis. Indeed, Uzbekistan
         is probably one of the last countries in the world you could name. One of the globe’s two double-landlocked nations (the other
         is Liechtenstein, fact fans), Uzbekistan is a large but young state of a frankly ridiculous shape (the eastern part looks
         as if the cartographer knocked his inkpot over but was too embarrassed to admit it) and a human rights record as appalling
         as any you could find (rumours are rife of dissidents being boiled alive in big pots – an old Uzbek tradition, apparently).
         Independent only since 1991, and ruled in the iron grip of Islam Karimov, Uzbekistan is practically a police state. The President
         makes encouraging noises about democracy and then fails spectacularly to carry them out. A few weeks before I arrived, troops
         opened fire on peaceful protesters in the eastern city of Andijan, with anywhere between two hundred and five hundred people
         killed. Karimov was in charge in the final years of the Soviet Union, and has remained there since, keeping a firm control
         of the media and the police. He doesn’t sound like a fun guy. Unlike his former counterpart in Japan, it’s doubtful whether he has ever sung ‘Baby Let’s Play House’ at karaoke. If he has, it was
         probably more along the lines of ‘Baby Let’s Ransack the House in Search of Dissidents and Light a Fire Under the Cauldron’.
      

      
      As in most Soviet-bloc countries, Elvis was banned for years, making Uzbekistan probably, on the face of it, one of the most
         un-rock ’n’ roll places in the world. No one ever wrote a song asking long-distance information to get them Samarkand. Nobody
         has ever lamented on record being twenty-four hours from Tashkent. Uzbekistan is more Silk Road slippers than blue suede shoes.
         So you can imagine my surprise when I learned via a friend living in Kazakhstan that she’d heard Uzbekistan’s biggest pop
         star had opened an Elvis-themed café in Tashkent, the Uzbek capital. I was intrigued enough by the concept of the nation having
         pop stars at all, let alone ones dedicated enough to Elvis to open a café in his honour. How could the King’s influence have
         spread to such an unlikely place as distant, mysterious Tashkent, about as remote and unexpected a repository for Western
         popular culture as you could imagine? To find out, I was soon on a plane heading for central Asia.
      

      
      Now I am not one for hot weather. Anything above about twenty-two degrees and I am no good to anyone. I’m grumpy, sweaty,
         whiny and uncooperative. I do not have a fun time in hot weather, and as a result people around me don’t have a fun time in
         hot weather either. The only bearable things about hot weather for me are air-conditioned bars serving cold beer in bottles
         with condensation on them. Otherwise you can stick your hot weather where, er, the sun don’t shine. Even slightly warm weather
         makes me edgy and has me scurrying indoors, pulling the curtains and attempting to climb into the fridge. Give me good, solid
         cloud cover and a light breeze any day. My perfect holiday would probably feature drizzle. Yet here I was, going to central Asia. In August. When the temperature rarely dips below thirty-eight degrees. At night.
      

      
      It’s a long way to Tashkent, especially when you have to fly there via Armenia; and when you have flown there via Armenia,
         where you land at a reasonable time but don’t get off the aeroplane, you arrive in Tashkent at three o’clock in the morning.
         Needless to say, some places are quite fun at three o’clock in the morning. I can think of certain pubs in the west of Ireland
         that are at their most convivial at that hour, for example. Tashkent airport at three in the morning, however, didn’t give
         me much hope of fun and larks.
      

      
      As I walked out of the door of the plane, my first thought was that some wag had microwaved a duvet and launched it at me
         from a giant catapult. That could be the only possible explanation for the whump of heat that assailed me as I prepared to
         descend to the tarmac. It was very, very hot indeed. I whimpered audibly enough for the American archaeologist in front of
         me, on her way to a dig in Samarkand, to ask if I was OK. Well, I replied, it’s so flipping hot, isn’t it? She politely pointed
         out that for the next three months she would be sieving dust every day in the searing sun of Samarkand with nothing but a
         floppy hat and a bit of sun cream for protection. There was an unspoken caveat that I really should stop being such a gawd-help-us
         and pull myself together. I bumped into her again in the arrivals hall, where the bleary-eyed passengers were attempting to
         fill in the customs forms that the Uzbeks make you complete in duplicate as soon as you wobble off the plane. Most of the
         forms scattered around the place were in Russian, whereas most of the people trying to make sense of them were British or
         American. Fortunately I soon found a rare sheaf of English-language forms, which I purloined and surreptitiously slipped to
         my archaeologist friend in order that she may revise her opinion of me as being a whiny old drink-of-water.
      

      
      ‘Why do we need two?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘One’s for arrival here and the other one you hand in when you leave,’ I said helpfully and, it turned out, totally incorrectly.
         As I waited for my bag at the carousel a few minutes later I heard a small commotion at the customs desk, where the archaeologist
         was explaining firmly that she’d been told one form was for arrival and the other for departure so why were they asking for
         both, hmm? Was it money they wanted? A bribe? Hmmm? I stared fixedly at the revolving belt until she’d gone and hoped the
         noise I could hear above that of the carousel wasn’t the sound of a big cauldron coming to the boil. I kept staring at the
         passing bags, until there were no bags left to stare at. Mine hadn’t appeared. The machine was switched off.
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