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Foreword


by Russell Watson


I’m delighted to have been invited to write the Foreword to Spencer Leigh’s brand new biography of Elvis Presley. He hoped I could add something about Presley’s vocal range and technical ability. I feel privileged to be a part of this book, as I know Spencer writes with honesty and integrity and a genuine love for his subjects.


Presley had one of the great pop voices of all time, along with the likes of Roy Orbison and Nat King Cole, whose voices were completely distinctive. Whereas Orbison had an incredible range, which spanned over three octaves (including his falsetto) Elvis wasn’t that far behind him. However, he hardly ever used the falsetto area of his voice. Presley’s was a more raspy, throaty, rock sound and he was one of the pioneers of this style.


In the early stages of his career when the vocal folds were obviously younger and had much more elasticity, his vocal range was considerably more expansive; it sounded effortless, with hardly any vibrato. In later recordings, where his range had lessened, the sound was more mature and the vibrato more obvious. It was still just as distinctive though (probably more so). You can clearly hear this if you take the early recording of ‘Hound Dog’ and compare it to say, ‘The Wonder of You’. The difference in the vocal tone, its quality and the vibrato generated are poles apart. It was less rock’n’roll, more chest than head voice, nowhere near as raspy. Dare I say it, more classical in approach.


I was interested to read recently that Elvis loved Dean Martin. Dean also had an incredibly distinctive voice and we all know and remember how he sang the phrase, ‘That’s Amore’. You can hear Elvis applying a similar style in some of his songs. Might I add, emulation being the highest form of flattery...


The author mentioned that some critics had said Elvis was out of tune on some of his songs, namely ‘Love Me Tender’ and ‘The Girl of My Best Friend’. He asked for my opinion on this. Okay, if you listen to ‘Love Me Tender’ properly, you will find that it is the guitar that is out of tune, not Elvis! Listen to the first few chords and it sounds like the bottom three strings are out of tune. Elvis is in tune! Yes, there are a couple of flat notes in ‘The Girl of My Best Friend’ but it doesn’t matter, as the imperfections in a human voice are what makes it so beautiful. To analyse notation to this level demonstrates a lack of connection with the music in any instance.


These days everything is perfect and you can use highly sophisticated computer technology to manually tune the voice, but to me the voice loses its natural beauty and soul if too much of this trickery is applied. It’s the imperfections that make a voice unique and special. Take Nat ‘King’ Cole as a perfect example. In many of his photos, Nat can be seen with a cigarette in his hand. I’m not an advocate of singing and smoking but I’m sure that beautiful, raspy, warm-sounding voice had come about through his smoking and the imperfections that created. It made him unique and instantly recognisable, still to this day and just like Mr Elvis Presley.


If you had just landed on this planet and had no idea who Elvis Presley was, you might listen to a song and say, ‘That’s good’, but if you walked into an arena and watched him perform, it would be a different beast altogether. Part of his appeal was his incredible stage presence. If you want to know what the ‘X Factor’ really is, watch Elvis Presley in the 1968 TV special. Nobody else has what he had in that moment in time. Truly a voice for all generations!
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INTRODUCTION


Stranger than Fiction


‘There are three requirements for a happy life. The first is having someone to love, the second is having something to look forward to, and the third is having something to do.’
Elvis Presley to hairdresser Patti Parry


On Tuesday 16 August 1977, and shortly before his next round of concert dates, Elvis Presley collapsed and died in the bathroom of his home in Memphis. He was 42 years old. The media went into overdrive. On the news, there were pictures of fans weeping and late-night vigils. There were special supplements in the newspapers and experts analysed his career – the good and the bad, but never the ugly. Once again, Elvis Presley was the biggest-selling record artist on the planet.


Twenty years later, on Sunday 31 August 1997, 36-year-old Princess Diana died in a late-night car chase in Paris, while trying to shake off the ever-present paparazzi. Again, there was blanket coverage on the news, even greater than Presley’s, because the news infrastructures had advanced significantly; there were so many implications for the Royal Family – and there was so much mystery about it. Like Presley, Diana could be a divisive figure but overwhelmingly, she was greatly loved.


I would never cry for someone I didn’t know personally but I can understand the grief, even hysteria, although I wondered why was there so much of it. I am convinced that it all stems from Elvis. The Brits are famously reserved and at the time, the coverage of his death from America was thought flashy and over the top, but such displays have now become the norm – so the dedicated admirers ensured that Diana had a greater display of public affection than Elvis.


The death of Elvis has become the standard for subsequent deaths of much-loved international figures, be it John Lennon, Michael Jackson, Prince, David Bowie or George Michael. There had been nothing like it at the time but this has become the default position for major celebrities who pass away. It serves as a strong example of how our media-led society is changing. There might even be an exhibitionistic or competitive edge about it – you know, ‘My grief is greater than your grief.’


Contrast this with the very dignified funeral procession for President John F. Kennedy in 1963 and the stiff upper lip approach for Sir Winston Churchill in 1965. If we are to look to the past for anything to match the reaction to Elvis Presley’s funeral, it would be the sobbing fans after the death of the silent screen glamour boy Rudolph Valentino in 1926.


There are other special factors relating only to Elvis. The ETAs, the Elvis Tribute Acts, for starters. There are so many of them – in pubs and clubs and even stadiums. I’ve seen many of them and I would estimate that 80% go for the Vegas look, although the younger Presley was the one who changed the world. That tells you more about the faux Presleys than Presley himself: if you are overweight and over 30, you can only be the Vegas Presley. I like the ones who present their tribute with humour: there is a Scotsman who works as Elvis McPresley and enters to the music of ‘Scotland the Brave’.


The huge presence of the fat Elvis impersonators distorts history. We can’t take them seriously and as a result, it diminishes Elvis’ stature as a primary influence on rock’n’roll and what then happened in the 1960s. Elvis, it must be said, didn’t help himself either, through the dismissive way he performed some of his early successes.


There are those who sincerely believed, certainly in the years after his death, that Elvis was still alive. Could he possibly have faked his death? Was he still around? There was no evidence for this and most of us took it as a running joke – but for some it was taken seriously. Such rumours hadn’t happened since the death of Adolf Hitler.


A more worrying movement was the concept of Elvis as the godlike figure at the head of a new religion, the alternative Jesus, if you like. What had made followers think he might be super-human? Caught in a Trap will reveal that he was all too human.


How did Elvis achieve this godlike status? What set him apart from other key performers of the mid-50s: Little Richard, Chuck Berry, Ricky Nelson, Roy Orbison, Pat Boone, Johnny Cash, Carl Perkins, and Jerry Lee Lewis? Don’t answer that; it’s blindingly obvious with all those guys, but it’s also clear that the rock’n’roll explosion would still have happened without him. It would have been very different as there was no other obvious leader in the pack, no-one else who had charisma in bucketfuls – Eddie Cochran could match Presley’s looks, but he died when he was 21. I suspect that Colonel Parker knew that from the outset and that is why Elvis very rarely worked with any of the other leading figures in rock’n’roll. He neither appeared in multi-artist exploitation films nor toured with any rock’n’roll package show. When Jayne Mansfield was filming The Girl Can’t Help It, she was asked to go see Presley in a nearby studio and offer her services in exchange for a cameo appearance. Sadly, no one knows what happened next, but the cameo never happened.


Although all the artists that I mentioned are renowned, they had difficulty in maintaining their popularity. The same could have applied to Elvis. He made one pathetic film after another on auto-pilot, fully aware that they were not worthy of his talent. To compound the liability, for several years Elvis just released singles and albums of dreadful soundtrack songs. How could the artist who cut ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ and ‘It’s Now or Never’ have been happy with ‘Do the Clam’ and ‘Song of the Shrimp’? Although he made these dreadful movies and songs, it did not appear to harm his status as The King.


I am writing this introduction in August 2016, before I’ve started the book, so I’ve no idea where this will go, but I suspect that Elvis should be given credit for some things that are not acknowledged at present. Top of my list is his helping to bring about changes in attitude towards race in America, and top marks to him if this is correct.


However, there are a couple of things which make me cautious. In the late 1970s, the Sun rockabilly artist Charlie Feathers came to the UK. It was his first visit away from the South and I was the first journalist to interview him here. I was horrified by his views on race, which I didn’t include in my feature. I have a feeling that after that interview, he was told by the promoter that people don’t say things like that in Britain, as his subsequent interviews were more measured. I wonder if Elvis would have been like that if he hadn’t made it.


Secondly, why was Elvis’ band and all his so-called Memphis Mafia white? I may find exceptions like the Sweet Inspirations who provided backing vocals but, on the face of it, Elvis wasn’t an equal opportunities employer. Off the top of my head, his only black employee was his housekeeper Nancy Rooks, and that in itself brings to mind racial stereotyping.


Then there is his repetitive approach to work. Unlike Frank Sinatra, who divided his time between being a businessman and making records, films, TV specials and concert appearances, Elvis tended to do one thing at a time. In the 60s it was one weak film after another and in the 70s it was endless concert tours. Elvis might moan, but he did as he was told or at least, what Colonel Parker told him to do.


Despite Elvis giving TCB pins to his associates, it was Colonel Parker who took care of business. When Elvis wasn’t working, he wanted to party and have fun. This sense of excess surfaces with his numerous girlfriends, his childish pranks and his huge appetite. He would regularly eat twenty slices of bacon for his breakfast – yes, you read that right – and this is before we get to fried peanut butter sandwiches, banana splits, or buttermilk biscuits with chocolate gravy.


I suspect that Priscilla Presley, an intelligent woman grounded in reality, realised that he was caught in a trap and had to leave him. His lifestyle was too much for her. Elvis’ sexual behaviour will have to be examined, because she was so young when she met Elvis, and I am unsure what the conclusion will be.


Caught in a Trap is the extraordinary story of Elvis Presley. How did it go so right and why did it go so wrong? Shortly before his death, three of the bodyguards who tended to his needs and kept him company wrote a book, Elvis – What Happened?, and we will be discussing how he viewed this and whether it had an impact on his life – and even his death. The book was scandalous and revelatory but was it true? We’ll find out, but we’ll start at the beginning and see how this extraordinary phenomenon came to be.


I’ve just looked at the time. I have a watch which has Elvis Presley on its face and I will be looking at it thousands of times as I write this book. Some people have watches which can show movies, send tweets, and take pictures. All I want is a watch that tells me the time and gives me a picture of Elvis. On stage. In his prime. 1956.


As fans sign their letters, Elvisly yours,


Spencer Leigh



Notes on text


By and large, English spelling is used throughout the book, such as theatre for theater.


Some of Elvis’ songs are known by different titles. For consistency, ‘That’s All Right, Mama’, ‘Party’, ‘A Fool Such as I’, ‘Devil in Disguise’ and ‘His Latest Flame’ are used throughout. Elvis certainly loved songs with brackets in their titles whereas I’ve always thought them a sign of indecisiveness: the songwriters should make up their minds!


Elvis had a grandfather Jessie D or Jesse D and a twin brother Jessie or Jesse. Clearly the twin was named after the grandfather and the memorial at Graceland is for Jessie Garon Presley. Some books have Jessie for the grandpa and Jesse for the twin, but I think Jessie is best for both. It does look odd though, as Jessie is generally used as the spelling for a female name in the UK.





CHAPTER 1


Tupelo Honey


‘I was probably stupid enough to believe that having the same birthday as Elvis Presley actually meant something.’
David Bowie


I. Old Times They Are Not Forgotten


On 28 November 1970, the 30-year-old singer/songwriter Mickey Newbury was booked to play during the opening week of the Bitter End West. He had played the famous Bitter End club in New York and now the business had expanded to California.


Just one man and a guitar, he came from Texas and this was his west coast debut. He had written two big hits (‘Just Dropped In’ for Kenny Rogers and the First Edition and ‘She Even Woke Me Up to Say Goodbye’ for Jerry Lee Lewis) and he had released his own album, Looks Like Rain.


It was Thanksgiving weekend and he wanted to make a good impression. He’d had an idea and thought that a liberal audience in Hollywood would accept it, but now he wasn’t sure, especially as he had noticed the black folk singer, Odetta, in the audience. He certainly had good intentions, but they could be misconstrued.


Mickey Newbury was going to perform his own songs, but as it was Thanksgiving weekend, he thought he would take a chance. Right away. First song in. If he lost them, he would struggle to win them over, but if they responded positively, he’d be home and dry. He walked into the spotlight, acknowledged the applause and started singing very quietly and confidentially, ‘Oh, I wish I was in the land of cotton.’


What was he doing? This was a favourite song in the South and sung before the fighting at Gettysburg during the Civil War in 1863. After the South had been defeated, President Lincoln had asked to hear it. However, the song had later been outlawed: it was, after all, a song favoured by white supremacists, although its lyrics were not racist.


Odetta was stunned, but she appreciated that Mickey Newbury was doing it differently. It was no longer a march, but a sad, sombre reflection of a soldier who might be killed in battle.


Without pausing for applause, Newbury balanced it with a song from the North, ‘The Battle Hymn of the Republic’, which was ‘John Brown’s Body’ with new words written by Julia Ward Hope in 1861. His voice cried out, ‘Glory glory hallelujah’.


He finished his American trilogy with a tender ballad, ‘All My Trials’, which had been recorded as ‘All My Sorrows’ by the Kingston Trio in 1959. It had been a small hit for Dick and Deedee in 1964 and it was on albums by Pete Seeger, Joan Baez, Peter, Paul and Mary and the Seekers.


Then he was done. There was silence, as no one was sure if there was going to be more. Mama Cass was the first to yell her approval. Then the whole audience stood up, applauding furiously. Afterwards, Kris Kristofferson said, ‘Mickey could destroy a room full of people.’


Mickey Newbury put ‘An American Trilogy’ on his next album Frisco Mabel Joy – it was released as a single, and although it made the US Top 30, many radio stations would not play it. Elvis’ wife, Priscilla, heard the track and told Elvis about it. He loved it and knew he was born to sing it. He may have recalled ‘Dixie’ being played by an army band when he sailed to Germany in 1958. He would have heard Andy Williams sing ‘The Battle Hymn of the Republic’ at Senator Robert Kennedy’s funeral in 1968.


Elvis would sometimes perform songs live before he recorded them. The audiences loved ‘American Trilogy’ but Colonel Parker wasn’t sure. To him, it was just some Civil War songs that had been strung together by Mickey Newbury. Parker, who never discussed his own background, couldn’t see its attraction: he rarely commented on Elvis’ song selection, but this time he told him, ‘You’re making a mistake, Elvis. Who wants to be reminded of the Civil War?’


In truth, Parker was incensed that Newbury had taken three songs in the public domain and put his own name and the Acuff-Rose publishing imprint on them. Parker didn’t see why Newbury should make one cent from Presley’s performances.


For once, Elvis stuck up for himself and he decided that an atmospheric live recording of ‘An American Trilogy’ would be the best way to release it. ‘An American Trilogy’, recorded at the Hilton International in Las Vegas, was released as a single in April 1972. Again, radio stations were unsure and it only reached No.66 on the Hot 100, a poor showing for The King. Not to worry; it became a key song in his stage performance – it was a song that said, ‘This is who I am, this is what I believe’.


His shrewd manager Colonel Parker had missed an opportunity. If Elvis had held back the single for four years, it would have coincided with the bicentennial celebrations. With the right marketing, Elvis could have had the biggest hit of his career.


In 1776, the Declaration of Independence had been followed by the world’s first written constitution. The second amendment, which was adopted in 1791, was the right to keep and bear arms, something Elvis Presley wholeheartedly supported.


Britain lost the war and America became a country in its own right. There was, however, further conflict with the British during the Napoleonic wars, which included the Battle of New Orleans. Napoleon was defeated at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815 and sent into exile and since then, Britain, America and France have been on the same side.


The USA covered a vast area, with some states bigger than many countries and in many instances the states were only united by name. A policy of westward expansion was taking place in America and the indigenous population, mostly American Indian, was shamefully treated, being forced westwards themselves to the designated Indian Territory, effectively to Oklahoma.


Their original land had been sequestered by the pioneers, who were taming the wilderness as they went, many settling in the Appalachians, including the forefathers of Elvis Presley.


The southern climate was ideal for cotton but that cotton had to be harvested, which entailed slavery, usually on giant plantations. The plantation owners became immensely wealthy and the southern states prospered.


Although two consecutive Presidents came from the South: Abraham Lincoln (Kentucky) and Andrew Johnson (North Carolina), they were both opposed to slavery. Indeed, in 1861, Lincoln succeeded James Buchanan on an anti-slavery ticket. Along with the legislature of the day, they thought that the southern states should not be allowed to make their own decisions on such a contentious issue. The South, naturally enough, thought that they were meddling in their affairs.


The first state to secede was South Carolina in December 1860 and then Mississippi three weeks later. By the end of January, Florida, Alabama, Georgia and Louisiana had followed. Then Texas, Virginia, Arkansas, North Carolina and Tennessee. Missouri and Kentucky were declared to have seceded by their supporters but their governments still supported the Union. The states that seceded are grouped together as Dixieland.


The mighty Mississippi ran through several states from South to North and was a key means of transport. The state of Mississippi itself was low-lying, but a garrison on a hill at Vicksburg overlooking the river was seen by Lincoln as ‘the key to the Confederacy’. After a seven-week siege, it fell to General Ulysses S. Grant on 4 July 1863, which meant that the North could dominate the river and eventually win the war, although there were some huge battles along the way. Lincoln was to declare the Fourth of July a national holiday, but it was not celebrated in Vicksburg for a hundred years.


The North had won the war although in a way, the war has never ended. The South nursed resentment and indeed much of it was in ruins. The total death toll was around 750,000 and many more were injured. The southern economy was wrecked. The slaves had emancipation but what would they do?


Large plantations were divided into small shareholdings and the tenant farmers, mostly black, would work the land for a proportion of the proceeds. It was not profitable work. The disparity in wealth between the white and black citizens has not been solved to this day.


We turn specifically to the state of Mississippi itself where Elvis Presley was born and I want to show how significant its culture was to him. The state covers 50,000 square miles, which is half the size of the UK, and today’s population is around 3 million. It is low lying and everything is well below 1,000 feet. This being America, they still want to claim some mountains, say everything over 800 feet, and Woodall Mountain is very lucky at 807 feet to have that designation.


About 20% of the state’s residents lived in Jackson, which was torched three times in the Civil War, although the Governor’s mansion and the city hall were both spared. In more recent times, Jackson has been the subject of a biting duet recorded by both Lee Hazlewood and Nancy Sinatra and by Johnny Cash and his wife, June Carter. It remains a large city but it has now expanded over a wider area.


Mississippi, with good reason, is associated with the blues. The slaves had brought with them songs about their experiences in Africa and they were soon singing about what was happening around them, their only instruments being harmonicas and acoustic guitars. There would be spiritual songs praising the Lord, although they had little to thank him for, and there would be blues, which told it like it was.


The bluesman Charley Patton was probably born just outside Jackson in 1887 and his status as a blues singer and guitarist has increased with the years. One of his grandmothers was a Cherokee. He was raised on the Dockery Plantation near Ruleville, north of Jackson, which had been created out of swamp wilderness in 1895. Each of Dockery’s tenants was given a mule and 10 acres – today the norm is one man and a tractor for 1,000 acres – and they would spent their earnings at the company store. Many of Patton’s songs were about what he saw around him, such as the devastation caused by the boll weevil.


He pioneered the two-part single with ‘Prayer of Death’, ‘Dry Spell Blues’ and, most famously, ‘High Water Everywhere’ (1927) which was about the levees breaking their banks. He spent most of his life in Sunflower County and died there, being buried in Holly Ridge in 1934.


Also in 1927, and in total contrast to ‘High Water Everywhere’, the advantages of the Mississippi were celebrated by Oscar Hammerstein in his song, ‘Ol’ Man River’ which was magnificently sung by Paul Robeson in Show Boat. This song made valid points about atrocious working conditions, which was courageous for a Broadway musical. It was the first fully-integrated production on Broadway.


The general routine for the black workers and sharecroppers was working hard during the week, going to a juke joint on Saturday and seeking forgiveness for Saturday’s sins on Sunday. The word ‘juke’ (originally ‘jook’) came from an African word for disorderly, and the bars were a mixture of dancing, drinking and prostitution.


Black or white, people liked singing about what was happening around them. There are a lot of folk songs about the railroad and many of them are about crashes, as this was not the safest means of transport. Casey Jones was a railroad man for the Illinois Central Railroad and he was killed in 1900 when his passenger train collided with another at the station in Vaughan, Mississippi, just north of Jackson. His train was travelling at 75mph when he saw that another train was on the same line at the station. He applied the brakes and warned the passengers with his whistle. The other fireman jumped out and the trains collided at 35mph with Jones as the only casualty. The damage could have been much worse and Casey was depicted as a folk hero and there are many songs about him. There is a Casey Jones Museum at Vaughan, Mississippi.


Arthur ‘Big Boy’ Crudup was born in Forest, Mississippi, just east of Jackson in 1905. He had various agricultural jobs but he was a good, expressive singer and he was encouraged to learn the guitar when he was 32 years old, his first guitar having a broken neck. He was never especially proficient – all his recordings are in E – but he was an excellent songwriter. He recorded many tracks for Victor Records in the 1940s including ‘Mean Ole Frisco’ (1942) which was taken up by B.B. King in 1959 and has become a blues standard.


On 6 September 1946 Crudup recorded ‘That’s All Right’ (1946), also known as ‘I Don’t Know It’, with Judge Riley on drums and Ransom Knowling on bass, although it was the 1949 version, titled ‘That’s All Right (Mama)’, that Elvis knew best. That was the first-ever 45rpm release by a black performer and it was issued on orange vinyl. Because Crudup accepted $100 for each session, he never saw any royalties, a moral for any aspiring musician.


Victor let him go in 1954, the very year that Presley joined Sun and recorded Crudup’s ‘That’s All Right, Mama’, for his first single. In view of Elvis’s alleged mother fixation, it’s apt that a song with ‘mama’ in its lyric should be his first single, although the lyric refers to a girlfriend and not a mother.


Presley subsequently recorded ‘My Baby Left Me’ and ‘So Glad You’re Mine’ but Crudup was cheated out of royalties and, it must be said, Presley did nothing about it. This as we will see was by no means an isolated incident. Crudup returned to farming and did occasional gigs but not at harvest time. He had the nickname ‘Big Boy’ for many years and then he was billed as ‘The Father of Rock’n’Roll.’ Crudup died in 1974, and his family did receive some royalties after his death.


If there had been a court case over the song, I could imagine some clever lawyer saying that Arthur ‘Big Boy’ Crudup wasn’t entitled to anything as he had based ‘That’s All Right, Mama’ on ‘Black Snake Moan’ by Blind Lemon Jefferson.


Another bluesman, Elmore James, was born close to Jackson in Richland, Mississippi. He made his recording debut with his best-known recording, ‘Dust My Broom’ in 1952 but the song had come from Robert Johnson. His slide guitar riff has been copied by numerous rock bands.


Jackson is pretty well in the middle of Mississippi and to the north is Clarksdale, founded by John Clark in 1848. This city could with some conviction claim to be the home of the blues. In 1903, the bandleader W C Handy was waiting for a train at the nearby Tutwiler station. As he waited, he heard a black man playing his guitar by running a penknife across the strings. He was singing, ‘I’m goin’ where the Southern cross the Dog’, which sounds baffling until you learn it refers to two railroad companies, the second being Yellow Dog. Handy stole the line and wrote his own ‘Yellow Dog Blues’. Handy spent a couple of years in Clarksdale soaking up its culture or nicking ideas for songs, depending on how you look at it. In his teens, Elvis Presley would see R&B performers at the Handy Theatre, which had been named after him, in Memphis.


Gertrude Pridgett, who was born in Columbus, Georgia, in 1882, was the first blues singer to find national success. She worked as Ma Rainey which is appropriate as she is regarded as the Mother of the Blues. Her stately version of ‘See See Rider’, later known as ‘C.C. Rider’, and referring to a country circuit preacher was recorded in October 1924 with Louis Armstrong on cornet. It was revived by Ray Charles in 1949 and became an R&B hit for Chuck Willis and LaVern Baker. The song has developed into a rock’n’roll standard and Elvis used it to open his concerts. Why should Elvis have fallen in love with a preacher?


Bessie Smith, who was born in Chattanooga, Tennessee in 1894, had been discovered by John Hammond and recorded for the Columbia label. In January 1925, she recorded W.C. Handy’s ‘St Louis Blues’, again with Louis Armstrong on cornet, in New York City, a contender for the greatest record ever made. The song became a blues standard and Bessie Smith was known as the Empress of the Blues. In 1937, she and her driver and lover, Richard Morgan, collided with a truck just outside Clarksdale. Her record producer, John Hammond, wrote in the jazz magazine, Downbeat, that she had been refused treatment at a white hospital and the delay probably caused her death. This was untrue. She was taken to an Afro-American hospital in Clarksdale where her right arm was amputated. She died without regaining consciousness.”


Over 7,000 people lined the streets of Clarksdale for her funeral cortege but, despite her success, she was buried in an unmarked grave, unmarked that is until 1970 when Janis Joplin bought a headstone. This event is recounted in Dory Previn’s song, ‘Stone for Bessie Smith’. Janis Joplin said, ‘Bessie showed me the air and taught me how to fill it.’


The famed blues man Son House, born in Clarksdale in 1902, was already alive when Handy was there: John Lee Hooker followed in 1917 and Ike Turner in 1931. Muddy Waters, born in Rolling Fork, Mississippi, met Son House in a blues club in Clarksdale and was able to further his career. ZZ Top made a guitar from wood in Muddy’s old cabin. Elvis could have recorded any number of Muddy’s songs but the only one we know about is ‘Got My Mojo Workin’’.


Nobody knows exactly what happened to Robert Johnson. He was born just below Jackson in Hazlehurst in 1911, but it was in Clarksdale that he made a deal with the Devil. At midnight. At the intersection of Highways 49 and 61. Satan appeared in the form of a large black man, tuned his guitar, sang a few songs and disappeared. It’s a variation of the Faustian pact and I don’t believe it. Someone was having him on, but the important point is that Johnson himself believed this and it came out in his music: ‘Cross Road Blues’, ‘Me and the Devil Blues’ and ‘Hellhound on My Trail.’ Elvis Presley recorded a variation of his final recording, ‘Milkcow’s Calf Blues’, from 1937.


It wasn’t the Devil that did for Robert Johnson, but what was in his trousers. He had been carrying on with the wife of a juke joint proprietor in Greenwood. He was playing there on 13 August 1938 and he drank some whisky poisoned with strychnine. He left the stage when he became delusional and he died three days later, the first member of the 27 club. He was buried close by in a church graveyard in Morgan City. (Don’t be confused by these names: Morgan City only has a population of 250. It’s like the so-called mountains in Mississippi.)


As I was writing this, I broke off to read the latest NME and there is a picture of Justin Bieber on stage with a jacket that has ‘Bigger than Satan’ on the back – so this reverses the story and the Devil in 2016 would want a deal with him.


I was hoping to get to the bottom of the Robert Johnson story as David ‘Honeyboy’ Edwards was coming to play in Birkenhead in the north-west of England in 2008 at the age of 93. The promoter said that I could talk to him before the show but ‘he does get very tired these days’. I arrived early and went backstage. His dressing-room door was open and there was David ‘Honeyboy’ Edwards fast asleep on a chair. I tiptoed away and waited for the concert. I wasn’t surprised – he was doing nine gigs in ten days.


Honeyboy didn’t look a day over 80 and he did very little talking. Probably unknowingly, he repeated songs and his singing and his playing were somewhat erratic. Quite often I couldn’t make out what he was mumbling but he did include a line about ‘Bo Diddley died tonight’. He sang ‘Sweet Home Chicago’ which he is reputed to have written – when you’re the last man standing, you can claim anything – but that song is usually associated with Robert Johnson.


Robert Johnson was on the verge of a breakthrough. He had been discovered by John Hammond and he would have been part of the Spirituals to Swing concert at Carnegie Hall in December 1938, which introduced sophisticated New Yorkers to the blues. His place was taken by Big Bill Broonzy, who sang as he ploughed the fields with his mule. Indeed, he was introduced as a Mississippi plough-hand.


Broonzy became an influential bluesman, introducing the blues to Britain and playing at the new Cavern club in March 1957. He fell off the train at Lime Street Station and he was introduced as ‘Big Bill Bruised Knees’. How he must have loved that Liverpool humour. He could match them though. Broonzy went into a transport café and asked if everything was with chips. On being told it was, he said, ‘In that case I’ll have a double Scotch with chips.’ He died the following year.


Robert Johnson’s recordings have aged well and ‘Sweet Home Chicago’ had a new lease of life in the film, The Blues Brothers (1980). Both Peter Green and Eric Clapton have recorded albums of his songs and the Rolling Stones recorded ‘Love in Vain’.


A story to equal Robert Johnson’s has to be Sam Cooke’s. Sam Cooke was born in Clarksdale in 1931 and he had a voice to rival Elvis Presley’s. Between 1951 and 1956 he sang with the Soul Stirrers, a major gospel group. They recorded for the Specialty label and their producer, Bumps Blackwell, wanted Sam to record secular material. On paper, ‘You Send Me’ has a trite lyric but Sam Cooke did so much with it and this led to a succession of major pop hits including ‘Chain Gang’ and ‘Cupid’. Inspired by ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’, he wrote about Civil Rights in ‘A Change is Gonna Come’, a courageous record for a mainstream pop performer.


It seems as though there were several Sam Cookes as his output is so varied. His voice is so different on his two live albums; one sweet and sophisticated to match the Copacabana night club and one from the depths of Harlem on which he sounds like Wilson Pickett – a fantastic recording.


In December 1964, Sam Cooke took a girl to a motel in Los Angeles and she stole his clothes and his money. He chased after her and believed that the owner was shielding her. Terrified at being confronted by the angry and trouserless Cooke, the owner shot him. There have been conspiracy theories but the most obvious explanation is probably the truth: she was scared and shot him.


In 1933 Harold Lloyd Jenkins was born close to Clarksdale at Friar’s Point with his father naming him after a silent film comedian. After hearing Elvis Presley on Sun Records in Memphis, he asked the proprietor Sam Phillips for an audition and he was to record for him. He chose the name Conway Twitty from looking at road maps: there is a Conway, Arkansas and a Twitty, Texas. Moving to MGM in 1958, he had a transatlantic No.1 with ‘It’s Only Make Believe’ and Peter Sellers was to parody him as Twit Conway. The record is so like Elvis that many believed it was Elvis under a pseudonym. Indeed, my guess would be that Conway wrote the song after hearing Elvis sing ‘Lonesome Cowboy’ in Loving You (1957) and combined it with Paul Anka’s ‘(All of a Sudden) My Heart Sings’. Elvis even croaked like Conway in his song and Conway turned this into a trademark, overdoing it for his country hits. Elvis never sang ‘It’s Only Make Believe’ but Glen Campbell gave it the Vegas treatment.


Clarksdale is seen as a musical city, holding an annual blues festival. You can stay at the Shack Up Inn and get the full sharecropper’s experience in a rustic cabin, which might be taking the heritage tradition a little too far. The actor Morgan Freeman opened a plush restaurant, the Madidi, but it closed in 2013 after 12 years.


Dropping down south from Clarksdale about 40 miles, there is another musical hotspot around Greenwood. The soul singer Betty Everett was born there and her sometime singing partner Jerry Butler was born nearby in Sunflower, both in 1939. Elvis was to record Butler’s song ‘Only the Strong Survive’. Butler had a wonderful voice but he left the music business for politics.


Riley B. King was born close to Greenwood, in Indianola in 1925. He quit sharecropping and went to Memphis where he became known as the Beale Street Blues Boy, later Blues Boy King and then B.B. King. He became a radio disc-jockey and he was recording from 1949. He topped the Billboard R&B chart for five weeks with ‘3 O’Clock Blues’ in 1952. Ike Turner played piano on another 1952 success, ‘Story from My Heart and Soul’. He was recording at Sun before Elvis and he called his guitar Lucille – well, every one of his guitars was called Lucille. He played 15,000 gigs.


About 50 miles from Greenwood is Greenville where the creator of the Muppets, Jim Henson was born in 1936. There is a museum with his pre-Kermit figures on display. The Muppets were to run Great Moments in Elvis History with such lines in Elvis Caesar as ‘Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your steers’ and the response to ‘Et tu, Brute?’ is ‘No, I ate three.’


Close to Greenwood is the small community of Winona, where Roebuck Staples was born in 1914. He learnt guitar through listening to Charley Patton. He became known as Pops Staples as he formed a family group with his daughters; Pervis, Cleotha, Yvonne and Mavis. They became known for such spirituals as ‘Uncloudy Day’, ‘Will the Circle Be Unbroken’ and an original song from Roebuck, though based on a spiritual, ‘This May Be the Last Time’ (1960), which was reworked by the Rolling Stones. Mavis Staples nearly married Bob Dylan. In the 1970s they became more commercial and politically conscious with ‘Respect Yourself’ and ‘I’ll Take You There’.


The film Ode To Billie Joe (1976) was shot north of Jackson in Greenwood, but nobody paid much attention to it, still preferring to wonder what Billie Joe McAllister threw off the Tallahatchie Bridge. What does it matter? It’s fiction, but the bridge is real enough. The song was written and recorded by Bobbie Gentry, a dead ringer for the late 60s version of Priscilla Presley. Bobbie’s real name was Roberta Lee Streeter, and she was born just south of Tupelo in Chickasaw County, Mississippi in 1944. In 1967, she was signed by Capitol Records and the intention was to put her funky ‘Mississippi Delta’ out as a single. It was based on a local children’s rhyme ‘Niki Hoeky’, which has been recorded in various forms by Redbone, P.J. Proby and Aretha Franklin. She came up with a story song for the B-side, ‘Ode to Billie Joe’, and the 45 was quickly flipped and became an international hit. Bobbie was married to the singer Jim Stafford but only for a year – presumably she didn’t care for spiders and snakes. That’s nothing – there had been panthers and bears on the Mississippi Delta as late as 1900.


The population of Mississippi is around 60% white and the overall impression is of hillbillies and rednecks. This is the problem with Albert Goldman’s biography of Elvis Presley where the New York professor goes out of his way to mock the southern way of life and Elvis never stood a chance.


A simple example is the way in which the language of the South is mocked. Pat Boone told me of the problems in maintaining his university education whilst singing rock’n’roll. ‘I had transferred from North Texas State to Columbia University in New York. This is one of our great universities and Randy Wood was asking me to do Fats Domino’s ‘Ain’t That a Shame’. I said, ‘I know it’s a hit song, but can’t we change the title to ‘Isn’t It a Shame’? We tried it but it didn’t sound like rock’n’roll. I wound up recording it as ‘Ain’t That a Shame’. I was majoring in English with a No.l record and I thought, ‘They are going to expel me for this.’ They didn’t and ‘ain’t’ became a good word. It’s now in the dictionary.’ This enlightening quote sums up Pat Boone’s attitude to rock’n’roll and, if I’d thought quicker, I would have said, ‘But what about Fats Waller’s ‘Ain’t Misbehavin’’, which was written in 1929?’


But ‘ain’t’ ain’t exclusively southern. It can be found in Dickens but it was used in the South, along with more specific terms like ‘y’all’ for ‘you all’. People were ‘fixin’ to do’ things, even ‘fixin’ to die’. If there was an abundance of something, it could be ‘a mess of…’ which led to New Yorker Doc Pomus writing ‘A Mess of Blues’ for Elvis. He knew Elvis would be hooked by the title.


There are many ways in which southern speech is different. I have interviewed many male southern singers and they invariably call their father ‘Daddy’. Elvis referred to Vernon Presley as ‘Daddy’. I don’t know any adults in the UK who do that and indeed, it would sound very strange if they did.


Surprisingly for the civilised world, education was only made mandatory in Mississippi in 1982, but there were certainly cultural hotspots in the state. Up in the North and just 50 miles from Tupelo is Oxford. It deliberately chose its name in the hope of having the state university located there and indeed, the University of Mississippi opened in 1848. The timing was bad as the city was torched in the Civil War.


The university came to be known as Ole Miss and in 1962, James Meredith became the first black student to enrol at Ole Miss. This caused riots and two people died during the fighting. The Governor of Mississippi, Ross Barnett, supported segregation and his supporters had a badge which said, ‘NEVER’. At his graduation, Meredith wore the badge upside down. The schools in Mississippi were not integrated until the late 60s and there is still tension today.


The Nobel prize-winning novelist, William Faulkner, lived in the area and wrote about it. He concluded, ‘I discovered that my little postage stamp of native soil was worth writing about and I would never live long enough to exhaust it.’ His books were frequently set in the fictional Yoknapatawpha County and his most famous novel is The Sound and the Fury (1929). Faulkner lived at Rowan Oak in Oxford from 1930 until his death in 1962 and his former home is open for tourists.


The playwright Tennessee Williams grew up around Columbus, Mississippi and then moved to Clarksdale. His plays including A Streetcar Named Desire (1947) and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955) are as hot and steamy as the climate. He could have remained Tom Williams but he chose Tennessee, the state in which his father was born. Marlon Brando established his reputation through Williams’ work and the thought of appearing in something by Williams, who lived until 1983, must have crossed Elvis’ mind. It would have been a movie, as Elvis lacked the discipline to star in a Broadway play.


Joel Williamson in his book Elvis Presley – A Southern Life concludes, ‘It was precisely because the culture wracked its people with such emotional violence over generations that its artists in the twentieth century achieved such power in interpreting humanity in America.’ The chief artists in his opinion were William Faulkner, Tennessee Williams and Elvis Presley, who had lived within 40 miles of each other.


Alongside these greats, I would place the music of the Band. No other music group has captured the feel of the South so dramatically and that most of their songs were written by Robbie Robertson, who was raised in Canada, makes this all the more remarkable, although admittedly their drummer and often lead singer Levon Helm claimed that Robbie had been listening to his stories. There is no better way of immersing yourself in the South than by listening to their second album, The Band, recorded in 1969.


Despite all the positive aspects of the expansion into the South, it has to be said that the treatment of the indigenous population by the white settlers was shameful. There were conflicts with many of the tribes and in Mississippi the French wanted to build a village with a tobacco plantation. Some African slaves supported the Natchez in their opposition but they were beaten by the French with their allies from the Choctaw tribe, which gives you an idea of how shaky the alliances were.


There is an historic route, 440 miles long, called the Old Natchez Trace which stretches from the city of Natchez to Nashville, Tennessee. As it goes through Jackson up to Kosciusko, you are reaching the birthplace of Oprah Winfrey in 1954. As it happens, the visitor centre of Old Natchez Trace is in Tupelo, which is the halfway mark. The road is used by cyclists as commercial vehicles are banned.


There was a huge dance hall for the black community in Natchez, and Walter Barnes and his Royal Creolians were appearing in April 1940. The owner had decorated the hall with Spanish moss and fairy lights and sprayed them with mosquito repellent. He nailed the windows shut and locked the back exit so that nobody could get in without paying. The place was full and a wayward cigarette started a blaze. Over 200 died in the conflagration, including most of the band, and Howlin’ Wolf sang about it in ‘Natchez Burnin’ (1956).


Big Joe Williams was born in Crawford in 1903 and his father was a Cherokee, Red Bone Williams. After an argument, his father threw him out and this might have influenced his bad-tempered blues songs. He rambled a lot, argued a lot, played a nine-string guitar of his own creation and recorded two blues classics, ‘Baby Please Don’t Go’ and ‘Crawlin’ King Snake’. Bob Dylan played and sang back-up on his 1962 album, Three Kings and a Queen, and he was a mentor to Mike Bloomfield. He made little money and died in a caravan back in Crawford in 1982.


Arguably the prime mover at Chess Records was Willie Dixon, who had been born in Vicksburg in 1915. He played bass and could produce records but his main skill was as a songwriter and he wrote ‘Little Red Rooster’ and ‘Hoochie Coochie Man’.


Bo Diddley was also with Chess. He was born Ellas Bates (later McDaniel) in McComb, Mississippi, north of New Orleans in 1928. He started as a boxer where he received the sobriquet Bo Diddley, and he worked the clubs in Chicago. He recorded a demo of ‘Bo Diddley’ in 1954 and recorded it at Chess in 1955. Bo Diddley is known for his beat and his custom-made guitars. Bo was once asked if Elvis had copied him and he replied, ‘If he copied me, I don’t care and more power to him. I’m not starving.’


Bo was less generous in his praise for other artists, whom he regarded as stealing his ‘shave and a haircut, two bits’ sound, though he himself had purloined it. Buddy Holly used his rhythm for ‘Not Fade Away’ and as if to admit the point, also recorded ‘Bo Diddley’. The Everly Brothers sang his praises. Bo Diddley was a major influence on the British R&B groups around 1963/4 and The Animals sang about him visiting their local club in ‘The Story of Bo Diddley’. The song, ‘Mockingbird’ has a lot in common with ‘Bo Diddley’ and Bo also wrote ‘Love is Strange’, but using his wife’s name.


When all is going well, the cities around the mouth of the Mississippi are tourist resorts. Jimmy Buffett was born on Christmas Day, 1946 in Pascagoula, very close to Biloxi and as his song says, he is the ‘son of the son of a sailor’. He tells of the grandpa’s life in ‘The Captain and the Kid’. His father was a naval architect, often taking Jimmy on sailing trips. He came to prominence with the splendidly-named album A White Sport Coast and a Pink Crustacean in 1973. He moved to Key West and he has released numerous albums about ‘wasting away in Margaritaville’. Don’t be misled by his good-for-nothing image; He is a highly astute business man and a top-ranking performer. He has some Margaritaville resorts and before the flooding you could stay in one in Biloxi. Elvis Presley never exploited his fame like this and think how much more famous he was than Jimmy Buffett and how much more successful his records were than ‘Margaritaville’.


In 2015 Buffett received an honorary degree from the University of Miami and, wearing flip-flops, aviator sunglasses and an academic gown, he told the students that ‘sitting on your ass in front of a screen’ is not surfing and to ‘get out and see the world.’ The full speech is worth checking out on YouTube.


Chris LeDoux was born in Biloxi in 1948 and he became a rodeo champion, especially in bareback riding. He has released many albums about his rodeo life and being promoted by Garth Brooks has brought him to a wider public. A more contemporary group, 3 Doors Down, was formed in Escatawpa, just up from Pascagoula.


Despite natural resources, the people of Mississippi still experience considerable poverty and the situation has not been helped by extremes in climate. Flooding is common and although giant levees have been built to protect the farmland, they sometimes fail.


In 2005, there was massive flooding around New Orleans and you will recall those extraordinary shots of boats in trees. The town of Waveland, Mississippi was wiped out, but it is gradually being restored.


The Mississippi legislature appreciated that casinos could help their economy but the legislation was such they were not allowed on land. Hence, they were built offshore, mostly around Biloxi. Ironically, with Hurricane Katrina, many of the floating casinos were tossed inland. New, land-based casinos have since been permitted.


As far as I can tell, no major musicians were born in Tupelo before Elvis Presley, but a couple came close.


Tammy Wynette was born Virginia Pugh in Tremont, 25 miles east of Tupelo on 5 May 1942. She picked cotton as a child, married at 17 and trained as a hairdresser. She was pilloried for saying she would support her husband right or wrong in ‘Stand by Your Man’, but her own life was more complicated than that as she was married several times and her second biggest single was ‘D.I.V.O.R.C.E’, which was wickedly parodied by Billy Connolly. No matter what she did, her strident voice was always defiantly country. As Billie Jo Spears remarked, ‘You can’t go pop with a mouthful of firecrackers.’


Close to Tupelo, Chester Burnett, who became Howlin’ Wolf, was born in West Point, Mississippi, in 1910. He was singing in the forces and then on a Memphis radio station after the war, also working as a disc jockey. Sam Phillips recognised his potential but Wolf made deals with the Bihari brothers in California and the Chess brothers in Chicago. He settled in Chicago but his earlier releases were made by Phillips and set the template for his later work. He said his main influence was Charley Patton but nobody, absolutely nobody, sang like Howlin’ Wolf, whose voice was as abrasive as it was dramatic. At six foot six and well over 20 stone, he also looked fearsome, the sort of musician who always got paid: indeed, he was financially astute.


I have been selective in the names that I have cited in this introduction but it is true to say that Elvis was born into a very rich musical community, immersed in gospel music and the blues and with the most innovative sounds coming from black singers. Unlike the Beatles, whose main inspiration came from outside their homeland and included Elvis himself, Elvis found it on his doorstep. He was totally influenced by local culture and he was able to bring it to the world with his own unique twist.


Although blues is often seen as a downbeat music, many performers were daring and exciting. In his song, ‘Graceland’, Paul Simon says that the Mississippi Delta was shining like a National guitar. That image shone through the best of Elvis Presley’s work.



II. Got a Lot o’ Livin’ to Do, 1935–1948


Much has been written about the relationship between Elvis and his mother, Gladys, and surprisingly little about Elvis and his father, Vernon. No matter how derogatory the articles and books about Elvis may be, none of them question Elvis’ love for his parents, nor theirs for Elvis. Several writers have attempted to make something of it – did he have an unnatural love for his mother and did their intense devotion contaminate all his relationships with women? Or is this just wishful thinking on behalf of the authors? Every writer wants to uncover something sensational in his subject’s past but he shouldn’t distort the facts to do so.


Whilst the truth behind the relationship of Elvis and Gladys may be more conventional, Elvis’ family tree is remarkable. When he became famous, a reporter asked Vernon and Gladys about their background but they could only go back a couple of generations. That’s nothing unusual, as most people know little about their great-grandparents.


Reviewers praised Jerry Hopkins’ biography, Elvis, for being ‘thoroughly researched and meticulously detailed’, but this 1971 biography contained little about Elvis Presley’s antecedents. For all his faults, Albert Goldman was the first to document Elvis’ Cherokee ancestry, and, had Elvis been alive, I am sure he would have thanked him for it, though not for the rest of the book. Elaine Dundy spent many months in Tupelo researching her unique Elvis and Gladys. Elvis, who had a tremendous sense of humour, would have been enthralled to read about his background, yet he died knowing little of his heritage. How sad that he didn’t spend some of his wealth in acquiring the knowledge for himself.


We can trace Presley’s family tree back to Morning Dove White, a full-blooded Cherokee on his mother’s side. In the early nineteenth century, there were not enough white southern girls to go around, so many hot-blooded males took Indian brides, and the Cherokees intermarried extensively. This ancestry can be seen in Gladys Presley’s dark eyes and hair: consider how convincing Elvis was as a half-caste in Flaming Star, but in purely statistical terms, he was only 3% Cherokee.


No Cherokees infiltrate the Presley, originally Pressley, line, which can be traced back to Scotland. Andrew Presley from Greenock moved to Ireland because of the highland clearances, that is, the change from arable to sheep farming. Once in Ireland, the family encountered hardship during the famine and they moved to America in 1745.


I must thank my friend, the blues expert Bob Groom, for linking some things which had never occurred to me. He thinks that the family name, Presley or Pressley, may originate from Wales, the famous Land of Song. In Pembrokeshire, there is a range of hills called the Preseli Mountains – and only a few miles to the west is an area known as St Elvis with a St Elvis Farm.


And yes, there really was a St. Elvis (possibly Eilfyw or Eilfw in Welsh), who was the Bishop of Munster and had baptised St. David, who is now the patron saint of Wales. Bear in mind too that Gladys is a Welsh name and that Elvis was friendly with Tom Jones: why did he love his accent?


There was a 17th-century politician Sir Gervase Helwys, who was a lieutenant at the Tower of London but got embroiled in a murder plot and was hanged in 1615. Could the name Helwys have become Elvis with the years?


What a rum lot they are in that family tree: they seem randy as hell and nobody knew about birth control. On Vernon’s side, there’s Dunnan Presley Jr, a Civil War deserter who was married four times simultaneously, and Dunnan Jr’s daughter Rosella Presley with her brood of illegitimate children. One of her sons was Jessie D. McDowell Presley (1896–1973), Elvis’ grandfather. A slim, handsome man with raven black hair, he was raised in poverty and his only ambition was to buy an expensive suit. If J.D. knew who his father was, he never said, but why’s the McDowell in there? Could it be that his grandson should really be Elvis McDowell? Another of Rosella’s sons, Noah, was Mayor of Tupelo, when Elvis was born in 1935.


On Gladys’ side, there’s John Mansell, who abandoned his wife, Elizabeth, and his ‘other wife’ (her sister) and all their assorted children. Gladys’ own parents were first cousins. Some Jewish blood was introduced into the tree by Nancy Burdine and this may have led to Gladys being buried with a Star of David on her grave – Elvis joked that she was ‘covering her options’, but he thought the same way himself. By similar statistics, Elvis had 6% Jewish blood.


Going back to Andrew Presley in 1745, it is possible to follow another line of the family and reach Thomas Presley in 1860 who was a registered slave owner around Kosciusko, some 50 miles from Tupelo. Among his slaves were two boys, who were mulattos (mixed race) and living with their mother. It is possible that Thomas Presley was their father. One of those boys is Oprah Winfrey’s great-grandfather, and so Oprah and Elvis could be distantly related. On the other band, slaves were often given the surnames of their owners, so the fact that there is a Presley in her family line is not proof of a sexual liaison.


Despite Andrew Presley Jr (1754–1855) making it to 101, there are numerous early deaths in the family tree. Two of Gladys’ brothers, Travis and Johnny, died young – both heavy drinkers and prone to brandishing knives and guns. Sexual promiscuity is rife throughout the family tree, so Elvis inherited this from his forefathers. Among the many children, there are three sets of twins (two on Gladys’ side, one on Vernon’s), so it is not surprising that Vernon and Gladys had twins.


Both their families had settled around Tupelo (pronounced Too-pello), which had a population of around 30,000. The city had been named after a tree that was known in the area. Its bark was very good for woodcarving and its gum was used in furniture. The natural food included polk salad.


Gladys Love Smith – the Love being a family name – was born on a farm in Pontotoc, ten miles from Tupelo, on 25 April 1912. She worked in the fields, she loved singing in church and she liked dancing. She was enraptured by Jimmie Rodgers’ music, her favourite track being ‘Mean Mama Blues’. Tiring of farm life, she moved to East Tupelo – the poor side of Tupelo – in 1932, stayed with relations and worked at the Tupelo Garment Factory for $2 a day.


Vernon Elvis Presley – the Elvis because his mother Minnie Mae liked the sound of the name – was born in Fulton, Mississippi on 10 April 1916. Elvis was not a unique name, but it was not commonplace: a bit like Spencer really. It is an anagram of lives, veils and evils, but, try as I may, I can’t make anything significant from that.


Another Elvis, Elvis Costello, comments, ‘All his family had names that look like anagrams! Some of them may have suffered from being spelt wrong on electoral registers. He had lots of relations with very unusual names but maybe a lot of people in the South did. People came to America with Irish and Hungarian names and they either wrote them down incorrectly or deliberately changed them so they would be easier to assimilate.’


Vernon dropped out of school and had no regular job when he met Gladys. They both liked singing in church and roller-skating and after a two-month courtship, they were married on 7 June 1933. Because official record-keeping was poor, they could lie about their ages – even on the marriage certificate, Vernon is 22 and Gladys 19. In reality, Vernon was 17 and Gladys 21, which, for that time and place, was old for a first-time bride.


Elvis himself didn’t know Gladys’ true age until her death. In keeping with this bizarre family tree, Vernon’s brother, Vester, married Gladys’ sister, Clettes, in 1935. Vernon, with Vester and his father’s help, built their first home on the Old Saltillo Road. The plot and the materials cost $150. Vernon himself was in and out of jobs – he wasn’t stupid but he was work shy.


Gladys stopped making shirts when she fell ill, which we can now see was the consequence of carrying twins with a bad liver. The factory had a collection for her and gathered $10. They bought sheets and blankets for the baby – they didn’t know it would be twins. They didn’t give cash as they knew Vernon would drink it away.


At 4am on 8 January 1935, Gladys Presley gave birth to Jessie Garon, the Jessie being after Vernon’s father. Jessie had been out drinking and he was drunk when he arrived at their shack. He congratulated them on the birth. Vernon said, ‘Goddammit, Daddy, can’t you see the baby is dead?’


The doctor stayed around and then at 4.35am, the second child was born. Elvis said that there was a strange blue light around the moon, but we don’t know who told him that or if he made it up. Elvis also said, ‘If my twin brother had lived, do you think the world could have handled two?’


Jessie Garon was already dead by the time his brother came into the world. It was typical of the time and the place to give twins matching names – hence, Jessie Garon and Elvis Aaron, and Elvis’ second name was after Aaron Kennedy from the First Assembly of God church.


Vernon placed Jessie’s body in a shoe box and buried him in an unmarked grave. How much emphasis do we place on the twin and his effect on Elvis Presley’s life? In the first Elvis biopic starring Kurt Russell in 1979, Elvis talks to his twin but this seems fanciful. None of his associates mention this. Lamar Fike says he was working with Elvis for some years before he even knew there had been a twin.


It does, however, seem that Gladys said, ‘When one twin dies, the one who lives gets the strength of both.’ This was supposed to give encouragement although it may have been taken the wrong way. Biographer Ray Connolly: ‘Elvis wasn’t the only person to have been a surviving twin but I don’t think other mothers brought it up the way that Gladys Presley did. She kept talking about it and telling him that he had inherited all the good properties of the one who died. His mother doted on him. She always told him he was special – she didn’t really know that but in actual fact, he was. He was a weird bloke from the start: when he was 16 at school he was in outlandish clothes. He was wearing clothes that black guys were wearing on stage. In his own mind he was a star.’


The big stars of Las Vegas were Liberace, Frank Sinatra and Elvis Presley. Liberace and Presley were surviving twins and Sinatra was an only child, as his mother couldn’t have further children. They all adored their mothers and loved displaying their wealth. Both Liberace and Presley would display their jewellery and ask audiences if they loved it; ‘You should do,’ they’d remark, ‘You paid for it.’


The shack where Elvis was born was sturdy as it survived a tornado when he was one year old and is still standing as a tourist attraction in Tupelo, admittedly in a new location. The outhouse has not survived and there’s not much to see: a two-room shack with each room measuring 15 feet by 15 feet. Still, the Tupelo Mississippi Flash was born there.


The address is now 306 Elvis Presley Drive and is part of a 15-acre complex with a museum and a memorial chapel. It is reputed to have 100,000 visitors a year; that’s 300 people a day going into that little shack which seems excessive to me, but maybe some are just visiting the grounds.


There is a marker there for the Mississippi Blues Trail, which is highly unusual for a white performer, another one being for Mose Allison. You can visit the long-standing Johnnie’s Drive-in for a hamburger and a Coke, just as Elvis would have done.


Holly Springs, Mississippi was ideally placed for Elvis fans by being midway between Tupelo and Memphis. A local eccentric and Elvis collector, Paul MacLeod renamed his home, Graceland Too, filled it with Elvis memorabilia and opened it to the public. He named his son, Elvis Aaron Presley MacLeod. As well as being the tour guide, MacLeod would impersonate The King, and in his off-duty hours, he would log all the Elvis references he could find in the media.


Graceland Too was the No.1 tourist attraction in Holly Springs (population 8,000) but in July 2014, Dwight Taylor knocked on his door at 11pm, demanding money. He broke the glass on the front door and forced his way inside. When he refused to leave, MacLeod shot him. MacLeod cooperated with police and no charges were filed. Two days later, MacLeod was found dead on the porch. He was already unhealthy and the stress had killed him. The contents of his home have been auctioned. Graceland Too is no more.


Excuse the diversion, but there are so many ways this story can go, and we will come across a large number of gun-related incidents. Back to Elvis One. I don’t know whether you want to know this or not but it is clear from remarks made on stage that Elvis was uncircumcised.


In 1937, Vernon sold a hog to his landlord for $4. Unhappy with the price and egged on by Gladys’ feckless brother Travis, he altered the cheque to $14. He was caught and he, Travis and another friend were each sentenced to three years in prison. This was excessively hard but typical for poor southerners who had to be kept in line.


You must have seen the picture of the three-year-old Elvis with his parents. Elvis wears a hat and overalls and even then has that trademark curl to his upper lip. The picture is posed and no one is smiling and it has the same stark reality as Grant Wood’s American Gothic, which was painted in 1930. Why do they look so sad? Why is Gladys gripping Vernon’s shoulder? Why is the background a cement wall? Possibly the picture was taken at the police station as a keepsake for Gladys.


Vernon was taken to the Mississippi State Prison which was 50 miles away in Parchman. The prison had been built (by prisoners!) in 1901 and effectively the convicts were worked like slaves. They had to work on the farm, hence the name Parchman Farm.


In 1927, Son House had been in a juke joint when a customer started shooting, wounding him in the leg. Son House shot back and killed him. For this he was sentenced to 15 years in Parchman Farm, but the evidence was reassessed and he was out in two.


The blues singer and guitarist Booker T. Washington White was born about 20 miles from Tupelo in 1909, and his name was shortened to Bukka White. He was recording from the early 1930s but his career was side-tracked in 1937 when he was ambushed one night by a group of thugs. He stood his ground and shot one of them dead. He was sent to Parchman Farm for two years but the Governor took him off normal work duties and had him form a prison band. He was there at the same time as Vernon but we don’t know if they met. When he was released he recorded ‘Parchman Farm Blues’. This is not the same song as the jazzy ‘Parchman Farm’, first written and recorded by the white blues artist, Mose Allison, on an album wittily entitled Local Colour in 1957. That song has been recorded by Georgie Fame, John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers and John Hammond, the blues-singing son of the afore-mentioned John Hammond.


Parchman had an infamously strict regime and you would have thought that the inmates had neither the strength nor the inclination for sex. However, the Governor in the late 1930s wanted to eliminate homosexuality and he introduced conjugal rights. Vernon qualified for this and so most weekends, Gladys and the young Elvis would make the 100-mile round trip to Parchman so that Vernon could enjoy jailhouse cock.


It is known that on at least one visit, Elvis didn’t wave goodbye to Vernon, but, heck, he was only three years old and how would you feel if you’d been left with a warden whilst your parents went to the married quarters?


Things were bad for Vernon and equally bad for Gladys. She could not maintain the payments on their shack and it was repossessed in 1938. She moved in with a cousin who looked after Elvis while Gladys worked in a laundry.


Elvis said in 1956, ‘I’ve always liked music. My mother and dad both liked to sing. They tell me that when I was about three or four years old, I got away from them in church and walked up in front of the choir and started beating time.’ Interesting that Elvis should pick that age as that is when Vernon was in prison.


Vernon found it hard to get work once he was released, after 18 months’ incarceration, in 1939. He did work in a shipyard in Pascagoula on the Gulf Coast for some months in 1940 and the family lived next door to Vernon’s uncle, Sales, and his wife, Annie, but both families were to return to Tupelo. Then in 1942, he found regular employment, building a prisoner-of-war camp 200 miles away. A tax bill has come to light for 1943 showing that Vernon and Gladys had earned $1,232 and had to pay $12 tax.


Gladys had a miscarriage and was not able to have further children. As their only living child, Elvis looks out of place in that heavily populated family tree.


A misrepresentation: Gladys walked Elvis to Lawhon Elementary School every day and then to Milam Junior High. This continued until Elvis was in his teens, so was she overly protective towards him? She might have been but that is not the evidence for that. Vernon saw no value in book learning: in his view, you learned a trade by working with others. Gladys, on the other hand, appreciated the advantages of being educated and wanted to ensure that Elvis didn’t abscond. She was determined that Elvis should graduate, which he did. Although Gladys walked him to school, Elvis came home alone.


No one needed to force Elvis to go to church. The Presleys attended the First Assembly of God church and Elvis, young or old, never doubted his faith. It was a country church that only seated 50. Nowadays the building has a new home as part of the tourism site. Donna Presley Early, Elvis’ cousin said, ‘We are part of the Assembly of God and it is great. We enjoy the music and we clap our hands. Music can touch your heart like nothing else can and going to church is like going to a concert.’


Elvis never mentioned his dad’s prison record. Gospel singing became the foundation of his work. He recorded many gospel songs and frequently he began recording sessions by singing old-time hymns. On a more superficial level, he got his wiggle from the emotional outpourings of the Pentecostal preachers. He was instructed in fundamentalism and he wrote his comments and thoughts in several Bibles.


Elvis befriended the local celebrity, country singer Mississippi Slim (Walter Horn). When only eight, he was performing with him on local radio in Tupelo. He was less confident when it came to speech. He didn’t have a bad stammer and I thought it was simply Elvis speaking before he had collected his thoughts. Ray Connolly thinks otherwise, ‘Elvis was the one who said he had a stammer, although in America they call it a stutter. He would get stuck over certain letters, t-t-t-t. I had a much more severe stammer and I would get locked on the words and it was terrible. I don’t know how I got over it. It is something to do with electrical circuits in the brain. School was a nightmare for me and it was still bad at university. Elvis had a repetitive thing and it would come out on stage. As soon as I met Elvis, he noticed straight away that I had a stammer, and he was very kind to me.’


The Tupelo Hardware Store has been at 114 W. Main Street since 1926. It was an all-purpose store and Elvis bought his first guitar there, admittedly a cheap and nasty one for $8 for his tenth birthday but it got him started. To commemorate this purchase, the Tupelo Hardware Store sells inscribed guitar picks as souvenirs.


Significantly, the young Elvis had wanted a rifle rather than a guitar. When some jealous school children cut the strings, others clubbed together to buy new ones…and Elvis wished that he’d had that rifle. His musical talent was recognised, as he received an A in music from Milam Junior High.


The country singer Red Foley had written and recorded a doleful song about the life and death of his dog, Old Shep. Elvis loved ‘Old Shep’ and performed it at every opportunity. In 1945, a teacher entered him in the Mississippi-Alabama Fair and Dairy Show, which took place West of the town. It was Elvis’ first large audience – up to 2,000 people – and Elvis tugged at the heartstrings and came fifth. The winner, Shirley Jones, was from the same school and Elvis sang duets with her on school shows. Elvis remembered the day more for the beating he got from his mother for going on ‘dangerous’ fairground rides.


Memphis, Tennessee is 50 miles north-west of Tupelo, Mississippi. Vernon had found regular work in Memphis and the family decided to move. Elvis would soon be in his second hometown.





CHAPTER 2


Long Distance Information


‘Before Elvis hit it big, a bunch of us used to meet on Beale Street. We told him that he wouldn’t go anywhere with a name like Elvis Presley: he’d have to change it. In 1954, Elvis Presley couldn’t even spell Memphis: in 1957, he owned it.’
Ronnie Hawkins


I. Tennessee Saturday Night


In terms of size, Tennessee is a little bigger than Mississippi but it has twice the population with six million inhabitants and two particularly large cities – the capital Nashville (650,000 citizens) and Memphis (655,000). After them, it’s a significant drop to Knoxville and Chattanooga with around 180,000 apiece.


Tennessee is landlocked, surrounded by eight other states, and going clockwise from the top left corner: Missouri, Kentucky, Virginia, North Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and Arkansas. The state’s name comes from a Cherokee word for ‘river of the great bend’, a reference to the Little Tennessee River on the eastern side of the state.


The Mississippi River forms the western boundaries of the state and because the fertile Mississippi Delta reminded the office-bearers of the Nile, the name ‘Memphis’ was taken from Egypt. This link has never been forgotten as a 32-storey pyramid was built and opened in Memphis in 1991. Its principal client was the National Basketball Association but the standards for the arena were not met, and, in a bizarre turn of events, the NBA built another arena elsewhere in Memphis. The Pyramid was closed for several years but now it is having some success with shops and a hotel: there’s still a long way to go.


Unlike the state of Mississippi, there are great variations in the height above sea level and as a result, parts of Tennessee are shrouded in a thin haze, famously in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia, another part of the Appalachians. The Smoky Mountains lie to the east with five mountains over 6,000 feet. Gatlinburg is the gateway to the mountain ranges and is the place for the showdown in Johnny Cash’s ‘A Boy Named Sue’.


During the Napoleonic wars, the Tennesseans were particularly willing to volunteer and General Andrew Jackson used the recruits with great skill to win the Battle of New Orleans in 1815. The victory was commemorated by the country singer Jimmy Driftwood in 1959, and a cover version from Johnny Horton topped the US charts. A British outing from Lonnie Donegan was a UK hit but Lonnie changed the lyric and put the British commander, Colonel Pakenham (actually Sir Edward Pakenham) on the wrong side. He died in the battle and his body was returned home, preserved in a keg of rum.


In the 1840s when the USA was in conflict with Mexico, it again called for volunteers, hoping to recruit 3,000 men from Tennessee. Thirty thousand applied and so Tennessee was christened ‘The Volunteer State’. Mexico was vanquished with a considerable loss of land and prestige. However, the state’s greatest frontiersman, Davy Crockett was killed defending the Alamo.


Following the route marked by frontiersman Daniel Boone, European immigrants migrated from the Appalachian Mountains and further westward, displacing the native American tribes, which in less politically correct days were known as Red Indians. In 1830, Andrew Jackson signed the Indian Removal Act and five tribes (Cherokee, Choctaw, Chickasaw, Creek and Seminole) were forced to relocate to a newly-created Indian Territory west of the Mississippi. This journey was later named the Trail of Tears. Many of them didn’t make it, dying along the way. This inhuman behaviour defies rational explanation today but at the time it cleared the southern states for settlement.


One of those cities, Chattanooga, on the Tennessee side of the border with Atlanta was well poised for development. The city had the magical combination of river and rail – the Tennessee River and the ‘choo choo’, naturally – but its growth was stymied when the neighbouring Atlanta in Georgia built an airport.


Although Tennessee was to secede during the Civil War, the population was conflicted, leading some family members to support opposite sides. With the exception of Virginia, there were more Confederate soldiers from Tennessee than any other state, and yet at the same time, the state provided more soldiers for the Union than the other rebel states combined. There were over 1,400 battles or skirmishes within the state of Tennessee so clearly, the good people of Tennessee enjoyed a fight.


The Band brilliantly captured the times in ‘The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down’, written by Canadian Robbie Robertson but partly based on what Levon Helm heard as he was growing up. During the Civil War, Virgil Cain’s 18-year-old brother becomes a Confederate soldier and is shot by a Yankee. The charismatic general Robert E. Lee comes by looking for more Confederate recruits and Virgil leaves his wife and his farm to enlist. They go to Richmond, Virginia and the city is soon in flames. The Civil War is over and the South has lost.


The individual southern states were readmitted to the union only after they had abolished slavery and given the black population the right to vote. Tennessee was quickly back in the Union, but giving democratic rights to all its citizens was a deliberately slow process as the politicians found ways of blocking their privileges through literacy tests. Indeed, it took 100 years for the legislation to be rescinded.


In the 1920s prohibition was in effect in many states including Tennessee – today, there are still some counties which forbid alcohol. One of them, unpredictably, is Lynchburg, the home of Jack Daniel’s. As this is a dry county, hard liquor can only be sold in souvenir gift packs at the distillery.


There were many tobacco plantations in Tennessee, so unwittingly they gave a deadly export to the world. Something more deliberate happened during the Second World War – the first atomic bomb was developed in Tennessee under the so-called Manhattan Project, and later used with devastating effect on Japan. Maybe the horrifying results of this were not grasped by the American public as in 1957, Wanda Jackson released a single, ‘Fujiyama Mama’, in the worst possible taste:


‘I’ve been to Nagasaki, Hiroshima too,


The same I did to them, baby, I can do to you.


I’m a Fujiyama mama and I’m just about to blow my top.’


Somewhat ironically, politicians and businessmen subsequently courted the Japanese and persuaded Nissan to build the world’s largest automobile assembly plant in Tennessee.


The introduction of nuclear warfare came to be known as the Big Bang but in a very different way, Tennessee was responsible for several Big Bangs in popular music, three major ones being ‘the Bristol sessions’, the first noteworthy country music recordings in Bristol in 1927, the development of the blues along Beale Street in Memphis, and the first recordings by Elvis Presley in 1954 at Sun Studio.


The first country recordings had been made in the early 1920s and most of them seem to be by Vernon Dalhart, a Texan recording in New York with an extraordinary number of aliases. In 1927, Ralph Peer of Victor Records went on a field trip to Bristol in East Tennessee and recorded Jimmie Rodgers (born Meridian, Mississippi), the Carter Family (from Virginia) and the Stoneman Family (also from Virginia) in what would later become known as ‘the Bristol sessions.’


Jimmie Rodgers was known as ‘The Singing Brakeman’, as he had originally worked the railroads until a chest condition forced him to resign. His songs include ‘The Soldier’s Sweetheart’ (recorded by Peer in 1927), ‘Muleskinner Blues’ and ‘T for Texas’ but he died from TB in 1933 when he was only 35. In May 1955, Elvis Presley performed at the Jimmie Rodgers Memorial Day celebration in Meridian.


At the time of the 1927 recording sessions, Ernie Ford was an eight-year-old in Bristol; he went on to become a bombardier in World War II, flying missions in Japan. When the war ended, he became a popular TV entertainer as Tennessee Ernie Ford, the stage name proudly revealing his origin, although his hillbilly humour would be embarrassing to hear today. His many hit records include ‘Shotgun Boogie’ (1951), which can be seen as a forerunner of rock’n’roll, the class ballad ‘Give Me Your Word’ (1955) and ‘Sixteen Tons’ (1956), written by Merle Travis about his family experience of being paid in tokens for the company store and being fleeced twice. Ford was a religious man and Presley was impressed how well his spiritual albums sold: Hymns (1956) reached No.2 on the US albums charts and was on the listings for 277 consecutive weeks.


Nashville became the state capital in 1843, which did wonders for its growth. The Tennessee State Capitol building was built by a mixture of artisans, convicts and slaves. It was unusual for the state itself to employ slaves and this is the largest project on which they were used.


Being in the centre of the state, the central plateau around Nashville was seen as a strategic vantage point during the Civil War. It was location, location, location and after the war, the city prospered.


Bristol, although having a twin city in Virginia across the state line, didn’t have the infrastructure and Nashville became the self-proclaimed country music capital of the world; more latterly Music City USA, which is appropriate as so many genres of music are now recorded there, although country is still the main one.


Nashville has been at the centre of country music since the start of the weekly radio show, Grand Ole Opry, which began on WSM in 1925. It was originally called Barn Dance but following an opera programme, a witty announcer said that it was time for the Grand Ole Opry, and it stuck. Top performers were expected to forgo their Saturdays and play for reduced fees in order to put Grand Ole Opry on their billings, a brilliant move by the programme makers. The evening shows were split into segments hosted by a star performer and sponsored by an advertiser.


In Elvis’ time, the show was broadcast from the Ryman Auditorium. The Ryman had been built by local businessman Thomas Ryman, in 1890 and had originally been dedicated to spiritual music. The Opry was there until 1974 when it was moved to the new Opryland complex. The Ryman was shut for some years but it was revamped and reopened in 1994. They have a very impressive list of forthcoming attractions, mostly rock, pop and country, but for sure there wouldn’t have been World Music nights in the 1950s.


We will come to Elvis’ appearance on the Grand Ole Opry in the next chapter but he heard the show as he was growing up. He told Hank Williams Jr. that when he walked on stage, he knew he was standing where Hank Williams stood.


As Elvis listened to the show as an adolescent, he had no idea that its biggest star, the smooth balladeer Eddy Arnold, known as ‘the Tennessee Plowboy’, was managed by Colonel Tom Parker. While Eddy was singing his No.1 country hits like ‘Anytime’ (1948), ‘Don’t Rob Another Man’s Castle’ (1949) and ‘I Wanna Play House With You’ (1951), the penny-pinching Parker was doing business backstage, talking to other managers and running up WSM’s phone bill on calls he should have been making from his own office.


There was a fondness for mentioning southern states in country songs as it sold records. Eddy Arnold had a country No.1 with ‘Kentucky Waltz’ in 1951 and he had a hit with ‘Tennessee Stud’ in 1959, a song about a horse, not a well-hung gent, I might add. Indeed, the hit songs about Tennessee included ‘Tennessee Waltz’ (Cowboy Copas and Pee Wee King, 1948, a pop hit for Patti Page – and the State Song), ‘Tennessee Border’ (Red Foley, 1949), ‘Tennessee Polka’ (Pee Wee King, 1949), ‘Tennessee Saturday Night’ (Red Foley, 1949) and ‘Tennessee Flat-Top Box’ (Johnny Cash, 1962).


The word ‘Mississippi’ didn’t sing as well – too many sibilant s’s – but Red Foley with the Dixie Dons took ‘M-I-S-S-I-S-S-I-P-P-I’ to No.1 in 1950 and later there were pop successes called ‘Mississippi’ for John Phillips of the Mamas and the Papas (1970) and Pussycat (1976).


Just as there are more caves in Tennessee than any other state, there is a higher proportion of professional musicians in Nashville than anywhere else. The so-called Nashville Cats were celebrated by the Lovin’ Spoonful in a hit single in 1967. Most could not read music but an alternative system was devised which circumvented the problem, no doubt helped by the observation that country music was described by songwriter Harlan Howard as ‘three chords and the truth’. The Nashville cats who played on Bob Dylan’s Blonde on Blonde in 1966 were back in the studio the following week playing standard country fare.


Much of that standard country fare was down to Chet Atkins who had been born outside Knoxville, Tennessee in 1924. He was country music’s greatest guitarist, often playing melody and rhythm at the same time, but he was also a key producer for RCA, devising the warm, much copied ‘countrypolitan’ sound for middle of the road artists such as Jim Reeves and Eddy Arnold. Financially, it would be hard to question his judgement, though many saw it as the death-knell for country music.


Many outsiders saw Nashville as gaudy and tacky and certainly Webb Pierce’s guitarshaped swimming pool and Conway Twitty’s Twitty City (which is in Hendersonville) seemed ripe for satire. Who on earth told Hank Snow that his hairpiece was a good fit? Snow, a grouchy performer, had an argument with his fiddle player before a show one night, leading to the musician skilfully dislodging his wig with his bow. All they gotta do was not act naturally and when Buck Owens came to Liverpool Empire in the 1960s, he said backstage, ‘I want to see the Beatles and catch me some pussy’, possibility an indication of what he had heard about Maggie May in Lime Street.


When the satire came, it came hard. Robert Altman’s 1975 film, Nashville, was as funny as it was savage, blurring reality and fantasy and showing just how hypocritical some performers were. It was produced by Jerry Weintraub, who had delivered the $2m budget in three days, but there must have been concerns that they would need a lot more if they lost libel actions. Unquestionably, Henry Gibson as Haven Hamilton was playing Hank Snow for all it was worth, both personally and musically. Fortunately for them, Snow refused to see the film, saying, ‘I have better things to do than see a movie where somebody is supposed to be playing me.’ He must have been told about its contents as he added, ‘I’m not pompous at all. I’m just a quiet, bashful country boy.’


But salvation was around the corner. Willie Nelson had written hit songs but he had been trying to make it as a performer for years with his behind-the-beat vocals and Django-like guitar. He ditched his suit, grew his hair and moved to Austin, where he teamed up with another rebellious figure, Waylon Jennings, for Outlaw Country. Their records were honest and hard-hitting, without the inevitable sweetening of the standard Nashville product. Willie discovered that you didn’t have to look a million dollars to make a million dollars.


Other artists joined them and in the end, Outlaw Country became a brand like any other. Some magnificent performers and songwriters are associated with it – Townes Van Zandt, Guy Clark, Jerry Jeff Walker, Kris Kristofferson and Steve Earle.


Singers and songwriters had come to Nashville to make it, which meant relatively few country stars had been born there. But times are changing, as Miley Cyrus, daughter of Billy Ray, was born in Nashville, as was Hillary Scott, the daughter of Linda Davis and co-lead singer of Lady Antebellum. Antebellum, incidentally, is a generic name for the southern architecture seen in Gone with the Wind, a classic example being Graceland, although that was built in 1939.


These days, the more wayward folk and country artists are branded together as Americana, an odd name that somehow includes the very British Billy Bragg. Country music today is very slick, professional and usually soulless – a young audience has lapped up the TV series, Nashville, without realising it is a satire, or is it? It’s hard to tell especially as I’ve been so bored that I have never made it through one episode.


The most brilliant example of self-satire, self-promotion and indeed self-preservation has to be Dolly Parton who was born in Sevierville outside Knoxville in 1946. Her remarkable figure continues to defy gravity and amidst all the showmanship and jokes, she is an exceptionally gifted performer and songwriter. Her songs include ‘My Tennessee Mountain Home’, ‘Jolene’ and ‘I Will Always Love You’, which she wrote when she abandoned her singing partner, the ultra-tacky Porter Wagoner. Her Dollywood theme park attracts 2.5m visitors a year and is far more ambitious than the usual country star attractions.


Let’s go walking in Memphis, the name of which is an amalgamation of two Egyptian words meaning ‘enduring and beautiful’. The frontier town is now a very large inland port and is the barbecue capital of the world. It is famous for blues, soul, Sun Records and Elvis Presley. But Memphis had immense problems in 1878 when Yellow Fever claimed over 5,000 lives. The city was declared bankrupt and its charter was revoked until 1893.


Robert Church had been born in Memphis to a white, steamboat owner and a black mother. Following the epidemic, he bought property at greatly reduced prices and in turn, he used his profits to bring life back to the city. He opened a bank which lent to the community. In the process, Church became the first black millionaire in the South.


The heart of the black music scene was around Beale Street where workers relieved the boredom of picking cotton all day long. They played as hard as they worked, seeking out juke joints and getting drunk on cheap corn liquor. An evangelist commented, ‘If whisky ran ankle deep, you could not get drunk quicker than you can on Beale Street today.’


Prostitution was rife. The blues musician Sunnyland Slim recalled, ‘Memphis used to be a barrelhouse town. It was the greatest town in the world for pimps and hustlers. That’s where a whole lot of people got jailed.’


Most of the Beale Street musicians were singers and guitarists who would play house parties for a few dollars. There were jug bands where a musician would blow across the mouth of a bottle to create a bass sound. The best-known group was Gus Cannon’s Jug Stompers who made the original version of ‘Walk Right In’.


When the politician Ed Crump was running for office in 1910, he had W.C. Handy write him a theme song. Handy wrote ‘Mr. Crump’, which was later given a lyric by George Norton that referred to Handy’s own band and showed Beale Street’s darker side. It is now called ‘Memphis Blues’ and the best-known recording is by Louis Armstrong.


Arguably the greatest female soul singer, Aretha Franklin, was born in Memphis in 1942, but she was raised in Detroit and mostly recorded in New York.


Although called Memphis Minnie, Lizzie Douglas came from Louisiana. Big Bill Broonzy told her ‘You play guitar like a man’ and indeed she married three male guitarists. Her tracks include ‘When the Levee Breaks’ (1930), ‘Bumble Bee’ (1930) and ‘Me and My Chauffeur Blues’ (1941).


A highly distinctive R&B singer known for the grunts in his vocals, Bobby ‘Blue’ Bland was born a few miles outside the city in 1930 and he often sang while B.B. King played. His records were anything but bland.


Tina Turner was born 30 miles from Memphis in Nutbush. Sleepy John Estes was born close by in Ripley in 1899 and died in Nutbush in 1977. By then Nutbush was famous for its city limits, immortalised by Tina Turner in 1973 in one of the funkiest records ever made.


Among the many blues musicians associated with Beale is Peter Chatman, better known as Memphis Slim, who was born in the city in 1915. He was a fine boogie pianist. Post-war he recorded blues for black listeners but he found acceptance with white audiences and he moved to Paris in 1962 and became popular during the British blues boom. He was six foot six and he surely had the longest fingers of any blues pianist. When he died in 1988, his body was taken back to Memphis.


In 1916 W.C. Handy wrote ‘Beale Street Blues’ which was supremely recorded by Louis Armstrong on Louis Armstrong Plays W.C. Handy (1954). Armstrong told Handy, ‘You wrote it so well that the notes play themselves.’ The expanded edition of the album, released in 1997, includes a vintage interview with W. C. Handy. It is an unexpected pleasure to hear him and he says of Armstrong, ‘There was something in that voice that appreciated the pride of race.’


‘Beale Street Blues’ celebrates the street but it doesn’t hold back on the details:


‘If Beale Street could talk, if Beale Street could talk


Married men would have to take their beds and walk


Except one or two, who never drink booze


And the blind man on the corner


Who sings the Beale Street Blues.’


Beale Street was redeveloped in the 1970s so it is not the same today, but A. Schwab’s Dry Goods Store is still there. It used to sell voodoo powder and you can still buy Mojo Hands for good luck, but who knows what the bags contain.


Piggly-Wiggly, the first supermarket chain in America was started in Jefferson Avenue by Clarence Saunders in 1916. He had developed a self-service system and he believed that if he were cheaper than his rivals, the public wouldn’t mind serving themselves. There was a turnstile entry which forced customers to move in one direction and it was hard to return to an item. In a highly innovative and much copied move, he put impulse purchases like candy by the cash registers.


The name came about because, whilst travelling on a train, he had seen some piglets pushing and wriggling to get under a fence. Maybe the ridiculous name went against him, but the chain store was declared bankrupt seven years later. There is now a homage to the store at the Pink Palace Museum in Memphis, illustrating the evolution of the supermarket, and possibly also the evolution of shoplifting.


One of the quirkiest (and quackiest) traditions in America continues to this day. Twice a day at the Peabody Hotel in Union Avenue, five ducks waddle across the lobby, accompanied by their Duckmaster and watched by tourists with their mobile phones. The ducks spend their day in the fountain and at night they live on the roof. Are they wondering if one day they will be on the customers’ plates?


Songs about the city include Chuck Berry’s ‘Memphis, Tennessee’ where Chuck wants to make contact with his young daughter and the Rolling Stones’ ‘Honky Tonk Women’ which has an exceptional opening line, ‘I met a gin-soaked bar-room queen in Memphis.’


Rosanne Cash, the daughter of one of Sun’s leading artists, was born in Memphis in 1955 but her place of birth was not the main reason for her considerable talent.


The instrumental act, Booker T. and the M.G.’s, is famous for ‘Green Onions’ and organist Booker T. Jones, bass player Donald ‘Duck’ Dunn and drummer Al Jackson Jr were all born in Memphis. Indeed, M.G. stood for Memphis Group. They became the studio band for another local label, Stax, and when they recorded their take on Abbey Road, they called the album, McLemore Avenue, which was the studio’s location, a few miles outside the city centre. Musicians who have recorded there include Otis Redding and Isaac Hayes (born 20 miles away in Covington, 1942) and a colourful example of the funkiness of the area is King Curtis’ single, ‘Memphis Soul Stew’ (1967). Dusty Springfield’s landmark album is Dusty in Memphis (1968), although the vocals we hear were recorded in New York. Stax Records went through some bad business deals and possibly its final blow was securing Lena Zavaroni’s contract, a sure sign that management had lost the plot.


The Box Tops, a group of white boys from Memphis made the single, ‘The Letter’, with a stunning lead vocal from 16-year-old Alex Chilton. The letter was a popular form of communication back in 1967 and the single topped the US charts for a month. Who knows, maybe it inspired FedEx to set up their headquarters in Memphis in 1971.


II. Got a Lot o’ Livin’ to Do, 1948–1954


Because of the lack of employment opportunities for Vernon Presley in Tupelo, the family moved to Memphis, taking with them Elvis’ paternal grandmother Minnie Mae, in 1948 when Elvis was 13. Elvis, sounding like a Steinbeck creation, later said, ‘We were broke, man, and we left Tupelo overnight. Daddy packed all our belongings and put them on top and in the trunk of a 1939 Plymouth. We just headed to Memphis. Things had to be better.’ Well, it wasn’t that good. Vernon found work loading cans in a paint factory, but a bad back put him out of action. Gladys revelled in her job as a hospital orderly. This was ideal for her friendly and sympathetic nature. It was suggested that she train as a nurse, although she didn’t pursue this.


The Presleys lived on a housing project, sharing one room with a toilet down the hall. Again, many have said that it was unnatural that the growing Elvis should sleep in the same room as his parents, but what else could he do? Thousands of families were in the same position.


Although Elvis continued with his schooling, he was also working in a cinema in Memphis from 1950. Memphis was a city that was strong on blues music. He became infatuated with the blues, hanging out on Beale Street, soaking up the fashions. He was taken with Lansky Brothers, a gents outfitters, which opened in 1946. His first purchase was a white tuxedo for the school prom, but he loved bright colours. There is a photograph of him in a blue jacket with a brown collar and he loved the mixture of pink and black – this also applied to Cadillacs. Bernard Lansky, a master salesman, said of Elvis, ‘Everything suited him.’


Elvis received strange looks at school as he was different from the other boys. He was not mocked to his face as his friend Red West protected him. Everybody knew he could sing. He was still singing ‘Old Shep’ and he would perform solos in the Christmas carol concerts.


Elvis’ report card for 1951 has come to light and it is grim reading. He has failed in English, and American History (is there any other?) and his best subject is woodwork. A life of carpentry beckons: now who else was a carpenter? Vernon advised him to become an electrician as he didn’t know a guitar player who was ‘worth a damn’. This is identical to Aunt Mimi’s admonishment to John Lennon, ‘The guitar’s all right, John, but you’ll never make a living from it.’


Nevertheless, Elvis Presley did graduate from Humes High. He worked as a cinema usher and then for Precision Tools, eventually taking his father’s advice and working for a small electrical company in Memphis, Crown Electric. At first he was a deliveryman, driving the same truck that the singer Johnny Burnette had driven the year before.


Curiously, there is an article supposedly written by Elvis in the Radio Luxembourg Book of Record Stars, dated 1962, in which Elvis says that he got a job at a dollar an hour in a defence plant: I have no idea what this is about and whether the feature is genuine – it could have been a factory that was working for the military in Korea or could have been a tag that stuck after World War Two. In the same article, Elvis says of his relationship with Gladys, ‘I could wake her up in the middle of the night if I was worried about something. She’d get up, fix me a sandwich and a glass of milk and talk to me.’ That quote sounds genuine enough.


Samuel Cornelius Phillips was 12 years older than Elvis Presley although to Elvis, it would have seemed more. He had been born in Florence, Alabama on 5 January 1923 and it is fitting that such a famous record producer should have been born so close to Muscle Shoals. Sam worked as an announcer and radio engineer in both Decatur, Georgia and Nashville, Tennessee and quickly became adept with recording equipment.


In January 1950 he started his own business, the Memphis Recording Service, at 706 Union Avenue, a block away from Beale. He started recording local artists singings blues and R&B and he leased the product to the Chess brothers (Chess label) or the Bihari brothers (Modern, RPM). He didn’t like the bland white music of the day and he wanted to capture the ‘gutbucket sounds’ of black musicians. He wanted the studio recordings to have the atmosphere of a cooking band on Beale. I don’t believe it myself but it is said that the uneven ceiling contributed to the unusual sound.


Ike Turner’s Kings of Rhythm band featured his cousin, Jackie Brenston. On 5 March 1951 they recorded a car song, ‘Rocket 88’ for Sam Phillips. It was largely instrumental with three short vocals: its energy level has made Phillips call it ‘the first rock’n’roll record’, but then the first rock’n’roll record would have to be something he’d made. The band damaged an amplifier in transit and although it buzzed, Sam thought it added to the sound. The record was released on Chess and topped the R&B charts, but there was internal friction as Ike Turner resented his subsidiary role. ‘I always liked that record,’ said Little Richard, ‘and I used the riff in my act. When we were looking for a lead-in for ‘Good Golly Miss Molly’, I did that and it fitted.’


Sam Phillips recorded B.B. King, Rosco Gordon and Howlin’ Wolf. He was a white man who loved the blues and R&B. He felt that he was helping race relations and that he was doing God’s work.


Whether doing God’s work extended to his private life is uncertain. He had a wife and two children, but he also had mistresses and would regularly visit brothels. That apart, he could work an eighteen-hour day at the studio.


Phillips had set up his own Phillips International label in 1950 but he only released one single, ‘Gotta Let You Go’ by the one-man band, Joe Hill Louis. The song sounds like early rap and there is no melody to speak of. Only 300 copies were pressed for local sale and he didn’t know how to take it further.


By 1952 he was ready to try again. He was certain that the Chess brothers and the Bihari brothers were getting the better of him and he wanted to record, manufacture and release his own records.


He started his Sun Records imprint with a slow-burning instrumental, ‘Drivin’ Slow’ from the 16-year-old saxophonist, Johnny London. It’s good and atmospheric and it sounds as though London is playing his sax in the corridor, which gives it an eerie feel.


It’s odd that the first Sun record to be successful has an Elvis connection. Sam had recorded an answer version to Big Mama Thornton’s hit single, ‘Hound Dog’.


Willie Mae ‘Big Mama’ Thornton, born in Montgomery, Alabama in 1926, had been recording without much success and was asked to work with Johnny Otis’ band in Los Angeles. Two young songwriters, Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, were to supply the songs. Said Leiber, ‘She was the biggest, the baddest, the saltiest chick you could ever see. I had to write a song for her that basically said, ‘Go fuck yourself!’’ Hence, ‘Hound Dog’, which was recorded as a mid-tempo blues with novelty sounds. At first, Big Mama refused to growl because she didn’t like being told how to perform a song.


‘Hound Dog’ was a No.1 R&B hit. John Stewart, later with the Kingston Trio, recalled, ‘When I was at high school, I had to go to downtown L.A. to get the records I wanted from a black record shop and the radio stations called them ‘race records.’ I liked Big Mama Thornton who did ‘Hound Dog’. Rock’n’roll came from country and western, gospel and the blues. You English became great aficionados of the blues. Look at Eric Clapton, he is steeped in the blues, much more than a lot of the 1950s rock’n’rollers. They knew of it but they weren’t consumed by it like he and a lot of other English players were.’


Within a few days, Sam Phillips had come up with the answer version, ‘Bear Cat’, which joined it in the Top 10. It was recorded by a Memphis disc-jockey, Rufus C. Thomas Jr, billed as Rufus ‘Hound Dog’ Thomas Jr. He said, ‘It was a great song to do. It was a copy but there wasn’t anything she could do about it.’ Well, maybe not Mama Thornton, but Peacock Records was owned by a gangster, Don Robey. He didn’t find it amusing and claimed copyright infringement (which in a way was the point of answer versions) and Phillips had to concede. Phillips was a tough, stubborn individual but no match for Robey. Big Mama Thornton was to record her own answer versions with ‘I Smell a Rat’ and ‘Just Like a Dog (Barking up the Wrong Tree)’. She died of alcoholism in 1984.


Rufus Thomas’ follow-up single, ‘Tiger Man’ had more originality in that it ploughed the same furrow as ‘Hound Dog’ without copying it. It wasn’t a hit song at the time, but Elvis Presley was to see its potential.


Next, an inside story. When Johnny Bragg was 17, he caught his girlfriend making love to his best friend. She fought with him and in order to explain her bruises to her parents, she accused Bragg of raping her. The police beat him until he signed a confession. The girl retracted her story but not before Bragg had been charged with six other rapes. He was found guilty of them all. Bragg was given six 99-year sentences to run consecutively (594 years, should he live that long) and he was sent to the notorious Tennessee State Prison. He was assigned to make prison clothes and when the authorities thought he was not working quickly enough, the guards tied him to a ring suspended from the ceiling and beat him unconscious with their leather belts.


But Johnny Bragg had a lovely tenor voice and a natural ear for harmony and he had enjoyed singing in church. When he heard the prisoners singing spirituals, he did not understand why they could not be as well-ordered as the groups he had heard in church. He formed The Prisonaires vocal group with other convicts – their first performances were serenading prisoners before execution. Bragg would stay behind to loosen the straps on the condemned men and clear up the mess.


Bragg became known as ‘Bucket Head’ as he wrote songs with a bucket on his head to simulate echo. Nashville stars would sometimes perform at the prison and when Bragg met Hank Williams, he asked, ‘Do you ever sing songs written by other people?’ ‘Depends,’ said Hank, ‘Are you one of those other people?’ He sang him a song which he bought for $5. The song eventually became ‘Your Cheating’ Heart’, a country standard but Bragg had sold his copyright.


In the winter of 1953, Bragg was walking across the courtyard to his duties in the laundry with a burglar, Robert Riley. The rain was beating down and Bragg said, ‘Here we are just walking in the rain and wondering what the girls are doing.’ Riley said, ‘That’s a song.’ With a few minutes Bragg had written two verses and was convinced it was a hit. As he was illiterate, he asked Riley to write it down in exchange for a writing credit.


The Democratic politician Frank Clement became the nation’s youngest governor when he was 32. He appointed James Edwards as the new warden and ordered him to make the place tolerable. As soon as Edwards heard The Prisonaires, he informed Clement that this could help their reforms. In an unprecedented move, The Prisonaires were allowed to perform under armed guard at churches and civic functions and then on local radio. The audiences came out of curiosity.


In June 1953, Sam Phillips produced The Prisonaires’ first single, ‘Just Walkin’ in the Rain’. The song’s elegant but simple arrangement ensured it sold well in Nashville and Memphis and made the nation’s R&B Top 10. It looked as though the whole prison had caught the bug of performing and writing songs. Sam Phillips possibly picked up two songs from white inmates, ‘Without You’ and ‘Casual Love Affair’, which he later rehearsed with Elvis Presley. Meanwhile, Johnnie Ray had picked up on ‘Just Walkin’ in the Rain’ and turned it into a No.2 US pop hit. It topped the UK charts in 1956, preventing Elvis Presley from having his first UK No.1 with ‘Hound Dog’.


In November 1953 Sam Phillips recorded Little Junior’s Blue Flames with an original song, ‘Mystery Train’, credited to Herman Parker, who was Little Junior, and Sam Phillips. It was probably only written by Parker, but then he had based it on ‘Worried Man Blues’ by the Carter Family from 1930.


Sam Phillips’ releases show his adventurous spirit but he was plagued with doubt and with debt. He said, ‘I drove 60,000 miles one year from Maine to California setting up distribution. I didn’t have any money, I’d sleep in YMCAs. I wanted to get first-hand opinions from each distributor and disc jockey and to get their feel for what we had done.’


One way to add a little income was to make local recordings. These were the days before mass-produced tape recorders and most Memphis residents had have heard their own voices. Sam Phillips had the slogan, ‘We record anything – anywhere – anytime’. A member of the public could sing two songs, given to them on a 10-inch 78rpm acetate, for $4 and he might also record church services (weddings and funerals) or other location work.


Sam Phillips felt that this cut down on the search for new singers. He knew the local talent would want to hear themselves. In essence, he would hear what they had to offer and charge them $4 for the privilege. He enjoyed helping them, encouraging them to believe in themselves.


This kind of facility was often seen at fairgrounds – see Graham Greene’s novel, Brighton Rock – but it was rare for professional labels to offer this service. As it happens, another Mr. Phillips, Percy Phillips, offered this service, just outside the centre of Liverpool. The Quarrymen – who became the Beatles – recorded two tracks there in mid-1958 for under £1, actually 17s.6d.


Elvis had seen the sign and he wondered what his voice sounded like. He loved the music on Sun Records but he saw himself as Dean Martin. He loved Dean’s lazy, slurred delivery, especially on his 1950 hit, ‘I Don’t Care If the Sun Don’t Shine’. Sinatra was tremendous, but he worked on his technique while Dean sounded like he couldn’t care less.


It’s said that the record was made for Gladys’ birthday. She would have enjoyed the songs chosen, but her birthday was in April. However, why shouldn’t Elvis just give it to her as a present? The most likely explanation is that his friend, Ed Leek, whose father was a doctor, gave him $4 and thought he might be able to get the song played on local radio.


Regardless, this 18-year-old truck-driver carrying his guitar went through the doors at Sun Records on 18 July 1953 to hear his voice for the first time.


One way and another, Sam wasn’t always at 706 Union Avenue, but it didn’t matter as his secretary Marion Keisker knew how to work the equipment.


‘Who do you sound like?’ she asked.


‘I don’t sound like nobody,’ said Elvis.


What does that mean? Was Elvis being modest or bragging? Almost certainly he was being modest, but you never know. When he repeated this story to the Hollywood reporter, Dane Marlowe in 1956, he added, ‘I was a teacher’s pet at school and didn’t know how to be modest.’


There was a machine that cut the record as you sang so there were no facilities for correcting mistakes. No pressure then. Marion checked the level between voice and guitar. Elvis paid his $4 and the lathe swung into operation.


The hound dog man’s big start.


‘My Happiness’ had been a big song in 1948 for Ella Fitzgerald, the Pied Pipers with June Hutton, and John and Sandra Steele. Elvis’ voice is sweet and professional with a slight falsetto on ‘any place at all’. He sounds so plaintive, so assured and so unmistakably Elvis. Elvis had it all together before any record producer worked on him. If you have not heard this track before, play it on YouTube where it comes with the official video, made by Disney, showing pictures from the Presley archive.


He was never to record the song again, which is a shame as he sang it well. It was a hit for Connie Francis in 1959, which came at the right time for the songwriter Betty Peterson, whose finances were in a bad way due to family illness.


The other song, ‘That’s When Your Heartaches Begin’ had been introduced in 1937 by Shep Fields and his Rippling Rhythm Orchestra, but that version sounded too jolly for a song of lost love. The version that attracted Elvis was by the Ink Spots from 1941. This song was not so successful for Elvis as he starts too high and he sounds drunk in his deep-voiced narration. He ends by saying, ‘That’s the end’.


There was just the one copy of the record which was bought by Jack White, formerly of the White Stripes, in 2015 for $300,000. Jack had played a cameo as Elvis in the Johnny Cash satire, Walk Hard: The Dewey Cox Story (2007).


Marion Keisker made a note ‘Good ballad singer’ and when Sam Phillips returned she told him about ‘the kid with the sideburns’.


Elvis had left the building.





CHAPTER 3


Here Comes the Sun King


‘I was an overnight sensation. A year after my first recording, they called me back.’
Elvis Presley on stage, 1970s


First Time Out


We all know that ‘That’s All Right, Mama’ was Elvis Presley’s first Sun record and that it was a very impressive start to his recording career. Although it only had local success at first, it was a turning point in the development of popular music.


But how does this debut stack up to other stars, past and present? Here we compare ‘That’s All Right, Mama’ to other recording debuts which are listed in date order.


There is the question as to what is a first record – with Elvis it could be ‘My Happiness’ and similarly with others, it could be their first home recording, if it has surfaced. This listing includes both but by and large, it is the first commercial outings. Was it immediately apparent that these artists would become major stars? Admittedly, this question is being asked with hindsight as we know what happened to each and every one of them.


We all have to start somewhere – so let’s see how many stars started at the top. Just for fun, there is a rating for the tracks, going from 1 to 10, with 10 being the most impressive.


Harry James and his Orchestra featuring Frank Sinatra – ‘From the Bottom of My Heart’ (1939)


On 13 July 1939, Harry James and his Orchestra had a recording date at the Roseland Ballroom in New York City. They had a new vocalist and they recorded ‘From the Bottom of My Heart’. When it was first issued as a 78rpm, the label read, ‘Harry James and his Orchestra with vocal refrain’. The singer doesn’t come in for 50 seconds but then there is a sweet and romantic verse from Frank Sinatra. It’s Frank on his best behaviour, but the potential is clear and it is a 7.


Hank Williams – ‘I’m Not Coming Home Anymore’ (1942)


Hank Williams was 18 years old and wondering whether he should sound like Roy Acuff or Ernest Tubb but on this showing, he sounds like a young Hank Williams trying to sound older. The song was recorded in the Highbridge Radio and Shoe Shop in Montgomery, Alabama in April 1942 and probably played on radio station WSFA. It is Hank’s first known composition and is about a man leaving his family because his wife has been cheating, a neat twist so early in his career. There are too many crackles and hisses to enjoy it fully but it’s a good song, worth a 6, so why didn’t Hank revive it during his MGM years?
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