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Advance praise for Jerry Hopkins’ book ELVIS: THE BIOGRAPHY


 


“Jerry Hopkins was the first serious journalist to take Elvis seriously, writing the first biography. The Elvis bookshelf is crowded now, but don’t let that put you off. This thoroughly revised and updated version of his two classic books deserves a shelf of its own.”


––Jann Wenner, founder and editor of Rolling Stone


 


“Jerry Hopkins long ago established the ground rules for serious biographical consideration of Elvis Presley. With a rare combination of seat-of-the-pants reporting and thoughtful portraiture, he creates a richly nuanced picture of a world in flux, both for Elvis himself and for the broad range of humanity that was––and continues to be––so indelibly affected by his music.”


––Peter Guralnick, author of Last Train to Memphis and Careless Love: The Unmaking of Elvis Presley


 


“In 1975, when I began to study Elvis Presley as an agent for social change, there was but a single serious biography available, Elvis: A Biography by Jerry Hopkins. (Today, books about Elvis exceed 500.) Jerry Hopkins got there first and established a foundation for all who followed. Based on numerous interviews with a wide variety of people who knew Presley at various times and contexts of his life, Hopkins gives us a picture of Elvis unaffected by the posthumous legends and interpretations that now go on and on. It is a sympathetic, unassuming, yet journalistically sound picture that has weathered a stormy test of time. Sound Elvis scholars like Peter Guralnick and Michael Bertrand have drawn from his research, and I still tell those who want an introduction to Elvis they should start with Jerry Hopkins. Hopkins remains a pioneer who recognized the influence of popular culture on the whole of American life and that from the mid-fifties and beyond Elvis Presley was its king.”


––John Bakke, University of Memphis Professor Emeritus



















 





Praise for Jerry Hopkins’ previous books on Elvis, Elvis: A Biography and Elvis: The Final Years.




 





“In Elvis: The Final Years, Rolling Stone contributing editor Jerry Hopkins supplements his Elvis: A Biography published in 1971 and now out of print, rather successfully, to present a ‘balanced view’ of the Memphis Myth’s latter-day paranoia, pettiness, generosity, childishness and artistic decline, his fondness for drugs, guns, jewels, police paraphernalia and pretty women, his death and funeral and the continuing commercial exploitation of everything that he left behind.”—New York Times




 





“A well-told Horatio Alger story that shows how a sexy barefoot boy from Mississippi became the most enduring and successful show business personality ever known. There are over 250 million records, 31 movies; according to Gallup, his first name is better known than any two names in the world.”—New York Magazine




 





“Excellent. Hopkins is a meticulous reporter, and he tells his story with a loving flair that matches his extraordinary subject.”—Chicago Daily News




 





“Virtually all that is known about Elvis Presley is collected in one place…a valuable volume, a must inclusion in any rock and roll library.”—Record World




 





“Elvis: A Biography is exciting throughout.”—L.A. Free Press




 





“A graphic word show about Elvis the man and Elvis the performer. It is so inclusive…”—Columbus Dispatch
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INTRODUCTION





In 1969, when I was interviewing Jim Morrison for Rolling Stone, he said he’d read a paperback history of rock and roll that I’d written and wondered if I was planning another book. I said I was thinking about writing a biography of Frank Zappa. He said, “I’d like to read a book about Elvis.”


I’d had no idea that Jim was an Elvis fan, and I confess that I hadn’t been one at all. In fact, when he first appeared in 1956, I listened only to jazz. A year later, when the kid in the next room in my university fraternity house played Elvis’s second album over and over, I grumbled to my roommate, “If I hear ‘Old Shep’ one more time, I’m going over there and break that record and the kid’s neck, not necessarily in that order!”


Six years later, Steve Allen asked me to write and produce a television special that would introduce jazz to kids. I decided the best way to do that was to show the common roots that jazz and rock had in the blues. I also figured I should start listening to rock radio. Not long after that, the Beatles stormed America and I never looked back. By 1966 I was writing for Rolling Stone, and by 1969 I was researching Elvis’s life, on Jim’s advice. At the time, Elvis was still making all those sappy movies. The Beatles, the Rolling Stones, Bob Dylan and others seemed far more relevant to what was happening. Many of the people I approached for interviews asked, “What do you want to write about him for?” Subsequently, Elvis left Hollywood behind him, started appearing in Las Vegas and went on the road, then everyone understood what Jim Morrison was talking about.


Hunter Davies had written a biography of the Beatles, but in 1969, the rock biography as a genre did not exist. Elvis: A Biography was published by Simon and Schuster in 1971. Six years later, when Elvis died, it was still the only biography in print, despite his successful comeback. In the year following Elvis’s death, the New York Times reported 3.5 million sales of my book.


At the same time, dozens of Elvis’s so-called friends and exploitative journalists hacked out lurid memoirs and exposés, focusing on the sex, the guns, the drugs. I thought some balance was needed, as people were forgetting what Elvis represented, not just musically but historically. So I set forth again and, in 1980, St Martin’s Press published Elvis: The Final Years, covering the last six years of his life and the first year or so of posthumous madness.


This time, I had the help of many insiders who wouldn’t talk the first time around––including Colonel Tom Parker, who opened several doors for me. This book also sold well.


Since then, some five hundred books about Elvis have been published. There’s even one volume that does no more than catalog all of the other books. Eventually, both of mine went out of print, and my research material was moved to the Mississippi Valley Collection at the University of Memphis, on loan. There it became a resource for some of the newer, more serious investigations into Elvis’s life and music.


Now I’ve been asked to edit the two original manuscripts so they can be republished in a single volume, and add a new final chapter that takes a look at what put Elvis at the top of Forbes magazine’s “Top-Earning Dead Celebrities” list for five years in a row. What is it that kept a wildly successful video-plus-live-band show––Elvis: The Concert––on the road for ten years, playing twice at London’s Wembley Arena? How is it that Elvis grossed between five and six million dollars a year when he was alive and at his peak in the 1960s, and in 2005 earned as much as $70 million? I thought that a story worth telling.


In order to compress my two books into one, I’ve cut some of the original text. But I’ve also added new material based upon information that’s come to light since the original books were published, as well as new interviews conducted specifically for this publication.


It’s now more than seventy years since Elvis was born, fifty since he introduced himself to so many of us with “Heartbreak Hotel,” “Love Me Tender,” “Hound Dog” and “All Shook Up.” For another twenty years, he ruled the rock and roll roost, becoming one of the most influential personalities of the twentieth century. It has been thirty years since he died, yet the impact of his life and music remains a driving force.


Those of us who dismissed him then, or do so now, were and are mistaken. Like Elvis or not, praise him or damn him, none of us can say he didn’t change our world.


Jerry Hopkins


Bangkok, Thailand, 2007



















Chapter 1


TUPELO





Tupelo is the seat of Lee County, one of several poor rural counties in the northeastern corner of Mississippi, about halfway between Memphis and Birmingham, where, roughly, the rich farming soil of the Midwestern prairie meets the harsh brick-colored soil of the Southeast. Oldtown and Mud creeks bisect the town and dozens more vein the rolling countryside, many of them carrying Indian names.


The Indians brought seed corn and introduced farming to the area, and the years passed with only occasional visitors, among them the Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto and the Sieur de Bienville, the French colonial governor who had founded New Orleans and Mobile to the south. Both were run off by the Indians.


In 1801 a treaty was signed between the white man and the Chickasaw, and farmers, mostly Scotch-English, began to till the land. Then in 1832, with the signing of another treaty, the Indians agreed to return to the land of their ancestors, Oklahoma. Now the settlers came in a rush and land prices soared to five dollars an acre. By 1850 the leading community was Harrisburg, named for a prosperous farmer, but when the Mobile and Ohio laid its tracks through the rich bottom land a few miles away, the citizens of Harrisburg deserted the town and built beside the railroad. The new town was called Gum Pond and then Tupelo, from the Chickasaw word topala, meaning “lodging place.” The tupelo gum trees provided dense foliage that shed water, their leaves were aromatic and possessed healing qualities, and their trunks yielded a chewing gum.


Soon thereafter, the last Civil War battle fought in Mississippi was staged on the Tupelo slopes. Sherman was marching toward Georgia from Tennessee, and he dispatched General Andrew J. Smith and 14,000 Union troops to confront General Nathan Bedford Forrest and 6000 Confederate cavalry who endangered Sherman’s flanks. The Southern forces were beaten three times in two days and then the Yankees burned the town to the ground.


Tupelo was rebuilt slowly after the war. It became the seat of Lee County, named for Robert E. Lee. In the years that followed, Tupelo became one of the first communities in the South to diversify its agricultural base, importing what was the nation’s first pure-bred Jersey herd to do so. With this development, Carnation erected a huge plant, its first in the South. This, with three textile plants, gave Tupelo needed industry. A few years later, in 1936, Tupelo became the first city in the nation to acquire electrical power from the Tennessee Valley Authority. Back in 1910, Memory E. Leake, who owned a lumberyard, built some of the first houses in the country to be sold on the long-term installment plan. The city’s public library bookmobile was Mississippi’s first.


Then came the Great Depression, and no matter how progressive Tupelo was, it didn’t help. A large part of the economy still was rooted in the rich bottom land surrounding the town, and when orders began to fall off at the textile plants, profits declined and workers were forced into what was called the stretch-out system, whereby they would operate several times as many machines as they’d manned before, with only a minimal increase in pay, or sometimes no raise at all. In Lee County, farmers and part-time farmers and their families supplied most of the labor in local industry. Tupelo was the principal trading center for a five-county rural area, and when jobs became scarce in town, it meant the income of the farm family was cut. And when the plants didn’t have orders for clothes, it meant they wanted to buy less cotton, or pay less for it, so again the farmers were hurt. Fully half of the farm families in the Tupelo area were tenant farmers, living on someone else’s land, or sharecroppers, sometimes living elsewhere––all working the fields for a share of profits. First the profits disappeared and then the jobs.


Tupelo had fewer than six thousand people when the Depression began, the more prosperous of whom lived in white one-story clapboard homes with green roofs and shutters, or two-story homes faced with red brick. South of Main Street, near the textile plants and cotton mill, was another residential neighborhood, a section of yellow and white four- and five-room plank houses that sat behind sagging wire and wood fences, perched on pilings along unpaved streets. This was Mill Town, or South Tupelo, where all the houses were built by the mill owners and rented to their employees.


The town’s business section was on Main Street, which was lined with two-and three-story red brick buildings with stores on the street level and small factories or offices in the upper stories.


Beyond the stores and Mill Town were the tracks of the Mobile and Ohio and the St. Louis and San Francisco (Frisco) railroads, and beyond the tracks lay a section called Shakerag. This is where most of Tupelo’s Negro cooks, nurses and house servants lived in weathered shacks.


A quarter mile past Shakerag, on a hilly rise the other side of Mud and Oldtown creeks, was the small neighboring community of East Tupelo, then separate from the town from which it took its name. It was cut in two parts by the Birmingham highway, with most of the tiny shotgun-style homes and the schoolhouse south of the highway, and only nine houses, one grocery store and the First Assembly of God Church on the other side.


It was on this side of town, literally the poor side of the Tupelo tracks, that there lived a young farm worker named Vernon Elvis Presley and a teenaged sewing machine operator named Gladys Smith.



















Chapter 2


THE CHILD





Mrs. Faye Harris was Gladys Presley’s closest friend in East Tupelo. A widow, she and her sister, Mrs. Tressie Miller (another widow), lived in the same small home on Adams Street for close on half a century. The house was directly across from the First Assembly of God Church and backed up to the bottom land, which flooded fairly regularly, sometimes rising so much that Mrs. Harris’s furniture sat more than two feet deep in muddy water.


“There wasn’t one thing I knowed Gladys didn’t know it too, and the other way around,” she said. “Mr. Presley used to kid us about that. He’d come in and say, ‘I got somethin’ to tell you. Glad’––he called her Glad––‘but you’ll have to go tell your buddy down the street, won’t you?’


“Gladys’s parents farmed some. I never did know what they did, but her mother moved near to me when the kids got grown some. Gladys had five sisters and three brothers. It was a big family. And Gladys was the fifth girl. She only had one younger sister and that was Cletis.


“Gladys didn’t meet a stranger. She could meet anybody and be ready for a big laugh. When things began to get dull, we said we have to go see Gladys and get cheered up.


“Mr. Presley was more distant. I didn’t know him so well. He lived the other direction from me, but close by. He had one brother, Vester, and three sisters. After you knew Mr. Presley, he was friendly, but at first he was a little more distant to folks.”


Gladys lived with her parents, brothers and sisters in a house just a little larger, on a corner lot on lower land closer to the church, on Berry Street, two and a half blocks away.


“We all knew each other,” said Mrs. Harris. “I remember seeing Mr. Presley. He used to run around with my nephews a lot, sometimes spend the night right here in this house. He was going with other girls at the time. Then he and Gladys got to going together, going in to the roller rink in town or having picnics over to the fish hatchery. The hatchery was one of the nicest places we had in those days, with trees to sit under and a nice lake to look at. They didn’t go together too long until they got married. They went down in Verona, about five miles from here. They just run off and did it one day. They sure was a handsome couple––him so blond and her so dark––and both of them happy as kids on the day that school lets out.”


Vernon was just seventeen, a minor, so he added five years and said he was twenty-two, while Gladys subtracted two from her to nineteen. The $3 fee they borrowed from friends.


(A few years later, Gladys’s younger sister Cletis married Vernon’s brother Vester.)


It was 1933. Vernon was seventeen and working a nearby farm with his father, down on the rich land called East Bottom. They were, like most in East Tupelo, hoeing cotton and corn and peas for a share of the season’s profits.


Gladys was four years older than Vernon, twenty-one, and worked as a sewing machine operator next to her friend Faye Harris at the Tupelo Garment Company in Mill Town. Each morning at six, the same time her husband began working the fields, she reported for work at her machine. She worked by the piece and she worked twelve hours a day, five or six days a week, and according to Faye Harris, if each of them grossed thirteen dollars for the week, it was a good paycheck. “On top of that,” said Mrs. Harris, “the company had a quota you had to meet each day of production, and if you didn’t meet it, you were laid off.”


On the first floor of the plant a keen-bladed electric knife cut cloth to pattern. The material was then sent upstairs, where it was to be stitched on machines by women operators. Sometimes Gladys moved over to the next most responsible position, that of inspector, and checked all the shirts as they came by for the right number of buttons and buttonholes. Some time later Gladys left the Tupelo Garment Company for Reed’s, which occupied the second and third floors of a three-story red brick building nearby and produced women’s work dresses, smocks and aprons. There again she ran a sewing machine.


For a time Vernon and Gladys lived with their in-laws, first with the Smiths and then with the Presleys. When Gladys learned she was pregnant, in the summer of 1934, she quit her job at the garment factory. It was, Faye Harris said, “a hard pregnancy and she couldn’t work, couldn’t work at all.” At the time, Vernon was driving a truck, delivering milk from door to door in East Tupelo. His boss was Orville S. Bean, who had a dairy farm a quarter of a mile from where the Presleys lived, and Vernon thought perhaps Mr. Bean could help him get a new house.


“Orville Bean had money and he loant money,” said Mrs. Harris. “Mr. Presley went to him and asked him to help him build a house. Him and Gladys wanted a little place of their own now they was raising a family. So he financed the house, then rented it to them. He did that a lot in the neighborhood.”


The house was like tens of thousands built in the South in the 1920s and 1930s to house the poor, both black and white. It was in the shotgun-style, oblong with frame side-walls, a peaked roof and a small covered porch. Inside was a brick fireplace, with a chimney running up the middle of the house. It was thirty feet long––just ten man-sized steps from the front door to the rear––and half that in width, divided equally into two perfectly square rooms.


(Years later Elvis wondered aloud in his twenty-three-room mansion in Memphis if the entire place wouldn’t fit in the mansion’s living room.)


The front room was the bedroom, where there was an iron bedstead with a lumpy mattress. On one side of the bed was the small iron-grated fireplace, on the other the front door. There were three windows, one at the head of the bed, another across the room at the other side of the house, the third facing the porch. Overhead was a single electric outlet. The floors were bare.


The back room, the kitchen-dining room, was where friends and family were entertained. It was furnished with a stove, table, chairs and a cabinet. Again there were the three windows, one overhead outlet and a rear door. There was no running water. Outside there was a pump, some distance from the outhouse.


There were two fair-sized trees in front of the house, another three to one side, a sixth in the back, offering some shade in summer and places for kids to climb. Nearby was a stand of young long-needled pine, and down Old Saltillo Road were some narrow streams and broad pasture land.


The house sat on ground higher than most in East Tupelo, but like all the one-story homes in the neighborhood it rested on tired stumpy legs made of concrete block and brick––protection against flooding and heavy rain. Below the house and off west toward Tupelo the creeks flooded their banks, and behind the house was a severely eroded clay hillside; when it rained, as it often did, mud slid past and underneath the house to the road below.




 





The second week of January 1935 County Superintendent W. A. Roper left for the state capital to beg emergency relief financing for the county’s schools, because if funds weren’t forthcoming, classes would have to shut down six months a year instead of the customary three. It was announced that the cannery operated under President Roosevelt’s Federal Emergency Relief Act, which had opened only a month earlier, would close within the week, leaving 160 persons unemployed. J. E. Riley, Lee County’s head of the Rural Rehabilitation Division, said 146 farm families would be selected from the relief rolls, provided (on a loan basis) with eighteen acres in cotton, corn, hay, feed and food crops, along with a home, water and wood, to help them toward self-sufficiency … Reed’s department store was having a “gigantic sale” offering women’s coats for $3.98 and dress oxfords for $1.47 … Francis Lederer, Joan Bennett, Charles Ruggles and Mary Boland were featured at the Strand Theatre in The Pursuit of Happiness … And Elvis Aron Presley was born.


He was born shortly after noon on January 8.


“They didn’t have insurance and the doctor didn’t believe in carrying his expectant mothers to the hospital, so Gladys stayed at home,” said Mrs. Harris. “All along Gladys told everybody she was going to have twins, but the doctor wasn’t having any of it. Elvis was borned, they had done washed him and she said she was still in labor. The doctor said he didn’t think so.


“Gladys said, ‘Well, it’s the same pain.’


“Finally a neighbor said, ‘Doctor, there’s another baby got to come out of there.’”


The second child was stillborn. (“We matched their names,” Mrs. Presley said years later. “Jesse Garon and Elvis Aron.”) When Faye Harris came rushing up to the Presley home from work at the garment plant, little Jesse Garon was laid out in a tiny coffin in the front room.


The baby was buried the next day in an unmarked grave on a hillside in the Priceville Cemetery a few miles to the north and east.


Elvis was to be an only child, and he was as spoiled as the meager family budget could afford.


“Gladys thought he was the greatest thing that ever happened and she treated him that way,” said Mrs. Harris. “She worshiped that child from the day he was borned to the day she died. She’d always keep him at home, or when she let him go play, she always was out seeing about him, making sure he was all right. And wherever she went, visiting family or down to Roy Martin’s grocery store, she always had Elvis with her. She wouldn’t go nowheres without Elvis. Elvis’d get out of her sight and you could hear her hollerin’ and cryin’ and carryin’ on to plumb down here, afraid he’d got lost or something.”


If Mrs. Presley treated Elvis as a mother bear cossets her only cub, spoiling him, she also gave him a means of earning respect from others, feeding him something that seemed a cross between Emily Post and a rigid sort of Christianity.


“One time he found a Coca-Cola bottle on my porch and he carried it home with him,” said Mrs. Harris. “She spanked him and sent him back. He said, ‘Miz Harris, I done wrong and my mama whipped me for it, so here’s your Coca-Cola bottle back.’ I gave it back to him and gave him some cookies besides. He told Gladys, ‘Mother, I told you she didn’t care if I took it.’ And she told Elvis, ‘But you didn’t ask her first.’”


Elvis himself once said, “My mama never let me out of her sight. I couldn’t go down to the creek with the other kids. Sometimes when I was little I used to run off. Mama would whip me, and I thought she didn’t love me.”


Mrs. Presley was once quoted as saying she tried to teach Elvis and his little friends not to fight but to be happy. She said that once in a while a bully came along and then Elvis’s daddy would have to show him how to stand up for himself. She said Elvis won most of the fights.


The Presleys also taught their son to say “sir” and “ma’am,” to stand when an elder (Grandma, Uncle Vester, Aunt Delta Mae) entered the room. Not to interrupt or argue. And if you don’t have nothing nice to say, don’t say nothing at all. So well did they impress the young Elvis with these simple rules that years later, even after he had worked with movie directors and recording executives only a few years older than he was, and they insisted he use their first names, he continued to call them Mr. or Mrs. and to say “yes, sir” and “yes, ma’am,” and “please.” Elvis was, if nothing else, polite.


And as his parents loved him, he returned their love. Both his parents told stories about how upset he got when his father plunged into a lake to swim or rushed into a burning building to help save a neighbor’s furniture. (The home of his Uncle Noah, Aunt Christine and his playmate and cousin Bobby was one of several that burned in East Tupelo, and another fire gutted the church.) His parents said Elvis was afraid of losing his father, that’s why he cried so much.


Elvis also cried, years earlier, when in 1938 Vernon, Gladys’s brother, and another man entered Mississippi’s notorious Parchman Farm to serve three years for forging a check made out to Vernon over his employer Orville Bean’s name. The Presleys lost their home and although Vernon was released after only eight months––at Bean’s request––it was an incident that marked Vernon and his family for the rest of Elvis’s life.




 





In the 1930s and early 1940, the First Assembly of God Church in Tupelo was a small one-story structure on Adams Street, just a block and a half from where the Presleys lived. It was there Elvis heard his first music.


In later years, Mrs. Presley liked telling a story about Elvis’s behavior in church: “When Elvis was just a little fellow, he would slide off my lap, run down the aisle and scramble up to the platform of the church. He would stand looking up at the choir and try to sing with them. He was too little to know the words, of course, but he could carry the tune.”


As Elvis grew, he and his parents would sing together at camp meetings, revivals and church conventions, but only as part of the congregation, never as a “popular trio” or in the church choir, as has been reported in several magazines. Nor, apparently, were the Presleys quite the churchgoers legend has it they were. Mrs. Harris, who said she never missed a service (and it’s difficult to doubt anything she said), claims the Presleys were “regular but not fanatical; they’d miss a service ever’ now and then.”


The Assemblies of God churches, founded only twenty-five years earlier, in 1914, were at the time part of the evangelical movement that swept most of the South and Midwest during the roaring twenties and depressing thirties. Like other white Pentecostal church groups (many shared the same basic beliefs but adhered to different founders and names), those who took their prayers to the Assembly of God held a conservative interpretation of the Bible, believing among other things that the wicked would be judged and on dying be consigned to everlasting punishment in the lake which burneth with fire and brimstone. The simple message: Be good or go to hell.


The Sunday services usually opened with song, the Presley family joining the congregation and choir. Behind the altar would be the pastor and his lay associates, dressed much as the congregation in inexpensive but “decent” dress. Later one of the laymen would lead the congregation in silent prayer and likely as not the pastor, sitting quietly to one side, his hands folded in his lap, would begin to speak “in tongues,” a phenomenon that purportedly represented direct contact with God as God speaks through the individual in a language unknown to him. Among white Pentecostals the speaking-in-tongues experience has virtually no high emotional content. In contrast with Negro churches of similar stripe, the white congregation remains calm; it is taken as matter-of-factly as the condemnation to hell for wickedness.


Which is not to say the Presley congregation was lethargic. Anything but. During much of the service the mood was formed by the minister, who when not speaking in tongues was praying fervently––providing a noisy lead for those others present who wished to cry aloud, “Praise God … thank you, Lord … I love you. Lord!”––and stalking the aisle of the church delivering a fire-and-brimstone sermon. During the sermon the pastor’s voice rumbled and shook, carrying equal parts of threat and hope. Filling the small plank church in East Tupelo with a flood of words that coiled and uncoiled in measured cadence, exhortations and chastisements that came in a rush, followed by whispers of spiritual ecstasy.


“They was good revivals,” said Mrs. Faye Harris. “Lots of people was saved.”


Years later, when asked where he got his wiggle, Elvis said, “We used to go to these religious singin’s all the time. There were these singers, perfectly fine singers, but nobody responded to them. Then there was the preachers and they cut up all over the place, jumpin’ on the piano, movin’ ever’ which way. The audience liked ’em. I guess I learned from them.”


Elvis was not a handsome boy. What is probably the earliest photograph shows him at two or three––huge eyes looking off to the left, a twisted, flattened nose, drooping lips, all round and soft and looking rather like an infant doing an impression of Edward G. Robinson; there’s even a hat with a brim, worn a little cockeyed, leaning to Elvis’s right.


In another early photograph, taken when he was six, there is no hat and his platinum blond hair is parted as if with a garden hoe, cut close at the sides, a few strands falling over his prominent forehead. His eyes are outsized and heavily lidded, his nose flat and off-center, his thick lips even then twisted in the lopsided leer that later would become world famous.


In both these pictures it was as if his head hadn’t yet grown enough to match the prominent features. Dressed in a loose sweater pulled over a cotton shirt, one collar-point in, one out, Elvis looks in the second photograph almost as much the perfect waif as he seemed in the earlier one.


A later picture, taken outside his home with his parents, shows Elvis wearing a white long-sleeved shirt open at the neck, the sleeves about two inches too short, white and brown shoes, suspenders yanking his trousers halfway up his chest. His father is wearing a white shirt, a leather jacket and loose-fitting slacks, his mother a dotted print dress, belted at the waist.


In none of the photographs is anyone smiling.


When Elvis was five, his mother began walking him to class (a practice she would continue through part of his high school days in Memphis) across Highway 78 into the main section of the little town to the simple wooden frame buildings that served as the East Tupelo Consolidated School. All twelve grades were being taught and the school had a high school accreditation, the first high school graduation having been held six years earlier, in 1934, when there were nine teachers and just four students in the senior class. By the time Elvis was in fourth grade there were seven hundred students at East Tupelo and twenty-six teachers.


No one associated with the school system remembers much about Elvis before he was in the fifth grade, when Mrs. Oleta Grimes was his homeroom teacher. She lived less than a hundred yards from the Presleys on Old Saltillo Road and had introduced herself to Gladys when she’d been told they were related distantly.


“He was a good student,” said Mrs. Grimes. “You remember if they’re not. I knew him that well, I’d remember that. Sweet, that’s the word. And average. Sweet and average.


“There were about thirty in each of the homerooms and each morning we’d have chapel,” she said. “Devotions. Well, two mornings in a row I asked my children if anybody could say prayer. No one said anything. Then on the third day Elvis put up his hand. He said he could say prayer. And he said prayer and he sang several songs he knew. I remember one of them and it wasn’t really right for chapel, but Elvis sang it so sweetly, it liked to make me cry. That was ‘Old Shep.’ [A popular song recorded by Red Foley about a boy and his dog.] Mr. J. D. Cole was the principal at the time and I asked him to listen to Elvis sing. And Mr. Cole was so impressed he carried Elvis to the Mississippi-Alabama Fair and entered him in the annual contest.”


The Mississippi-Alabama Fair and Dairy Show was organized in 1904 as the Lee County Fair and was municipally owned and operated as a non-profit event for the farmers of the area. There were horse shows and cattle auctions and, later, beauty contests at which Miss Mississippi and Miss Alabama were selected for the Miss America Pageant in Atlantic City. In the 1940s, talent contests were held, with local winners coming from the two states to compete for an annual prize. Elvis was ten when Mr. Cole entered him to represent East Tupelo, which was only half a mile from the fairgrounds.


Elvis sang “Old Shep” at that fair, standing on a chair and reaching for the microphone, unaccompanied, because the guitar players present were reluctant to give help to any of the competition. Elvis won second prize––five dollars and free admission to all the amusement rides.


“My husband Clint had a furniture store at the time,” said Mrs. Grimes, “and I had Elvis to come by and sing ‘Old Shep’ for him, because he couldn’t get away to see him at the fair. Elvis sang his song and Clint gave him a nickel for a soda.


“I didn’t think Elvis’d ever amount to anything, of course.”




 





As Elvis was growing up, his father moved from job to job, leaving the milk delivery route when there weren’t customers enough to continue it, working crops in the bottom, sorting lumber and hiring out as an apprentice carpenter at the Leake and Goodlett Lumberyard in Tupelo. Tupelo served as headquarters for eighteen counties in the administration of President Roosevelt’s New Deal projects, and so Vernon also found himself doing carpentry for the Works Progress Administration (WPA), eventually becoming a foreman. Whatever he could get he took––like other men during the Depression.


“They moved several times,” said Mrs. Harris. “They lived in several houses this side of the highway, on Kelly Street, then on Berry. Later the house on Berry was condemned. They was real poor. They just got by.”


At least they ate regularly. The food may not have been the most nutritious, but it was regular. Mrs. Harris said there wasn’t much meat, though. “You had to buy your meat,” she said. “A few had hogs in the yard, but most had to buy their meat and that was expensive. So we mostly relied on vegetables. Peas, cornbread, okra, tomatoes, lettuce, radishes, boiled corn when we had it, and in the wintertime we’d have dried stuff and canned peaches and apples. We never went real hungry, but we worked at it sometimes.”


Times were equally tough on Tupelo. The year Elvis was born, cotton growers were predicting the South’s first billion-dollar crop, but if this represented prosperity for some, little of it reached the common man. And the weather, always unpredictable in northern Mississippi, only made matters worse. Often the creeks would flood the bottom land and many of the small homes in East Tupelo. And in 1936 one of history’s most deadly tornadoes came whirling out of neighboring Harrisburg into Tupelo, killing two hundred and sixteen, injuring more than a thousand, and destroying nine hundred homes––all in just thirty-two seconds. In East Tupelo, where damage was by contrast minimal, the Presleys watched roofs torn off and walls warped so they’d never settle straight up and down again and there’d always be cracks and leaks.


There were no tornado cellars in East Tupelo. The land was too low and water would have seeped into them. So on the hot dry days when the sky suddenly went black and the woolly stillness of the afternoon air was torn by the cry of wind, Elvis was rushed some distance by his mother to a storm shelter cut in a distant hillside, to wait hours before it seemed safe to leave.


One of those days Vernon was at work and Elvis and his mother were in the shelter alone, singing at first to keep from being so frightened, then talking about the singing Elvis’d been doing and how well he had done at the fair. Elvis told his mother he wanted a bicycle. Mrs. Presley knew this and Mr. Presley had priced bicycles and the fifty-five-dollar tag was too high. So Mrs. Presley asked her son wouldn’t he rather have the ($12.95) guitar in the same window with the bike; after all, it would help him with his singing, and maybe later he could have the bike. The way the story goes, Elvis said if he got the guitar, he wouldn’t ask for the bicycle again for a year.


In the months following, Elvis taught himself how to play the guitar––with a little help from his uncles, Johnny Smith and Vester Presley, who showed him several chords––and began listening to the radio, trying to copy the sounds he heard. He listened to the popular country music vocalists––Roy Acuff, Ernest Tubb, Ted Daffan, Bob Wills and Jimmie Davis, along with the records of the man generally recognized as the Father of Country Music, Jimmie Rodgers, who had been from Meridian, Mississippi, a hundred or so miles from Tupelo. He also listened to the blues singers who were from the same neighborhood, Mississippi’s cotton bottom, stretching west to the Mississippi River and south to New Orleans––people like Booker (Bukka) White, Big Bill Broonzy, Otis Spann, B. B. King, John Lee Hooker (who wrote a song called “Tupelo Mississippi Flood”), Chester (The Howlin’ Wolf ) Burnett, Jimmy Reed, Earl Hooker, and McKinley (Muddy Waters) Morganfield. And on Sundays and Wednesdays––Wednesdays being revival days at the First Assembly of God Church––Elvis learned to sing spirituals.


Slowly the style was formed.




 





“In the afternoons we’d bunch up, go to one house, talk, listen to the radio and entertain ourselves,” said Mrs. Harris. “In the spring we went to the woods out behind his house. Me and Gladys would sit and gossip while the kids rolled down the hill. They loved to gather the wild flowers––the dogwood and the honeysuckle. Gladys liked to have flowers in the house.”


Just as often Elvis’s friends would come over to the Presley house to sit on the hill behind it and listen to Elvis slowly pick out the songs he knew.


Elvis never wanted for friends, company at the house, or people to visit nearby. Besides his school chums, there were the large Presley and Smith families, and elsewhere in the county were more relatives––cousins of cousins of cousins and such. Buck Presley was first cousin to Elvis’s grandfather, for one example, and he and his wife Alice and their seven sons lived and farmed in Richmond, eight miles away. Buck and his wife and two of his boys, Hershell and J. W., lived in small sparsely furnished homes in Nettleton.


“We would ride over to Tupelo on the school bus,” Buck said. “Go to visit Elvis and all––go to shows, fight, everything else. I remember a lot of times we used to jump that fence to go to the fair. We got caught one time and that broke it up. Those guys with the clubs they had around the fence like to scare us to death.”


“I remember Elvis used to carry that ol’ gi-tar around,” said Hershell. “He loved that gi-tar. It didn’t have but three strings on it most of the time, but he sure could beat the dickens outa it.”




 





During World War Two, when Elvis was in his first years of school, before he won the fair contest and got his guitar, his father went to work in a munitions plant in Memphis, a hundred miles to the northwest. He came home every weekend he could, and when the war ended he moved back. He had hoped to take his family to Memphis, but the housing was inadequate or unavailable and when the war ended there was no job.


In 1946 the East Tupelo Consolidated School was merged with the Tupelo School District. (The two towns merged in 1948.) This meant that in June 1947 Elvis’s school held its last high school graduation ceremonies. From then on the eleventh and twelfth grades were bussed to class in Tupelo.


About the same time, the Presleys moved into town, settling near the Fairgrounds and opposite Shakerag, Tupelo’s black ghetto, and Elvis was enrolled at Milam Junior High School. Soon after, in 1948, when Elvis was thirteen, the Presleys left town.“We were broke, man, broke, and we left Tupelo overnight,” Elvis said years later. “Dad packed all our belongings in boxes and put them on the top and in the trunk of a 1939 Plymouth. We just headed to Memphis.


“Things had to be better.”



















Chapter 3


HIGH SCHOOL





Things weren’t any better in Memphis, not at first. If anything, they were worse. The living quarters in East Tupelo and Tupelo had never been spacious or especially comfortable, but compared to what they found in Tennessee’s largest city (population then about 300,000) they seemed almost palatial.


At first they packed themselves into one room of a large box-like home at 572 Poplar Avenue, a mile from where the Mississippi River flanked the city’s business center. It was a once-exclusive neighborhood considered part of North Memphis and, like many just outside the city’s commercial core, it was inhabited almost exclusively by the poor. At one time the house may have been elegant, but in 1948 it was cut up into greasy one-room apartments. There were no kitchen facilities and the Presleys shared a bath with three other families. There were sixteen high-ceilinged rooms in the building, providing shelter for no less than sixty individuals. The electrical wiring was a daily threat. Heating was totally inadequate. There were holes in the walls, and wherever there wasn’t a hole there was dirt. The Presleys slept, cooked (hauling water from the bathroom, to prepare meals over a hotplate) and ate in the one room. It was not the sort of home you invited your friends to see.


Initially Elvis had no friends. Largely this was because of his reticence, his shyness. A new boy in any neighbourhood undergoes a period of painful adaptation, and when it is a thin, polite country boy from a farm town in Mississippi moving to Memphis, a city he’d only heard about (and might have feared because his father hadn’t found work all that easily), the pain became acute, the strangeness and bigness nearly overwhelming. The L. C. Humes High School Elvis was taken to his first week in Memphis, for instance, had more than 1600 students in its six classes (seventh through twelfth), more pupils than there were people in East Tupelo.


Years later Vernon Presley talked about that first day of school, when he took Elvis to class, left him outside the principal’s office, and no sooner was he back home than Elvis was back home too. Vernon said Elvis was so nervous he was bug-eyed, and when he asked what was wrong, Elvis said he wasn’t sure about where things were and there were so many kids … he was afraid the kids would laugh at him.


Elvis returned the following day and slowly he found his way, while his father worked in a tool company and drove a truck for a wholesale grocer and his mother sometimes worked in a curtain factory or as a waitress in a downtown cafeteria. The combined Presley family income came to about $35 a week.


No one outside the Presley family recalls much about that first year in Memphis. Elsie Marmann remembers Elvis was in her eighth-grade music class and said he really didn’t show much promise. “He wasn’t in my glee club,” she said, “he didn’t have the kind of voice I could use in a glee club.” Mrs. Tressie Miller, who’d followed the Presleys to Memphis from Mississippi to live in the same house on Poplar Avenue, said there was a big yard in front of the house and after school Elvis sometimes entertained friends, picking and singing the songs he knew. Others comment on how serious Elvis was, or how quiet, or how polite. Everyone said he loved his mother––no, worshiped her. And that’s about it. It would be a year before any of his teachers or classmates knew Elvis well enough to talk about. And even then, most at Humes seldom if ever really recognized Elvis. All high schools have students who go nearly unnoticed. Elvis was one of those.


In February 1949, Vernon began working as a laborer at the United Paint Company, packing cans of house paint into boxes for shipment. United’s factory, in a five-story brick building that had been a brewery in pre-Prohibition times, a cotton warehouse after that, was only a few blocks from where the Presleys lived. Vernon was paid eighty-three cents an hour, grossing $38.50 on the good weeks, when he picked up five hours of overtime. He held the job for five years.


On June 17 the same year, Elvis and his mother had a caller at their one room––Mrs. Jane Richardson, who was one of two home service advisers working for the Memphis Housing Authority. The Presleys had applied for assistance, and Mrs. Richardson was there to determine whether or not they were qualified.


“They were just poor people,” said Mrs. Richardson. “I interviewed Mrs. Presley and Elvis and at that time I said he was a very nice boy. They seemed nice and deserving. Those were my remarks from my investigation of their living conditions before they moved into the project.”


Her report, which described the Poplar Avenue residence as “infested” and “in need of major repairs,” was submitted. Vernon’s salary at United Paint was checked; it was determined he sent ten dollars a month to his mother in West Point, Mississippi; it was noted he had a 1937 Pontiac that operated rather fitfully; and it was suggested the Presleys be accepted for residence at the Lauderdale Courts, the federally funded housing project in the same neighborhood and near Vernon’s work.


Three months later, in May, as Elvis was completing his first year at Humes High, the Presleys moved into a two-bedroom, ground-floor apartment in the Lauderdale Courts at 185 Winchester Street.


The red brick project was one of several constructed in the mid-thirties by the federal government, and it had been operated since that time by the city. It was designed for low-income families, and rent traditionally had been adjusted to how much the individual family could afford to pay. The Presleys were asked to pay thirty-five dollars a month initially.


“Most of the people who lived here came from slum areas, substandard housing,” said Mrs. Richardson. “That was the requirement then that we’d move them in here. Our slogan was ‘From slums to public housing to private ownership.’ And we have had a number of people who have lived here who have saved enough to make a down payment on a small home.”


There was a quiet anguish hovering over the dry grass lawns, the harsh symmetrical walks and anonymous brick buildings. The 433 units in the project––some in one-story structures with wrought iron trim, others in three-story monoliths––were kept as neatly as the housing authority insisted, but money for individual comfort and decoration was scarce. The Presleys lived in one of the monoliths, and across the street were grey leaning shacks housing some of the city’s poorest blacks, a drugstore and a beer parlor, and beyond that the United Paint Company and St. Joseph’s Hospital. A half mile to the south was dark and scabrous Beale Street, the legendary home of the blues. The Lauderdale Courts had been open just eleven years and the housing was better than adequate, but the neighborhood was not the best.


The first day in the apartment Vernon filled out a report describing the condition of the living room, two bedrooms, a separate kitchen and private bath. Carefully making check marks on the form and adding his comment in a neat, legible hand in pencil, he wrote, “Wall around bath tub need repair … apartment in need of paint job … one shade will not roll in bed room … light in front hall will not stay on … oven door will not shut tight … one leg [of dresser] broke off … bathroom sink stopped up … faucet in kitchen sink needs repairs.”


Still, it was a decided step up from the place on Poplar. From slum to public housing. The Presleys lived in the project apartment three and a half years, and during that time Mrs. Richardson or someone else from the Housing Authority came through two or three times a year to see how the linoleum and woodwork were holding up, as well as to check on income and other meager facts of life. It was noted by Mrs. Richardson in the first home service report, made Thanksgiving week of 1949, that the Presley car had given out, that there was no telephone in the apartment, and that Vernon remained at United Paint with an estimated annual income of $2080.


Even with Elvis in high school now, his parents continued to coddle him. “They treated him like he was two years old,” said Mrs. Ruby Black, the mother of the late Bill Black, who played bass for Elvis’s first records and concerts. “Mrs. Presley talked about her twin babies and she just lived for Elvis. Years later he called her every night when he was touring and Mrs. Presley couldn’t go to sleep until she’d heard from him.” Elvis himself once recalled that his mother walked him to school until he was fifteen.


“That only happened some of the time,” said Evan (Buzzy) Forbess, one of Elvis’s closest friends at Humes. “Most of the time he went with us.”


Buzzy lived with his sisters and mother in the same building the Presleys lived in. His father had run off with a waitress soon after he was born, and since that time his mother had been working in a curtain factory. It was, in fact, Mrs. Forbess who got Gladys her job sewing curtains. Buzzy was a year behind Elvis, but for four years they were practically inseparable.


“It was a lower poverty-type school, one of the lowest in Memphis,” said Buzzy. “I wouldn’t have taken much for that school and I don’t think Elvis would’ve, either. He said so several times. In that neighborhood the fact that Elvis got through without getting into serious trouble was an accomplishment.”


Buzzy talked about the fights Elvis was in. He tells about how there was a scrap after a football game and Elvis was one who “jumped a rope and joined right in.” When Elvis was in the tenth grade and someone from the opposing team cussed out Humes’s coach from a parked school bus, and Elvis “threw his bony ol’ arm up there, right through the open window of the bus, and clipped that boy on the nose, and that ended it.”


Buzzy said football was Elvis’s consuming interest. One time, he said he and Elvis and some others went over to the waterworks to play ball with a bunch of “nigras.” “Man, they had the craziest way of snapping the ball,” Buzzy said. “We were used to numbers, like four, thirty, eighteen, five, snap! And the center would hike the ball to the quarterback. With this colored team the center would bend over the ball and the quarterback would start shouting something like ‘Beans, maters, taters …’ They’d be hollering vegetables and we’d be falling down laughing. We’d still be on our fannies laughing and they’d’ve scored a touchdown.”


For a year Elvis played ball for the Humes High Tigers. “He went out in the eleventh grade and made the team all right,” said Buzzy. “He didn’t play in twelfth grade, but eleventh, junior year, he did. He was a little small and not used to organized ball, but he never shied away from sticking his nose in. He played end. He played a few games of the ten or so we had that year. He didn’t score any touchdowns. He usually played defense. He did score a lot in sandlot games. He had real good hands and he was fast. But he was just too small for organized ball games.”


Bobby (Red) West was another high school friend. He was a year ahead of Elvis at Humes and lived in another, nearby government housing project. Hurt Village. Like Buzzy, Red was a varsity regular on the football team. “Elvis had his hair real long in those days,” Red said. “He was the only guy. The rest of us had crew cuts. I remember once when all the guys were gonna get him and cut his hair. I helped him escape from that. He had trouble with his hair when he was playing ball. He just played one year and the coach told him to cut his hair or get off the team. That’s about what it boiled down to. He wore the loud clothes, the pink and black. He was just different. It gave the people something to do, to bother him.”


Elvis once said he had to let his hair and sideburns grow to look like a truck driver, to make him seem older. He never really talked much about why he dressed so loudly; it was merely something he did.


“I would see them leave every Sunday morning for church,” said Buzzy Forbess’s mother. “He was so cute. One Sunday he’d have a pink pair of pants on and a dark coat. Next Sunday it’d be the dark pants and the pink coat.”


Down on Beale Street, at the corner of Second Street, there was a men’s clothing store owned by the Lansky Brothers, who specialized in selling vibrant yellow suits and pink sport coats with black lightning streaks, white shoes, and glittery men’s accessories. Whenever the country musicians came to Memphis from Nashville, this was one of the stops they made. It also was a favorite of the blacks who lived in the neighborhood. Elvis seldom had much money to spend on clothing, but whenever he did, it was spent there.




 





Through football, his hair style and manner of dress, Elvis was developing an identity, slowly building a confidence, a sense of personal security. Yet he remained shy, and oddly enough it was his music about which he was most reticent.


Elvis wasn’t reluctant to sing for his friends, picking out the few basic chords he knew on the guitar, but when it came to performing in front of anyone else, he backed down. Buzzy Forbess said, “He and I had biology together and it came time for a Christmas party. Elvis was in the tenth grade and we wanted to get Elvis to sing. He was scared to death and he left his guitar behind on purpose, so he could say he couldn’t sing.”


Another classmate, Mona Raburn Finley, once said that when Elvis did bring his guitar to school, she and her friends sometimes would beg him for an hour to sing, then when he started, the bell would ring and class would be over.


Not until Mildred Scrivener, a history teacher at Humes High, put Elvis in the school’s variety show did he begin to walk away from his timidity.


“I never knew Elvis could sing until someone in my class said Elvis should bring his guitar to our homeroom picnic,” she said. “Elvis did bring his guitar, and while everybody else was running around doing what young people do, Elvis sat quietly by himself playing and singing to the few who gathered around him. Slowly, other students began to come to him. There was something about his plaintive singing which drew them like a magnet.”


Miss Scrivener was Elvis’s homeroom teacher in his senior year, and when the school’s 1600 students crammed the auditorium for the variety show, Elvis was on the program. The show was held to raise money for a special school fund and no one would dare miss it. Most pupils at Humes were from poor homes, and if ever a boy or girl couldn’t afford to attend a dance, or lacked money enough for lunch or clothing, he or she had a quiet talk with Tom Brindley, the school’s principal, who would pull enough money from the fund, and no one was the wiser.


“There were three teachers in charge of the show,” Miss Scrivener said, “and I was the one appointed to be producer. That meant I was the one to make up the program. The year when Elvis performed, I remember there were more than thirty acts––nearly more acts than there was time to show them properly. And what about encores? When a student did well, he or she was entitled to an encore. I solved that problem by calling everyone together and saying we just didn’t have as many minutes, so there would be only one encore––the person who got the most applause could go out again at the end of the show.


“The tension was there that night, more than ever before. As the students finished their little act––singing or dancing or playing the piano or doing a recitation–– they’d come off stage and say, ‘Boy, was I lousy!’ and another student would say, ‘No, you were the most.’ But a teacher knows her students and I could tell––every one of them was hoping to be the one to get the encore. You know who got it. Elvis was standing at the edge of the stage, half hidden by the curtain, when I told him, ‘It’s you, Elvis. Go on out there and sing another song.’


“I’ll never forget the look on his face when he came off the stage from doing the encore. ‘They really liked me. Miss Scrivener,’ he said. ‘They really liked me.’”


“One of my sisters had given me a red flannel shirt and he liked it, so I let him wear it for the show,” said his friend Buzzy. “He sang a love song first and the teachers started to cry. Really. They just started to boo-hooing. He sang a couple of songs more and about the third one he dedicated it to me. I wondered why. Afterward he gave me my shirt back and he showed me where he had made a little tear in it, closing it in a car door. He was buttering me up by dedicating the song to me.”


Buzzy said the only other times Elvis performed “publicly” for strangers was when he joined the Odd Fellows’ local boys’ club, which urged its members to participate in charitable activities in exchange for the use of game and meeting rooms. Buzzy was a member, he said, and he would do a little improvisational dancing and fooling around while Elvis played his guitar and sang when they visited the patients at the Memphis Veterans Hospital.


In November 1950 one of the home service reports shows that Elvis was working as an usher at Loew’s State Theater downtown from five to ten each night at $12.75 a week. It was a job he quit soon thereafter because he was falling behind in his studies. He resumed it the following summer, only to be fired. Arthur Groom, the theater manager, said the girl who sold candy and popcorn in the lobby was slipping Elvis some stuff on the side and the other usher snitched on Elvis, so Elvis took a punch at him and Elvis was canned.


His next job was working a full shift, from three in the afternoon until eleven-thirty at night, at the Marl Metal Products Company. He began to fall asleep in class––something Miss Scrivener said she overlooked, knowing the circumstances. “That’s too much for any young boy,” Gladys said a few years later. “It got so hard on him––he was so beat all the time––we made him quit, and I went to work at St. Joseph’s Hospital.”


The home service report of June 19, 1951, shows Vernon had received a $10-a-week raise to $48.50, counting the five hours of overtime. And the rent was bumped accordingly, seven more dollars to forty-three. It was the next report, filed in December, that included Mrs. Presley’s income as a nurse’s aide, and although this was only four dollars a day, it proved to be a problem. The Housing Authority worked on annual income figures, not daily or weekly figures, so when her projected yearly income came to $1248 and this was added to her husband’s yearly sum, the total exceeded the maximum permitted by the city.


“Have had illness in family, wife is working to help pay out of debt. Bills pressing––and don’t want to be sued,” were the words on another report filed in December in an attempt to explain why Mrs. Presley had taken a job. The illness was Vernon’s; he’d hurt his back at work and the medical costs were piling up. It didn’t matter. Still the projected family income was beyond the $3000 ceiling. That meant the Presleys had to be evicted.


A short time later Mrs. Presley quit work at the hospital, the Presley income was re-examined and the eviction notice was withdrawn.


However strapped the Presleys were economically, still there seemed to be enough in the family budget to keep Elvis reasonably content. “His parents gave him money for a push lawn mower,” said Buzzy, “and Elvis paid them back out of his earnings. We usually mowed just enough to get the money for what we wanted––movies, carnivals and so on. Except for those two jobs he had, he didn’t work too much. His parents provided well enough, considering how poor they were.” Buzzy scoffed at a story about Elvis once selling a pint of his blood. “He didn’t need to,” he said. “He never had a need for money. He didn’t need much and if he did, his parents took care of him. Any story you hear like that, stack it up against the Lincoln Coupe they bought him. It was an old car, but that’s how good his parents were to him. His father used the car too, of course, but really it was bought for him.”


Mr. Presley once told a story about Elvis and that car, which was then more than ten years old. It was a hot summer night and residents of the project gathered outside to sit on porches and under the scattered trees, looking for some cool breeze and friendly gossip. “That ol’ car sure could eat gas and I suppose Elvis was worried I’d not have enough to get to work,” Vernon said. “So he come running up yelling, ‘Hi, Dad. I put fifteen cents’ worth of gasoline into the car.’ Everyone laughed and he like to died of embarrassment.”


The Presleys were like family to Buzzy. “One time I hurt my arm,” he said. “I fell on concrete playing basketball and a little later I was at Elvis’s house, my arm all bruised. Tears come to Mrs. Presley’s eyes when she saw my arm. She was a soft-hearted woman, that’s all she was.”


Sometimes, Buzzy said, usually on Friday or Saturday nights, the Presleys walked to a movie theater in the neighborhood, the Suzore No. 2, turning the apartment over to Elvis and Buzzy for a party. “They weren’t noisy parties, nothing like that,” said Buzzy. “Instead of records, Elvis would play and sing, but it wasn’t noisy.” (Mrs. Richardson said that only once did someone have to run over and tell Elvis that the tenants were beginning to complain, so he’d have to play and sing more quietly.) “Elvis was always doing that at parties and so we learned to dance before he did. We were conforming to the dances of the time. The bop was big––and slow dances. This was right after the jitterbug went out. Elvis had his own movements, of course, and eventually we all came around to his way. I remember seeing him in front of a jukebox one time, listening to the record and imitating playing a guitar and doing those moves. Another time we went to a party and there was a piano there. He started fooling around and the first thing you know he was beating out a song. He never had any training, on the piano or the guitar, so far as I know. He picked it up by ear. He had the feel for it.


“He dated pretty good. He liked to date. He wasn’t the sort to just walk up and ask for dates right off, though. And the girls he did go out with, they were pretty affectionate; they really cared for him. At parties he’d be there. He wasn’t that shy. And if we talked him into being the life of the party, he’d be that. He wouldn’t let a party drag on.”


On most dates, Buzzy said, they doubled and went to movies or to local carnivals to throw balls at milk bottles and ride the rides. “I remember one time we were gonna rent a truck for a hayride,” he said. “We all chipped in fifty cents apiece but we were a little short. So Elvis went down to the record store next to the Suzore and made an announcement that we were having a hayride and we had a truck outside. Pretty soon we had a truck full and enough money to pay for it.”


Friday and Saturday nights when Elvis didn’t have a date, usually he’d see a movie with some of the guys from the neighborhood. The Suzore No. 2 was one of those large old theaters found in poorer Southern neighborhoods in the 1950s––two ancient heaters huffing and puffing to keep things barely tolerable in winter, two creaky fans for the blistering summer heat, and the roof leaked. Buzzy said Elvis tried to see at least one movie a week and that he liked Tony Curtis best. At the time, Curtis was becoming a favorite with the teenagers, usually appearing in swashbucklers and adventure flicks.


In school Elvis liked shop and ROTC the best, although that was where Red West said he suffered some of the roughest harassment concerning his clothes and hair. In shop Elvis made a cutting board and a salad bowl for his mother. And so much did he like ROTC, that after he had made some money from his first records, he returned to Humes High (something he did often the first few years) and spent $900 on uniforms for the school’s ROTC drill team. One of the few pictures taken at the time, in fact, shows him standing proudly in his khaki uniform, overseas cap at a cocky angle on his blond head, and under that a lopsided grin.


In the Humes High yearbook, The Herald, for 1953, there is only one picture of Elvis, showing him in a dark coat, a white shirt, a light tie, acne, prominent sideburns, hair long at the sides and slicked back into a classic ducktail, the top pompadoured and swirled and stacked just so, a spit curl hanging over his forehead. Next to the picture it said:








PRESLEY, ELVIS ARON


Major: Shop, History, English


Activities: R.O.T.C., Biology Club,


English Club, History Club, Speech Club.











The only other mention of Elvis in the book is in the class will, where it said, “Donald Williams, Raymond McCraig and Elvis Presley leave hoping there will be some one to take their places as ‘teachers’ pets’??????” (Buzzy said he has no idea what that means, unless it’s a reference to Elvis’s making the teachers cry when he sang.) He was not voted most popular, most talented, most charming, most outstanding, or most likely to succeed. He was not voted most anything.


“He was like the rest of us,” said Buzzy. “He wasn’t an A student because he didn’t want to be. He was plenty smart enough, but I don’t remember many times where we’d carry books home. We all passed with Bs and Cs, that’s all.”




 





Vernon’s salary continued to creep upward, but it never was enough. In the spring of 1952, the Presleys fell behind in their rent and utilities and they received a notice from the Housing Authority that they were delinquent in the amount of $43.74, and a fine of a dollar a day was being imposed, effective immediately.


In August the same year a report filed by United Paint Company showed Vernon was earning an average of $53.22 a week, and a week after that Vernon filed a report with the Housing Authority saying it wasn’t true, he didn’t average that much.


In November Gladys returned to St. Joseph’s Hospital as a nurse’s aide, the family income again passed the maximum allowed, and once more the Presleys received a letter of eviction. They were told they had until February 28, 1953, to get out.


The Presleys spent the Christmas and New Year’s holidays in the project and on January 7, the day before Elvis’s eighteenth birthday, moved into a small apartment at 398 Cypress Street, closer to the center of the city. It was a seven-room house that had been cut into four apartments. It didn’t look much better than the room they lived in on Poplar Avenue. And it cost them $52 a month.


On June 3, 1953, in a ceremony in the city’s Ellis Auditorium, where all local high school graduations were held, Elvis was given his diploma. A few days later, he joined several of his classmates in asking the Tennessee employment authority to help him find work.



















Chapter 4


SUNRISE





That summer, Elvis worked first at the M. B. Parker Machinists’ Shop and then at the Precision Tool Company, factory jobs that were as forgettable as the work was tedious. More important to Elvis was his meeting Dixie Locke. She was three years younger than Elvis, a sophomore in high school, when they met at the Assembly of God Church on McLemore in South Memphis.


“He was just so different, all the other guys were like replicas of their dads,” Dixie told Peter Guralnick for his Elvis biography, Last Train to Memphis. “To watch him, you would think, even then, he was really shy. What was so strange was that he would do anything to call attention to himself, but I really think he was doing it to prove something to himself more than to the people around him. Inside, even then, I think he knew that he was different. I knew the first time I met him that he was not like other people.”


An evening followed at the Rainbow Rollerdrome, a popular weekend hangout for Memphis teenagers, and sooner than both expected, they took each other home to meet the parents, who naturally disapproved. She was too young and he had all that hair and wore bolero shirts and pegged pants with a strip down the side. Yet there was no stopping it. In the evenings and on weekends they were inseparable. They went to church together, they babysat Dixie’s cousins together, they went to movies and the all-night gospel shows at Ellis Auditorium, double-dated with Elvis’s cousin Gene Smith (who was going with Dixie’s sister Juanita), and according to Dixie, Elvis poured his heart out, talking as she suspected he’d never talked to another friend, telling her that what he wanted most in the world was to sing. They also talked about running off to Mississippi and getting married.


About the same time, Elvis was sent for an interview at the Crown Electric Company, an electrical contracting firm that wired churches, schools, industrial plants, shops and residences. There were forty-five electricians on the payroll then and Elvis was hired to run materials out to the jobs in a truck and sometimes helped keep stock in the warehouse. He made $1.25 an hour. After taxes it worked out to about $41 a week. He took out a little for gas for the old car his family had bought, plus enough for movies with Dixie, a little more for food, and gave the rest to his father, unemployed now with a bad back.


The job was a good one for Elvis, for then Crown was situated in a two-story stucco building at 353 Poplar Avenue, hiking distance from the apartment on Cypress where the Presleys now lived––only a block from their original Memphis home and three from the Lauderdale Courts, so Elvis was close to friends. Elvis usually did walk to Crown, checking in about eight in the morning. The working owners, James and Gladys Tipler, remembered how he first came to them.


“We called Tennessee unemployment,” said Mrs. Tipler, “and when I talked to the lady, she told me she had a very nice boy, but not to be––these were exactly the words she used––don’t be fooled by his appearance. And when he walked in and I seen him, if she hadn’t-a said that, I think I would-a told him to take to the door. Because I mean his hair was long! Even though he was a clean-cut-lookin’ kid, I just wasn’t used to that.”


Mr. Tipler added, “Elvis used to like that hair. He’d wear it way back there! He’d come back from a run in the truck, and he’d go right to a mirror to comb his hair. Wouldn’t be a time when he didn’t do that, combing the hair just so.”


“He was neat in appearance,” said Mrs. Tipler. “Even if I wasn’t used to that long hair, you know. Now it wouldn’t make any difference.”


Mr. Tipler kidded his wife: “You made his appointments for him to go to the beauty shop!” Then, confidentially, joshing her: “She made all his appointments for him to get his hair fixed. He went to the beautician, you know, to get his hair trimmed. He didn’t go to a reg’lar barber. He was way ahead of those other fellas, even way back yonder.”


Elvis was Crown’s youngest employee, and as such he came in for some good-natured kidding from some of the older electricians. “They used to play jokes on him,” said Mrs. Tipler. “He came in from a job one day, I’ll never forget it. He came in and he said, ‘Miz Tipler, I have to have some sky hooks.’ Him and I both looked in that warehouse I don’t know how long for some sky hooks, until Tip come in and I said, ‘Tip, they need some sky hooks out at East School,’ and Tip laughed at us both and he said, ‘How crazy can you be? You don’t put any hooks in the sky.’


“Sometimes when he’d come in, he was supposed to be here earlier. This one day he had already blew a tire out on the truck. Instead of stoppin’, he drove on in with it like that. And he had that ol’ gi-tar of his and I said, ‘Elvis, put down that gi-tar.’ I said, ‘It’s gonna be the ruination of you. You better make up your mind what you’re gonna do.’ And he laughed at me.”


The truck Elvis drove was a Ford pickup with a carry-back for equipment, and sometimes on his way to pick up or deliver supplies he’d pass the Memphis Recording Service, a small but lucrative sideline to the Sun Record Company, both of which had been founded and were being operated by Sam Phillips.


At the time, Sun was being run as an independent production company, and Sam was selling and leasing his tapes to other companies, operating on a profit margin thinner than the aluminum discs he used to make the master records. The Memphis Recording Service provided added income by recording bar mitzvahs and weddings and making off-the-air transcriptions for local radio stations and personal records for the walk-in trade. Elvis had known about this service––make your own record, two songs for four dollars––and when he had the money saved, he parked the truck in the neighborhood during a lunch hour and went in. Running the office that day was Marion Keisker, a gregarious woman in her thirties who had been a local radio personality since childhood. She recently had retired as “Miss Radio of Memphis” to serve as Sam’s office manager.


“It was a Saturday afternoon, a busy, busy afternoon, and for some reason I happened to be alone in the office,” she said. “The office was full of people wanting to make personal records. It was a stand-and-wait-your-turn sort of thing. He came in, said he wanted to make a record. I told him he’d have to wait and he said okay. He sat down. Of course he had his guitar. They all had their guitars in those days.


“While he was waiting his turn, we had a conversation I had reason to remember for many years afterward, because later I had to tell the story so often. He said he was a singer. I said, ‘What kind of a singer are you?’ He said, ‘I sing all kinds.’ I said, ‘Who do you sound like?’ He said, ‘I don’t sound like nobody,’ I thought, Oh yeah, one of those. I said, ‘Hillbilly?’ He said, ‘Yeah, I sing hillbilly.’ I said, ‘Who do you sound like in hillbilly?’ He said, ‘I don’t sound like nobody.’”


The Ink Spots were among Elvis’s favorite singers in 1953 and it was one of their songs, “My Happiness,” that Elvis had decided he wanted on a record as a present for his mother. The second song was “That’s When Your Heartaches Begin,” a weepy ballad that was part recitation. On both songs he accompanied himself on his battered guitar, sounding, he said years later, like “somebody beating on a bucket lid.”


Marion Keisker remembered, “When we went back to make the record, a ten-inch acetate, he got about halfway through the first side and I thought, I want to tape this.


“Now this is something we never did, but I wanted Sam to hear this. He was out at the time and the only thing I could find was a crumply piece of tape and by the time I got it set up, I’d missed part of the first song. I got maybe the last third of it and all the second song. I don’t even know if Elvis knew I was taping it.”


In explaining why she made a tape copy, Marion told something about Sam Phillips that Sam himself never told––and explained part of the motivation for Sun Records. First, she said, you had to understand Sam’s background.


Sam was raised on his father’s Alabama plantation, she said, where Uncle Silas Payne, a black, held him on his knee and sang the blues to him. In school Sam learned how to play the sousaphone and drums, and following college he became a radio announcer, moving to Memphis, where he coordinated the broadcast of orchestra music from one of the city’s hotels. He was making $150 a week and had a wife and two young sons when he quit to open his own studio. Marion said the music Sam had been programming bored him.


“It seemed to me that the Negroes were the only ones who had any freshness left in their music,” Sam himself once said, “and there was no place in the South they could go to record. The nearest place where they made so-called ‘race’ records––which was soon to be called ‘rhythm and blues’––was Chicago, and most of them didn’t have the money or time to make the trip to Chicago.”


Memphis long had been of major importance in the history of the blues. It was the world’s leading cotton marketplace, serving the rich broad Mississippi delta country to the south, and for years had been a magnet to the bluesmen of the cotton country. Many blacks settled on and around Beale Street––only a few blocks from Sam’s studio––to pick and sing in back rooms and local beer parlors.


In the first years of Sam’s independence, from 1951 to 1953, he recorded several of the finest singers in Memphis––Bobby Bland, Jackie Brenston (whose “Rocket 88” was a hit in the Negro market and was covered a year later by Bill Haley and the Comets), Chester (The Howlin’ Wolf ) Burnett, and Doc Ross––peddling the aluminum masters to Chess and Checker Records in Chicago. He recorded Joe Hill Louis, B. B. King and Big Walter Horton and sold their songs to Modem and RPM Records, small blues labels in Los Angeles.


Then in 1953, before Elvis walked in to make his four-dollar record, Sam began issuing the first 78-rpm records to carry the bright yellow and orange Sun label. He released two regional hits, “Love My Baby” by Little Junior Parker and “Just Walking in the Rain” by the Prisonaires, the latter being a group formed when its members were in the Tennessee State Penitentiary. (The song later was a hit for Johnny Ray.) None of the artists Sam recorded ever had been recorded before; he took pride in being first.


All of which brings us back to Marion Keisker and Elvis Presley. She said, “The reason I taped Elvis was this: Over and over I remember Sam saying, ‘If I could find a white man who had the Negro sound and the Negro feel, I could make a billion dollars.’ This is what I heard in Elvis, this … what I guess they now call ‘soul,’ this Negro sound. So I taped it. I wanted Sam to know.”


Marion said that when Sam returned, she fed the crumpled tape through the studio’s one-track recording system. Sam said he was impressed, but the boy needed a lot of work. He asked her if she’d written down his name and address. She said yes and showed him the slip of paper on which she’d written “Elvis Pressley [sic]. Good ballad singer. Hold.” The address showed he was living at 462 Alabama Street, a modest two-story brick home set back from the street and flanking the Lauderdale Courts. The telephone number was that of a friend on the same block who’d come and get him if anyone ever called.


Months passed and on January 4, 1954, a Friday, Elvis visited the Memphis Recording Service a second time, when Marion was out and Sam was in. Elvis told Sam his name and asked if Marion had mentioned him. Sam said yes, Marion had spoken highly of him and yes, he liked the tape she had made and he hoped Elvis was getting along tolerably, but no matter how much he wanted to do something, he just couldn’t, not right away. Sam was a gentle, charming man, somewhat absent-minded but usually sensitive in his contact with the public. Elvis shuffled nervously, ran his hands through his hair and said he wanted to cut another four-dollar record. Sam nodded and Elvis made his second “demo,” pairing Joni James’s “I’ll Never Stand in Your Way,” and an old Jimmy Wakely tune, “It Wouldn’t Be the Same Without You.” According to Marion, Sam was equally impressed by Elvis and he, too, noted his name and a phone number in the cluttered files. And he told Elvis he’d call.


Often during his lunch break while at Crown, Elvis would run past one of the local radio stations, WMPS, to watch the live broadcast of the High Noon Roundup. Country artists were featured on the first half of the hour-long program, the Blackwood Brothers Quartet and other gospel groups on the second half. The show’s master of ceremonies was Bob Neal, a disc jockey with a deep, deep voice who would become Elvis’s personal manager; but that was more than a year away.


About the same time, Elvis almost joined one of the Blackwood family’s vocal groups. The leader of the quartet, James Blackwood, told the story: “When Elvis was eighteen, when he was driving the truck, my nephew Cecil and three other boys had a gospel quartet they called the Songfellows. They thought one of the boys was gonna leave, and so Elvis auditioned and he would-a joined them in singing around the Memphis area, except the other boy changed his mind. That finished it, and I think Elvis was disappointed, but he still sang with the boys from time to time during rehearsals. And he often came to our all-night gospel sings at the auditorium.”


At the all-night sings, a tradition in the South, Elvis sometimes got up and sang spirituals as a solo vocalist. With the Blackwoods backing him harmonically, and singing the songs he loved best, he seemed to find unusual confidence. James Blackwood said Elvis kept his eyes closed most of the time when he sang. He also said Elvis moved his hips in a manner not totally suited to spirituals, but he wrote it off to enthusiasm.


“Elvis liked to sing, you could see that,” he said. “Singing came natural to Elvis, all right.”


Marion Keisker said of this period: “Every time a song came up, I’d say to Sam, ‘How about the kid with the sideburns? Why don’t we give him a chance?’ And Sam’d say, ‘I’m afraid he’s not ready yet’ or ‘How do we get in touch with him?’ and by the time I’d say, ‘Here’s the number,’ Sam’d be into something else again. Well, this little game went on and on.”


Then one day––in 1954, approximately eight months after Elvis had first visited the Memphis Recording Service––Sam got a demonstration record he liked, a dub that had been made in Nashville. For most of a day Sam had been on the telephone trying to learn who the singer was, because he wanted to get permission to release the dub as is.


“It was a single voice with a single guitar, a simple lovely ballad,” said Marion. “Sam couldn’t find out who the singer was, he was told it was just a Negro kid hanging around the studio when the song came in, and so he said, ‘If I can’t find him, I’ll have to find somebody else, because I want to release the song.’ I told Sam, ‘What about the kid with the sideburns?’


“Sam said, ‘Oh, I don’t know how to get in touch with him. I’ve even forgotten his name.’ I said, ‘I just have the card right here.’ I pulled out my little piece of paper. Again it was a Saturday afternoon, and Sam said, ‘If you can get him over here …’ So I called and they went up the street and called Elvis to the phone. It was like ‘Mr. DeMille will see you now.’ I was still standing there with the telephone in my hand and here comes Elvis, panting. I think he ran all the way.”


Sam played the dub for Elvis. It was called “Without You.” Elvis tried it and was awful. He tried it again and again, and there was minimal, if any, improvement.


“We were taking a break,” said Marion, “and Sam said, ‘What can you do?’ Elvis said, ‘I can do anything.’ Sam said, ‘Do it.’ So he started playing, just snatches of anything he knew––religious, gospel, western, everything. Real heavy on the Dean Martin stuff. Apparently he’d decided, if he was going to sound like anybody, it was gonna be Dean Martin. We stayed there I don’t know how many hours, talking and playing. Elvis said he was looking for a band. Sam said maybe he could help him, he wasn’t sure.”


What Sam did next was call Scotty Moore, a twenty-one-year-old guitar player who’d come to Memphis from the armed forces two years earlier to work in his brother’s dry cleaning plant and organize a hillbilly band called the Starlight Wranglers. Scotty was thin, boyish and enthusiastic, willing to fit into any slot offered him, so long as he could play his guitar and be with people he liked. In later years Sam Phillips, and many others, would say it was Scotty more than anyone who provided and/or influenced much of the “Elvis Presley sound,” that Scotty was the Great Unsung Hero in Elvis Presley’s life.


Scotty recalls, “We were playing several honky-tonks around town and I went in to see Sam, realizing that anybody had to have a record to get anywhere. We became close. In fact, Sam was lookin’ for somebody that was willing to work, so we more or less donated the band. He did put out a record on ourselves, I guess he probably pressed fifty, maybe a hundred copies. We sure didn’t sell any more than that.”


Scotty laughed when he recalled his inauspicious start. “We tried backing up different people,” he said. “I can’t remember any names now. Everybody in the band had daytime jobs and were doing this on the side. The job I had got through about two in the afternoon and I’d go down and Sam and I would go next door to Miss Taylor’s restaurant, sit there and drink coffee for a couple hours, you know … discuss what could we do, do this, do that, and so forth. Finally he mentioned Elvis’s name.”


Sam told Scotty who Elvis was and said he might have some potential. “I said, ‘Well, call him. Let’s get him in and work with him,’” said Scotty. “Every day for two solid weeks I’d go down there in the afternoon and talk with Sam. I’d say, ‘Did you call this guy? Did you call Elvis?’ Because Elvis sounded like a name outa science fiction. And he’d say, ‘No, no, I haven’t done it yet.’ I think Marion heard us talking and she finally went and dug through the files, pulled out his card and said, ‘Here, call!’”


Sam said no, he didn’t want to make a big thing of it and suggested Scotty telephone, maybe make a date for the weekend, listen to the kid on his own ground, or maybe at Scotty’s house, and report back with what he thought. Scotty said okay and he called Elvis early Saturday night, identifying himself as “Scotty Moore of Sun Records.” Elvis was at a movie, his mother said, but she’d go get him. Elvis then called Scotty and they made plans to get together at Scotty’s house the following afternoon.


Elvis was wearing pink slacks, a pink shirt and white buck shoes, the way Scotty remembers it, and after the initial awkwardness had passed, Elvis and Scotty began playing their guitars, with Elvis singing several songs recently popularized by Eddy Arnold and Hank Snow, two established country artists, and Billy Eckstine, one of Elvis’s favorite popular black artists. Bill Black, a bass player who lived just three doors away from Scotty, wandered in about halfway through the two-hour session and after listening for a short time wandered out again, returning after Elvis had left.


“I said, ‘Well, what did you think?’ Bill said, ‘Well, he didn’t impress me too damned much.’ You know––snotty-nosed kid come in here with the wild clothes. We didn’t think much about it at all. So I called Sam Sunday afternoon, I told him, ‘Well, the boy’s got a good voice …’ I told him the songs that Elvis did and I said, ‘He didn’t do them any better than the originals did.’ And so forth. Sam said, ‘Well, tell you what. I’ll call him and we’ll set up an audition for tomorrow night, Monday night. We won’t bring the whole band in, the hillybilly group with the steel guitar, the whole thing.’ He said, ‘Just you and Bill come over, something for a little rhythm. We’ll put down a few things and we’ll see what he sounds like coming back off the tape recorder.’ I said okay.”


What followed was not a simple audition but several months of hard work. No one seems to remember precisely how many months. Almost every day, after they finished work, Bill and Scotty and Elvis met in the small Sun studio to rehearse, to (quoting Marion) “develop a style.” Elvis appeared with Scotty’s full band in a local club a few times, but Sam said he didn’t sound right with that much instrumentation behind him.


“Mostly I think they were coming in every afternoon to please Sam,” said Marion. “He kept saying, ‘Keep it simple, keep it simple.’ Sam was listening while doing other things. They were trying to evolve something that was different and unique. Finally one night––I don’t know whether Sam decided he was ready or he had finally heard something––he said, ‘Okay, this is the session.’”


“The first thing that was put on tape was ‘I Love You Because,’” said Scotty. “Then he did a couple of those country-orientated things. They were all right. Little while later we were sitting there drinking a Coke, shooting the bull, Sam back in the control room. So Elvis picked up his guitar and started banging on it and singing ‘That’s All Right, Mama.’ Jumping around the studio, just acting the fool. And Bill started beating on his bass and I joined in. Just making a bunch of racket, we thought. The door to the control room was open, and when we was halfway through the thing, Sam come running out and said, ‘What in the devil are you doing?’ We said, ‘We don’t know.’ He said, ‘Well, find out real quick and don’t lose it. Run through it again and let’s put it on tape.’ So to the best of our knowledge, we repeated what we just done and went through the whole thing.”


“That’s All Right [Mama]” was a song written and originally recorded for RCA Victor’s Bluebird subsidiary in the 1940s by Arthur (Big Boy) Crudup, a black country blues singer who was one of Elvis’s vocal influences. (Years later Elvis would finance some recording sessions for Crudup, although in 1969 Crudup said he still had never met Elvis.)


“We spent three or four nights trying to get a back side in the same vein,” said Scotty. “We finally did ‘Blue Moon of Kentucky’ and this came about the same way. We’d gone through this song, that song, and I don’t think any of them were on tape. Then Bill jumped up, started clowning with his bass and singing ‘Blue Moon of Kentucky’ in falsetto, mimicking Bill Monroe [the bluegrass musician who wrote the song]. And Elvis started banging on his guitar. And the rhythm thing jelled again.


“That was the first record.”


What had been cut in the tiny studio was in many ways historic: Elvis and his two backup musicians combined the sounds of white country and black blues to form what would be called “rockabilly.” On “That’s All Right [Mama],” the blues song, the instrumentation gave the version a country sound, and on Bill Monroe’s bluegrass hit, Elvis sang the blues.


Scotty said he and Bill shook their heads as they listened to the songs played back through Sam’s recording system, agreeing that, yes, the sound was exciting enough, “But, good God, they’ll run us outa town when they hear it.”


Sam said he was going to take the record to Dewey Phillips, a white disc jockey who talked like a hick and devoted his WHBQ radio show Red Hot and Blue to records by black blues artists. It seemed the only place to go. At the time, mixing black and white music wasn’t as acceptable as it would be just a few years later.


Dewey Phillips was one of those classic “good ol’ boys” who followed the broken trail so many country singers blazed, marked by amphetamines and alcohol. In August 1954, when “That’s All Right [Mama]” was released, he was one of the top disc jockeys in Memphis. He was a tall wavy-haired man with a soft voice, a bit of a paunch, a ready grin, and sitting in his shirtsleeves listening to his friend Sam, and then to Elvis’s record, he said yes, he liked it too, and he’d sure give it a spin. Dewey was not related to Sam, but as Sam became better known, Dewey seldom denied it if someone said he was. Deep down, he said, they must have been cousins at least.


The night Dewey played the record, Elvis tuned the family radio to WHBQ and ran to his favorite escape, the Suzore No. 2 theater. His parents said later he was too nervous, or shy, to be where he might hear his own record. Elvis probably didn’t remember which film he was watching that night, because his parents walked the aisles to find him before the movie was over. Dewey had played the record, the listeners had begun to call in their enthusiastic reaction. Dewey played it again and again, and now he wanted to interview Elvis on the air.


Not long before he died, Dewey told what happened during that interview. Elvis arrived out of breath and Dewey said, “Sit down, I’m gone interview you.” And according to Dewey, Elvis said, “Mr. Phillips, I don’t know nothing about being interviewed.”


“Just don’t say nothing dirty,” Dewey said back.


“He sat down and I said I’d let him know when we were ready to start,” Dewey recalled. “I had a couple of records cued up, and while they played, we talked. I asked him where he went to high school and he said Humes. I wanted to get that out, because a lot of people listening had thought he was colored. Finally I said, ‘All right, Elvis, thank you very much.’ ‘Aren’t you gone interview me?’ he asked. ‘I already have,’ I said. ‘The mike’s been open the whole time.’ He broke out in a cold sweat.”


Within a few days, there were orders for five thousand records sitting on Marion Keisker’s desk. “We hadn’t even cut a master when he took the dub to Dewey,” Marion said. “We were back-ordered on a brand new artist with a brand new type of thing before we could get our mastering done and get some pressings from Plastic Products. It was that immediate.”




 





It was not all that immediate for Elvis. Next day he reported for work at Crown Electric same as the day before, and he began appearing at local night clubs, not for a star’s wages but for whatever he could get.


One of Elvis’s first jobs was singing at the Eagle’s Nest, a spacious ballroom on Lamar Avenue that featured country swing bands and was tied in with a motel and swimming pool. An early Sun recording artist named Malcolm Yelvington had a band playing weekends in the club, and Marion said Sam persuaded Malcolm to let Elvis sing with him a couple of times. And then Elvis appeared in the club with another band, one headed by Jack Clement. Clement was the band’s vocalist and Elvis was what Clement calls “the floor show,” singing between regular sets. A local disc jockey called Sleepy Eyed John (Lepley) booked the place and Elvis was paid $10 a night.


In time, of course, Elvis appeared more often with his friends Scotty Moore and Bill Black, who were having trouble with the rest of their band. Scotty said, “Bill and I still had the Starlight Wranglers and we were playing two or three clubs around town. You can imagine the jealousy factor that jumped real quick as soon as that record popped out––from a rehearsal. The whole band would-a been on it had it been a regular record session. Elvis played the Bon Air Club with us a couple of weeks. He was the guest artist and there was a conflict right away.”


Scotty said audience reaction to Elvis at the Bon Air was minimal. “There was a little response, but it was more like ‘What’s he doing? Show time, folks, it’s show time!’” But when Elvis, Scotty and Bill helped open the Katz family’s first drugstore on Lamar, Scotty said an entire parking lot full of teenagers “just went crazy.”


About the same time, the Starlight Wranglers finally broke up, and Elvis and Scotty and Bill agreed to split whatever they earned three ways––25 per cent for Bill, the same share for Scotty, 50 per cent for Elvis. It was the end of July 1954 and “That’s All Right [Mama]” was in the number three position on the Memphis country and western sales chart, where it remained for two weeks, then bounced in and out of first position for a while, hovered around the fifth and sixth places for a longer period, and finally disappeared in December. It also appeared briefly on charts in Nashville and in New Orleans, but total sales were well under twenty thousand. Billboard, the country’s leading music publication, praised the record, calling Elvis, in the magazine’s quaint vocabulary, a “potent new chanter who can sock over a tune for either the country or the r&b markets.” Still, the record was only a hit regionally. It was an encouraging beginning but not an exceptional one.


Said Marion Keisker: “On that first record of Elvis’s we sent a thousand copies to disc jockeys and I bet nine hundred went into the trash can, because if a rhythm and blues man got it and heard ‘Blue Moon of Kentucky’ [the bluegrass number], he tossed it away … same thing if the country man heard ‘That’s All Right.’ Later, of course, they all wrote back and wanted second copies. All Sam ever said was ‘Play it once, just play it once.’ Trouble was, nobody listened.”


One of Sam’s brothers, Tom Phillips, was working for the Scott Paper Company in Mobile, Alabama, and carrying Sam’s records around from radio station to radio station, traveling an area that covered much of his own state, south-eastern Louisiana (including New Orleans) and the southern half of Mississippi. “Everybody told me to take them back,” said Tom laconically. “All I could do was leave my number.”


And so it went nearly everywhere.


“You can’t believe how much criticism I got from my friends in the disc jockey business,” said Sam Phillips. “I recall one jockey telling me that Elvis Presley was so country he shouldn’t be played after five A.M. And others said he was too black for them.”


In the South in July 1954, just two months after the U.S. Supreme Court banned racial segregation in public schools, it was not easy to sell a singer whose voice was “integrated.”


On July 31, he appeared at the Overton Park Shell in Memphis at an all-country music show. Marion Keisker said, “This was the first time Elvis had ever come on a stage before a big audience on a commercial show. And there was such a stage presence, such fantastic ease, what’s called charisma today. I remember talking with a woman and I asked her, ‘Who’d you come to hear?’ She said, ‘Marty Robbins, I never miss Marty Robbins. Who’d you come to see?’ I said, ‘Elvis Presley.’ She said, ‘Who?’ I said, ‘After this show, you won’t ask me again.’


“By this time the union had heard of Elvis and he was not a union member, because Sun wasn’t a union company. They refused to let him go on stage. So there was a great scrambling around, everybody taking up money, trying to get enough to make the initiation fee so he could go on and sing. He finally made it and one of the songs he sang was ‘I’ll Never Let You Go, Little Darling.’ He’d sung that in the studio and looked at me. Now I’m a restrained person, in public anyway, and I heard somebody screaming, just keening, and I discovered it was me, the staid mother of a son. I was standing out there screeching like I’d lost my total stupid mind.”


Dewey Phillips was another who was there that day and the way he told the story, Elvis sang country ballads during the afternoon show and the audience didn’t react. So Elvis went to Dewey, who had spent part of the afternoon with Sam, and they told Elvis to forget the country songs that night and sing “Good Rockin’ Tonight,” one of the faster songs in his repertoire. Dewey said that when Elvis sang that song, and started to shake, the place came apart. Dewey said he was standing at one end of the stage watching it and went out to walk Elvis off. When they passed Webb Pierce, an established country headliner who was waiting in the wings to go on, Dewey said he smiled at Webb and Webb snarled back at him, “You sonofabitch!”


This, of course, gave the record another big push. It sold well in Memphis, where the public was given a chance to hear it and thereby decide for itself whether or not it was worth buying, and this provided the Presleys with some needed money. Sun wasn’t a rich company and Elvis hadn’t received any advance against future royalties when he’d signed a contract, but when the record began to sell, he was given a hundred dollars here, two hundred there when he needed it. The record also helped get him on two of the nation’s most revered country radio programs, Nashville’s Grand Ole Opry and Shreveport’s Louisiana Hayride.


Sam Phillips arranged the Opry booking, calling friends he had known in Nashville when he was in radio. (The Opry is an official function of radio and television station WSM.) Marion Keisker said she and Sam closed the Sun office and drove the winding two-lane highway, four hours to Nashville, for the show, with Elvis, Scotty and Bill in another car behind them.


“For all of us,” Marion said, “the Grand Ole Opry was the summit, the peak, the show you hoped you’d get eventually––not when you had just one record out.”


Almost since its inception in 1925 the Opry had been a target for every hopeful in the country and western field. Over the years the Saturday night show had been broadcast from a number of locations, ranging in size from a crowded neighborhood movie house (the Hillsboro Theater) to the huge Greek-columned War Memorial Auditorium, which seated 2200, to the Ryman Auditorium, which was the largest hall in central Tennessee and had seats for over 3500. No matter where the Opry was staged, there were long lines waiting to get in and hundreds, sometimes thousands, were turned away. Payment to musicians appearing on the show traditionally had been union scale––about thirty dollars for a star the year Elvis was there, a third that for sidemen––but the Ryman Auditorium, better known as the Opry House, was no less than country music’s Carnegie.


The way Marion Keisker told it, Elvis wandered around the afternoon of the show, amazed at how shabby the building was. It had been built in 1892––same year as Carnegie Hall––and didn’t look as if it’d been painted since. Marion said Elvis kept saying, “You mean this is what I’ve been dreaming about all these years?”


They were greeted by Jim Denny, who headed the Opry talent office, booking all the acts for the show. Marion said, “He was very incensed. He said, ‘I wanted the full band that’s on the record. Our agreement was we were gonna have the performance just like it’s on the record.’ What he was objecting to was the only musicians he saw were Scotty and Bill and he thought there should be more. This was one of the great mysteries that perplexed everyone––how Sam got that sound. He made such a big sound, everybody thought there was a big band on the records. Jim Denny thought he was getting at least four or five people besides Elvis.”


The Opry was divided into half-hour segments, each with a different host, and the star who introduced Elvis in 1954 was Hank Snow, a singer who’d recently had a number one hit on all the country charts (“I Don’t Hurt Anymore”) and who asked Elvis as he was going on, “What’s your name again?”


“Elvis Presley, sir.”


“No,” said Hank, “not that. I mean what name do you sing under?”


“Elvis Presley, sir.”


And then he went out there and sang “That’s All Right [Mama]” and “Blue Moon of Kentucky.”


When it was all over, Jim Denny went up to Elvis and told him he might consider trying driving a truck again. Marion said they were so upset at this, they drove off and left a suitcase full of Elvis’s clothing in a gas station on the way out of town. And according to Gordon Stoker of the Jordanaires, a gospel quartet then appearing on the Opry every week, “Elvis cried all the way home. It took him days, weeks, to get over it. Much later Jim Denny threw his arm around Elvis at a social occasion and said to the people present, ‘I always knew this boy had it in him to make it.’ Elvis said, ‘Yes, sir, thank you, sir,’ then said out of the side of his mouth to friends, ‘The sumbitch don’t remember when he broke my heart.’ Elvis wasn’t being a hypocrite saying ‘yes, sir, thank you, sir.’ He was first of all a gentleman. But his heart was broken in Nashville that night.”


(Marion offered a footnote: “That same day we went over to the Opry, Sam had a piano player he wanted to check out in a little bistro over there. Elvis came in with us, turned around, was very uncomfortable, finally said he’d wait for us outside. Sam said, ‘Why?’ He said, ‘’Cause my mama wouldn’t want me in a place like this.’ That was reason enough to Elvis not to be there. So he went outside and waited on the sidewalk. People said it was just publicity about how he felt about his mother and all. Elvis’s reaction to this was: Well, doesn’t everyone do like this? It was unthinkable to him that everyone didn’t love his parents, didn’t want to do everything for his parents. Here’s a young man so pure, so sweet, so wonderful, that he’s unbelievable.”)


The second radio booking, on the Louisiana Hayride, was more successful. This too had been arranged by Sam, and early the day of the appearance in October Scotty, Elvis and Bill set out for Shreveport in Scotty’s Chevrolet, the vehicle they used for most of their early out-of-town dates. (Neither Bill nor Elvis owned a car.) The Hayride was only six years old when Elvis sang the songs from his first record on it, but the program already figured significantly in the careers of several country personalities (Hank Williams, Jim Reeves, Webb Pierce, and Kitty Wells among them), and so this booking too was considered a plum.


Frank Page, one of the Hayride’s two announcers, introduced Elvis effusively: “Just a few weeks ago a young man from Memphis, Tennessee, recorded a song on the Sun label and in just a matter of a few weeks that record has sky-rocketed right up the charts. It’s really doing well all over the country. He is only nineteen years old. He has a new, distinctive style––Elvis Presley. Let’s give him a nice hand …”


The announcer paused as Elvis stepped forward, then said, “Elvis, how are you this evening?”


“Just fine. How are you, sir?”


“You all geared up with your band …”


“I’m all geared up.”


“… to let us hear your songs?”


Then Elvis nervously said, “Well, I’d like to say how grateful we are to be out here. It’s a real honor for us to have … get a chance to appear on the Louisiana Hayride. And we’re going to do a song for you …” He paused. “You got anything else to say, sir?”


“No, I’m ready.”


“We’re gonna do a song for you we got on the Sun record, it goes something like this.”


Elvis was invited back and then was given a year’s contract to appear on the show each week. He became so much a regular, he even warbled one of the show’s commercial spots, a practice that was fairly common for country singers on the jamboree type of show: “You can get ’em pipin’ hot after four P.M. / You can get ’em pipin’ hot / Southern Made Doughnuts hits the spot / You can get ’em pipin’ hot after four P.M.”


“We would do the show in segments,” said Frank Page, who went on to become the Hayride’s producer. “One half hour would be sponsored by Lucky Strike, another half hour by Jax Beer, and so on. They wanted different commercial voices, so that’s why there were two of us announcers. It ran eight to eleven––three hours long. Most of the acts appeared twice, early in the show and late.


“Elvis was popular on the Hayride. We filled it up every Saturday night. We had filled it up with Hank Williams before, we filled it up with Johnny Cash later on. Usually some of the 3500 seats were empty, but not when Elvis was there.


“For the record, we never had one minute’s trouble with Elvis. I recall only one time he had a fight with a boy who was jealous. It was a non-performer, backstage. And Elvis laid him out.”


Another new friend was Pappy Covington, who had a country swing band and ran the Hayride’s artist service bureau, booking small country shows throughout what was called the “Ark-La-Tex area,” which included the seventy-some counties in south-western Arkansas, northern Louisiana and east Texas covered by KWKH. Elvis and Scotty and Bill worked several of Pappy’s package tours, with Elvis often appearing as the “Hillbilly Cat” or “The King of Western Bop.” In Texas, rhythm and blues was called “cat music,” and the phrase “western bop” combined the two sounds he had mixed.


In time, the Hayride’s staff drummer, D. J. Fontana, joined Elvis’s backup band, at first when Elvis worked the Shreveport area, later wherever Elvis went. He remembers one of the early jobs: “For years they were used to havin’ a country band at this place on weekends. Friday and Saturday night you couldn’t stir ’em with a stick, that’s how crowded it was. This was at the Lakecliff, a combination night club and motel shack-up place. So we went on and I guess they thought their regular band was comin’ on after us and they looked at us, wonderin’ what we were gonna do. So we started hooting and hollering and jumping and I have to say it thinned out sharply. Those people looked at us and said, ‘That’s not Hoot and Curly.’ And they left. By the time we got through, there wasn’t five or six people left. They wasn’t ready for it, man. They never did book us back in there again. Said we ruint the place. Noooo way! Get out! Wouldn’t even let us stay in the motel.”


Another in the list of all-time Elvis shows––depressing then, funny in retrospect––was described by Columbia Records executive Cecil Scaife, then a disc jockey in Helena, Arkansas. He remembered when Elvis and Scotty and Bill worked in Helena on a twelve-dollar guarantee, performing on a flat-bed truck.


“We had two shows planned,” Cecil said, “one at two-thirty in the afternoon, the other at seven or eight. Elvis came by to look at the radio station on his way to the first show and then he stopped at the drugstore next to the station and bought some Havana sweets … smoked one … had two chocolate milkshakes … and smoked a second cigar. Then he started turning green and after he finished vomiting and so on, we didn’t know if we had an act or not. Scotty found an extra pair of pink pants that’d been on a coat hanger in the car, ’cause Elvis had ruined the first pair. And they’d been hanging down at one end of the hanger, so when Elvis put them on, they looked like they were gathered at the knees. He looked just awful, but he went on and did the show.”


By now Elvis had quit his job at Crown Electric. His old boss, James Tipler, said, “He come to us finally and he said he didn’t think he could keep on working nights, playing his music and singing, and still give us a good day’s work, too, so he left us.”


A few months later the nation’s country music disc jockeys were getting a questionnaire from Billboard asking them, among other things, “Whom do you consider the most promising new hillbilly or country and western artists coming up at the present time?” The vote was to be based on the period from the first of the year (1954) through the first week of October. Elvis finished eighth, an exceptional showing for someone who’d never been heard of in July and who had but one record release at the time the poll was taken.


Even with acceptance like this, Elvis’s income was minimal. Screaming crowds, a favorable vote from disc jockeys and a contract with the Louisiana Hayride notwithstanding, things were rough. The bookings had been few and, literally, far between, with Scotty, Elvis and Bill (and sometimes D.J.) pushing their car all over the South, working for little more than would get them a starchy meal and gasoline enough to reach the next town. And in time, they couldn’t even count on the transportation, the 1954 Chevrolet Bel Air they’d bought on the credit Scotty’s wife had by working at Sears back home in Memphis. The car worked well enough at first, of course, but the back roads and long-distance driving pointed it toward one of those Southern automobile graveyards long before its time.


Said Scotty: “My wife was working to pay the car and we were sleeping in the back of it, starving to death. It finally said floooooomph and fell all to pieces.”


It was time to find a manager.




 





Although few know it, Elvis actually had three managers, the first being his guitar player, Scotty Moore. “Sleepy Eyed John Lepley was after him,” Scotty said, “and two, three other––I can’t say crooked, but, well––people we didn’t know, that really were jumpin’ up and down trying to get him. It was Sam’s suggestion: Sign him to a management contact and this will squelch all this activity. Then, if somebody asks, you can say he’s got a manager and you won’t be lying or anything. So I did. I signed him to a year contract.”


Scotty worked hard to find dates for Elvis and his band, usually in schoolhouses, at civic club meetings, and hospitals––anything for exposure and to give them the experience they all wanted.


The contract was a one-page document drawn up after consultation with a local attorney and identified W. S. Moore III as a “band leader and booking agent” and Elvis as a “singer of reputation and renown [who] possesses bright promises of large success.” Scotty was to receive ten per cent of all earnings from any appearance Elvis made, so long as Scotty had made the booking. The contract was signed by Scotty, Elvis and both his parents July 12, 1954, nearly a month before “That’s All Right [Mama]” was released.


Scotty doesn’t regret giving the contract away six months later. He said that when the right man came along, he happily filed the contract with his souvenirs.


“I was interested in playing, not booking show dates and telling anybody how to sing,” he said.


The manager who got Elvis next was Bob Neal (born Robert Neal Hobgood), the disc jockey whose mid-day show Elvis had visited alone and with Dixie as a fan before he cut his first record. Bob, then in his middle thirties, was raised in Kentucky but had been in Memphis since 1942. In the years following he served in every capacity except station manager at WMPS, then one of the leading hillbilly broadcast operations in the mid-South. Initially, he had the five to eight A.M. show starting in 1948, spinning records, playing a ukulele and telling corny jokes to help the farmers and factory people off to work. Bob also began staging small concerts, using his program to promote them. He was married and had five sons, some of them teenagers.


Said Bob, “We worked out just a simple thing without consulting attorneys, just a simple management-type contract. Of course he was under age, so his mother and Vernon approved the thing when we started.”


In return for fifteen per cent of Elvis’s earnings, off the top, before taxes (if anybody bothered to take them out) and expenses. Bob was to handle all the bookings. Another ten per cent was put into a fund for promotional expenses. And Scotty went back to picking guitar.


Because of the earlier connection, for Elvis it was like going into business with an old, respected friend. Indeed, Bob Neal and his wife Helen often spoke of Elvis as their sixth son.


Elvis’s second record had been released by the time he had signed with Bob, in January 1955. This was a song the blues singer Wynonie Harris released in 1949 and the song he sang to get the crowd moving at the Shell, “Good Rockin’ Tonight.” On the back side of the record was “I Don’t Care if the Sun Don’t Shine,” a song recorded in 1950 by Patti Page and Elvis’s idol, Dean Martin––one verse of which was written by Marion Keisker because Elvis didn’t know all the lyrics. The original composer, Mack David, agreed to the record’s release when it was promised Marion’s name would be left off the label and she wouldn’t share in royalties. It earned one of Billboard’s spotlight positions and Elvis was called “a sock new singer.” More important, Billboard said Elvis could appeal to country and rhythm and blues and pop. All three. Few records before had earned that distinction. Elvis was now being recognized as a man in a special category.


Strangely, the record didn’t sell as well as the first, rising no higher than number three in Memphis, appearing not at all on the country music charts in other cities.


Even this early in his career a pattern had formed in Elvis’s recording sessions that would continue with only minor variations throughout his career. “Every session came hard,” said Marion. “He never had anything prepared, and the sessions always went on and on and on. First thing, he’d always want to cover some record he’d heard on the jukebox. And Sam would have to persuade him he couldn’t do that. He’d have to do something new and different and let the people try to cover him. Elvis was different from the other Sun artists who came later. He did not write his own songs. We had to create them on the spot or take somebody else’s song from our stable of writers. And he’d never rehearse. The others would get back from shows on the road and rehearse until they thought they had something presentable, and then go to Sam. Not Elvis. Elvis never had anything ready. It was always a case of the same thing we did when we first called him in––sitting down and letting him go through everything he knew or he would like to do, and we’d pick things to concentrate on.”


Marion said she recalled times when everyone was “so tired, and then some little funny thing would set us off––I’d see Elvis literally rolling around on the floor, and Bill Black just stretched out with his old broken-down bass fiddle, just laughing and goofing off. It was a great spirit of––I don’t know, everyone was trying very hard, but everyone was trying to hang very loose through the whole thing. [Sometimes] if Elvis would do something absolutely extraordinary and somebody would hit a clinker or something would go wrong before the tape was completed, Sam would say, ‘Well, let’s go back, and you hold on to what you did there. I want that.’ And Elvis would say, ‘What did I do? What did I do?’ Because it was all so instinctive that he simply didn’t know.”


With Bob Neal in charge, it began to build. Elvis and Scotty and Bill––now being billed as the Blue Moon Boys––were playing essentially the same type of show, but they were playing more often. Bob Neal explained that most of the bookings followed the format he had set in the past: “Going out and working shows in the territory. Having a good following on WMPS,” Bob said, “I could cover a range of a hundred and fifty to two hundred miles around town, and I would simply set a date for a schoolhouse, basically do all the advertising on my radio show, sometimes buy a few window cards, and that was it. We’d do three or four shows a week. My wife Helen’d go along and stand at the door with a cigar box and sell the tickets, and I’d get up and tell a few of my jokes, M.C. the show. Usually we took in about three hundred dollars. And if we sold dates outright to other promoters, maybe farther away from Memphis than I thought I could handle, we’d ask two, three, four hundred dollars, whatever we thought we could get.”


“We’d go in and get things set up,” said Scotty. “Fifteen minutes before the show it was like an avalanche. Wooooomp! They’d be hanging from the rafters.”


Some of the early attraction was Bob Neal, not Elvis, but in a short time the number of Presley fans increased to a point where Elvis began to command enough money for his manager to re-evaluate the financial arrangement Elvis had with Scotty and Bill. So far, Elvis had been pocketing fifty per cent, but Bob apparently felt that was unfair and that Elvis should be getting more. Sam Phillips said Elvis owed as much to Scotty Moore for his musical style as he owed to anyone––and it was generally acknowledged that Bill Black’s clowning, his riding that battered stand-up bass around the stage as if it were a horse, had been a large part of the show Elvis had to offer an audience––yet Elvis was the star, and as such, Bob believed he deserved a larger cut. Slowly, then more quickly and noticeably, it was Elvis and his contribution, musical and physical, that pulled the audiences into the school gymnasiums and auditoriums, and it was Elvis’s voice, not Scotty and Bill’s music, that made Horace Logan extend the Hayride contract from a year to eighteen months. So Bob had a talk with Elvis and it was decided that Scotty and Bill would have to take a cut in pay.


“I remember there was quite a bit of unhappiness about this at that time,” said Bob. “That they would quit and so on. But they stayed on. The same thing happened later with Johnny Cash and the Tennessee Two. It was impossible to say to the musicians in the beginning, ‘I’ll pay you such and such,’ because no one had any money. Then when success began to come, it had to be changed.


“The eventual basic decision to change from a percentage to a salary was Elvis’s. We talked about it, he and I, and we talked about it with his parents and decided it had to be done. It was my job to carry the word [to Scotty and Bill].”


Between weekend appearances on the Hayride––and to make some of them, Elvis and the boys had to race across much of Texas, driving all night and all day––and well-scattered schoolhouse shows, Elvis returned to the cramped twelve-by-twelve-foot Sun studio at 706 Union Street. Sun was a small company, so poor that when they’d run low they’d take the unsolicited tapes they received from hopeful singers in the Louisiana bayou country or the Georgia farm lands or wherever else they came from in the morning mail, splice them together and record Sun releases over them.


There was a shipping room toward the rear, and the back room was being subleased to an auto upholstery firm. The walls were covered with acoustic tile (Carl Perkins later would call it the “pokey-dot room”), painted institutional green and all the woodwork was white. Marion Keisker said she papered the bathroom herself.


Elvis was here to cut his third record, one side of which started out as one of those smooth, shuffling blues ballads, and then Elvis said, “Hold it, fellas. That don’t move me. Let’s get real, real gone.” And then the song, “Milkcow Blues Boogie,” began to rock. It had been recorded originally in 1930 by blues singer Sleepy John Estes, again in 1938 by another blues vocalist, Joe Williams. On the other side of Elvis’s record was “You’re a Heartbreaker,” a typical hillybilly weeper given a rocking beat.


This record wasn’t even mentioned in Billboard and it sold poorly.


Even so, Elvis was building a following of sufficient size and ardor to warrant a fan club and attract the first of what would be a long series of paternity suits. Paternity suits are a hazard faced by almost all male performers and the first to hit Elvis came in 1954, when a teenager in Mississippi said Elvis had done her wrong. The suit was dismissed. Dixie was still his girl, but she told friends she was feeling doubts. She feared Elvis would change with success and as the road trips lengthened and became more frequent, their relationship suffered. When it came time to form the first Elvis Presley fan club, a contest was held, with the presidency going to the fan who wrote the best letter explaining why he or she wanted that honor. Marion said there was no question but that Dixie’s was the most convincing letter of the hundreds received. It didn’t seem to help.




 





Sometime during the winter of 1954-55, before Bob Neal signed Elvis––the principals involved don’t have any more specific remembrance than that––a man named Oscar (The Baron) Davis came to Memphis to promote an Eddy Arnold Show for his boss, Colonel Tom Parker, a flashy personal manager who reminded most of his friends of something between W. C. Fields and P. T. Barnum. In those days Oscar was nearly as colorful as the Colonel. He was a thin, white-haired dude who, if you believed the stories, had earned a million dollars in country music and spent a million and a half.


Oscar was working as Tom Parker’s advance agent, handling Eddy Arnold’s publicity. “I was in Memphis to cut my spots, the transcriptions for selling the show, at WMPS, and Bob Neal was the big disc jockey there,” Oscar said. “I had heard much about Elvis. I asked Bob if he had the Elvis records and he said he did. He played them for me. He said, ‘I can’t play them on this station because they’re barred here.’ Bob was playing sweet country, good listening music, and Elvis was too raucous.


“Then he said, ‘Incidentally, he’s playing at the Airport Inn if you’d like to see him.’ I said I’d be glad to. We went out to the airport and he just had the two boys with him, a guitar player and a bass player. The place was full of women. It seated only around sixty people, but they were screamin’ their heads off. I said, ‘Bob, this guy is sensational. I’d like to meet him. Introduce me to him.’ He said, ‘I can’t. He hates my guts because I can’t play his records.’ I said, ‘Well, I’m going to meet him.’ And I brought him over to the table. Now, Scotty Moore, the guitar player, was acting as the manager at that time. So we made a tentative deal and they were somewhat excited about getting me in the picture with them. We agreed to meet the following Sunday when Eddy Arnold would be in town and I would be back.


“It was a rather cold day and around eleven o’clock in the morning they showed up. I steered them to the coffee shop across the street from the auditorium, not telling Colonel Parker anything about Elvis. Then, after I got through setting up the box office, everything ready, I started across the street. The Colonel followed me.


“I didn’t want him to know about Presley. I was working for him. I was doing the exploitation for him. But I didn’t want him to know. He said, ‘Where you going?’ I couldn’t say, ‘I’m going nowhere,’ so I said, ‘I’m going over to have a cup of coffee.’ So we went over there, and Elvis and Judd Phillips and Bill Black and Scotty Moore were in the restaurant, waiting for me to come and make a deal. So Tom entered into the negotiations and the first thing he said was ‘Well, the guy will get nowhere on Sun Records. This is the first thing.’ And Judd Phillips, who is Sam’s brother, said, ‘Well, he’s not going off Sun Records and that’s for sure.’ Because they were beginning to get a little action. So Tom brought up a lot of other objections to handling Elvis, and I proceeded almost at that time to be discouraged about the whole thing. We went back and we had a few arguments about Elvis, Tom and I. Finally I was riding with him, we were coming back to Nashville, and Roy Acuff called me up. He wanted me to exploit him and Kitty Wells and Johnny and Jack as a package. So I proceeded to forget about Elvis.”


The Colonel apparently did not forget. First he wanted to see how well Elvis would do on the record charts and then he waited for reports from the field. The Billboard award––eighth place in the “most promising” category––made Elvis a “possible.” The Memphis sales charts designated him a “local hero.” The reports from the field, and personal observation of the audience reaction, tagged him a “potential smash.” (In even the most rural corners of show business there are well-defined categories of success and near success.) Elvis was big on the Louisiana Hayride, but they hated him on the Grand Ole Opry. You could pay your money or take your choice. The Colonel split it down the middle. He made no move of commitment but started to get involved in a small way by helping Bob Neal make a deal for a concert in Carlsbad, New Mexico. This was in February 1955, just one month after Neal got involved.
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&€ Jerry Hopkins was the first journalist to take Elvis seriously...
This version of his two classic books deserves a shelf of its own.?J
—Jann Wenner, founder and editor Rolling Stone

"\






