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Nearly five decades after the premature death of Elvis Presley, still the biggest-selling musical artist in history according to several metrics, millions of us are still fascinated by him. Why is this?


Well, consider this. Elvis was born in an environment of extreme poverty that would seem completely alien to most of us today. With zero privilege and only his natural talent to sustain him, he rose to the status of global superstar by his mid-twenties, when the world lay at his feet. What could possibly go wrong?


Only everything, it turned out. Dogged by a laughably bad film career, emasculated by national service in the US Army and unlucky in love, Elvis found himself on a destructive path that ultimately led to his self-destruction at the age of only 42. Along the way, he morphed from the ultimate rockabilly bad boy into a harmless family favorite, and finally into a doomed shadow of his glorious former self.


This is why we love reading about Elvis, as you’re about to do in this new and essential analysis of his life. How and why did he throw it all away? The lessons here are that talent and charisma will take you a long way, but too much money and existential futility will take you all the way back again . . . all the way to the end of Lonely Street, in fact.


Enjoy the story of Elvis. There will never be another musician like him. Celebrate his life with us.
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The KING is BORN


We take a look at the early life and times of the man who would be known as “the king”—and explore where the seeds of his genius came from.


 


 


The story of Elvis Presley is one of a struggle against the odds that led both to success or to failure, depending on your perspective. In commercial terms, he has been equaled by a mere handful of performers since his death in 1977; in critical and cultural terms, however, it’s arguable that he has never been surpassed, and never will be—the shadow he casts over the modern world is just too large.


What we can attempt to do, so long after his early departure, is figure out the truth behind the Elvis myth. Some elements of the tale are dramatic; some are comedic; others are most definitely tragic—and parts of it are far from true.


One of the key elements of the Elvis myth that is definitely correct, and historically provable, is that his rise to superstardom was rooted in a background of extreme poverty. His father, Vernon, a truck driver, and his mother Gladys, a sewing machine operator, lived in East Tupelo, Mississippi, and were rocked by a series of catastrophes in Elvis’ early life, starting with the stillbirth of his older twin, named Jesse Garon Presley. The babies were born on January 8, 1935, in a shotgun house—a type of wooden building that gets its name from the idea that a shotgun blast would pass cleanly from front to back. This building was constructed by Vernon specifically for the purposes of the twins’ birth.


Vernon was asked about the tragedy in 1978 by Good Housekeeping magazine, and told his interviewer: “At that time there was almost nobody poorer than my wife Gladys and me, but we were thrilled and excited when we learned that we were going to be parents. I was only 18 years old, but throughout Gladys’ pregnancy, it never occurred to me that I wouldn’t be able to take care of her and the baby.”
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Elvis’ childhood was a poor one, but he was much loved.
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Elvis standing outside his home in Tupelo, Mississippi, with his parents.










“I’VE NEVER HAD A SINGING LESSON IN MY LIFE . . . I JUST STARTED SINGING WHEN I WAS A LITTLE KID . . . I’VE BEEN DOING IT EVER SINCE.
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A family portrait of Vernon, Gladys, and a very young Elvis Presley.
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Elvis had a difficult childhood—his father was sent to jail, his family was extremely poor, and he was a loner at school.








He continued: “My parents were at our house with us, along with two women, one a midwife, who told us when it was time to call the doctor. After what seemed to me an eternity, a baby boy was born—dead. I was desolate at the loss of our child. But then my father put his hand on my wife’s stomach and announced, ‘Vernon, there’s another baby here.’ At the time Elvis was born, medicine hadn’t advanced far enough for a doctor to predict twins, so his arrival took us completely by surprise. Our little boys looked something alike, but I don’t think they were identical twins. Even though the elder one was dead, we named him Jesse for my father; the younger one we called Elvis, for me, since Elvis is my middle name. We chose the middle names of Garon for Jesse and Aaron for Elvis, because we knew a couple whose twin sons had those names.”


Never in permanent employment, Vernon moved from job to job several times during his son’s early life. Although he had no previous history as a criminal, he served eight months for forgery in the notorious Parchman Penitentiary when Elvis was only three years old, during which time his wife Gladys lost the family home and the Presleys lived with their in-laws. Events such as this, and the poverty that plagued the family, made Elvis something of a loner after he started school at the age of six.


The boy’s closest relationship was with his mother, and would remain so until her death in 1958. A 1981 biography of Elvis, written by the notorious Albert Goldman, implied the relationship was unnaturally close, to the point of making an impact on the young Presley’s development; a more charitable conclusion expressed by Goldman is that Gladys possessed remarkable singing talent, so much so that she could reasonably be identified as the musical heart of the family rather than her son.


Despite this, music was not high on the agenda of the poverty-stricken Presley family, understandably enough. “I’ve never had a singing lesson in my life,” Elvis told Elvis Answers Back magazine in 1956. “No music lesson of any kind, in fact. I just started singing when I was a little kid . . . and I’ve been doing it ever since. I was 11 years old when I went in front of a real audience for the first time. It was at a fairground in the town I was born, Tupelo, Mississippi. I was shaking like a leaf, but I’d set my heart on singing, and nothing in this world could have stopped me from going ahead and entering the talent contest at the fair. I did it all on my own, and I didn’t have any idea what I was going to do once I got out there in front of all those people. All I had in my head was the idea that I was going to sing.”
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Elvis’ dad, Vernon, built a shotgun house when he discovered his wife was pregnant.
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The Presley’s may not have known luxury, but they did the best with what they had.
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Elvis’ famous facial expressions in this photo of him as a child, posing as a cowboy.








He was referring here to an event in 1945, making him 10 rather than 11, as he remembered. On October 3 that year, Elvis entered and came fifth in a contest at the Mississippi-Alabama Fair and Dairy Show, where he sang Red Foley’s “Old Shep,” winning five dollars. “I didn’t have any music or anything, and I couldn’t get anybody to play for me and I couldn’t play for myself because I didn’t know how,” he told Elvis Answers Back. “So I just went out there and started singing. I sang a song called ‘Old Shep,’ the story of a dog, and I know they must have felt sorry for me because they gave me fifth prize and everyone applauded real nice. Man, I’ll tell you, I was really scared and shaking and all turning over inside. But I felt good, too. I’d been on a stage for the first time in my life.”
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A booth in a Tupelo restaurant where Elvis would go to eat.










[image: ]




A bronze statue outside Elvis’ birthplace house in Tupelo.
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Elvis in his high school ROTC uniform, taken 1955.








The following year Elvis was given a guitar as a present and was taught the rudiments of how to play it by his uncle and a local pastor, although actual proficiency on the instrument always eluded him. At school, he began to absorb the blues and country music of the Deep South—and in particular Memphis, where the Presleys moved in 1948.


By his early teens, he had begun to affect an image which reflected his outsider status. Growing sideburns and sporting a ducktail and quiff—which led to minor blows with authority figures such as the school football team coach—Elvis spent much time listening to music in Memphis’ African-American quarter, and in particular Beale Street, where blues and R&B were the standard fare.


“Later on, when I was 13 or so, me and a bunch of the kids would fool around singing,” he said. “I never tried to go into any of the high school shows or anything like that, but I sure enjoyed beating up a storm with the other kids. And you know how it is. You get to trying different ways of using your voice and singing the words and such, and pretty soon you’re singing in a style of your own.” When he went on stage, he would take the guitar with him—not to play as such, but to use as a prop.


It wasn’t easy going for the ambitious young singer, especially at school, where he underperformed academically. His schoolfriend and later bodyguard Red West told Todd Slaughter, president of the Elvis UK fan club: “[At school] we had crew cuts, wore T-shirts and blue jeans, Elvis had the long ducktail, the long sideburns, and he wore the loud clothes and naturally he was a target for all the bullies . . . one day luckily I walked into the boys’ bathroom at Humes High School and three guys were going to cut his hair just, you know, to make themselves look big or make them feel big or whatever, and I intervened and stopped it, and I guess that stuck, because a couple of years later after Elvis had his first record, he came over and asked me if I would like to go with him, I think it was Grenada, Mississippi or somewhere, and I went and I was with him from then on, except for a couple of years in the Marine Corps.”


In 1953, Elvis graduated from school and worked as a machinist and truck driver. As he told a press conference in Las Vegas in 1969, “When I was a boy, I always saw myself as a hero in comic books and in movies. I grew up believing this dream . . . When I got outta high school I was driving a truck. You know, I was just a poor boy from Memphis . . . I was driving a truck and training to be an electrician. I suppose I got wired the wrong way round somewhere along the line!”


It was around the same time that the Sun Records owner Sam Phillips was credited with saying that he was looking for “a White man with a negro sound and the negro feel”—because he thought that Black music such as blues would be popular among the White population if the right White artist could be found to sing it.
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After leaving high school, Elvis took work as a machinist and truck driver.
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The blues and R&B music flowing from Beale Street had a lasting effect on a young Elvis.








Coincidentally, Elvis recorded two demo acetates at Sun Studio in July that year, the first of which was a present for his mother. The songs were all popular ballads of the day and of little interest, but Phillips and assistant Marion Keisker liked the discs and asked Elvis to play with local musicians Scotty Moore and Bill Black.


Considering his options at that precise moment, the young singer could hardly have known how important this decision was. Can you imagine a world in which Elvis turned down the suggestion and walked away?




“I ALWAYS SAW MYSELF AS A HERO IN COMIC BOOKS AND MOVIES. I GREW UP BELIEVING THIS DREAM.
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A high school performance by Elvis in 1955. Although he is holding a guitar, he couldn’t really play it, using it more as a prop than an instrument.
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Elvis performs in front of his adoring fans in his hometown of Tupelo, Mississippi, in 1956.












Becoming The King


Once Elvis’ creativity was unleashed at Sun Records, his first golden era began.


As we now know, Elvis Presley made the right decision on that fateful day—and accepted Sun Records’ Marion Keisker’s suggestion that he come in and sing with the studio’s inhouse musicians. That decision meant a whole new period in American cultural history got underway on that day in Memphis, Tennessee.


As the well-known story goes, the historic moment for Elvis finally came one day during a break in Sam Phillips’ studio. The trio—the singer, guitarist Scotty Moore, and bassist Bill Black—had been jamming on standards on July 5, 1954, when they slipped into a fast, impromptu rendition of Arthur Crudup’s “That’s All Right Mama,” which Sam heard and thought might add a new flavor to the music of the day. He duly released the song as a single—and watched in shock as it turned the local airwaves red-hot.


Much later, Elvis told a Las Vegas press conference: “One day, I went into a recording studio and made a record for a guy named Sam Phillips on Sun Records. He put the record out in about a week. I went back to driving a truck and just forgot about it. Man, that record came out and was real big in Memphis. They started playing it, and it got real big. Don’t know why. The lyrics had no meaning. I was just this kid, who went awopah-awh-a-awh on record . . . Anyway, they put the record out and it got pretty big in the South. But I still had my job. I was driving a truck daytimes and working nightclubs at night.”


Moore, whose guitar playing on “That’s All Right Mama” and many other songs, was integral to the early Elvis sound and remained a celebrated figure all his life, telling Music City Recorders in 1973 of the song’s origins: “Sam Phillips and I would meet every day, drinking coffee and kicking around ideas about where music was going and what we should look for. In our conversations he mentioned that a young fellow had been in some time prior to cut a record for his mother. And he said he had impressed him very much, and they had kept his name on file and said, ‘Would you get him in and audition?’”




[image: ]




Performing on the Louisiana Hayride, along with Scotty Moore and Bill Black.
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A young Elvis from 1953/1954, before his life—and music—changed forever.
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Elvis’ first single, “That’s All Right Mama,” released on Sun Records.








He continued: “So Elvis came over . . . he had all the pink shirt, pink pants with the typical ducktail hairstyle at the time, white shoes . . . he was a little ahead of his time for the way he was dressed, which didn’t bother me one way or the other, because I was interested in what he sounded like singing. We sat around for a couple of hours and he sang several different songs. At that time Bill Black lived just a few doors down from me on the same street, and he came over and listened for a while, and Elvis left and I asked Bill, ‘Well, what do you think?’ He said, ‘Well, he sings good, he didn’t really knock me out, you know?’ . . . So I called Sam and told him basically the same thing—the boy sings fine, and in my opinion it would only be a matter of finding the right song and as to what direction, how he was recorded.”
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Sam Phillips of Sun Records with the band.
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The infamous Sun Studio, where it all began.
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Elvis holds a stack of 45s of his single, “That’s All Right Mama.”
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As was common for the time, Elvis’ early songs were covers.










THE AUDITION TURNED INTO THE ACTUAL FIRST SESSION AND OUT OF THAT CAME ‘THAT’S ALL RIGHT MAMA.’


[image: ] Scotty Moore





Moore recalled the songs that Elvis had come up with: “He sang some Marty Robbins songs, some Hank Snow songs, some Roy Hamilton, some of the current R&B hits at the time . . . a little bit of everything, really. So Sam then did call him and set a time for us to go into the studio the following night. It was just me and Bill [as] a background, just to give us an idea of how he would sound like on tape. Well, the rest, of course, is history. The audition turned into the actual first session and out of that came “That’s All Right Mama.” We went in and went through several different songs and nothing was really happening, because you know it was an audition, and then we were taking a break, sitting around drinking coffee. Elvis started clowning around, he picked up his guitar and started dancing around and started singing “That’s All Right Mama,” and Bill picked up his bass, started slapping it, just more or less clowning, and I joined in and that’s it . . . really, it’s just one of those things.”
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