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INTRODUCTION

 


It’s been said that his music is the background to
our idealized lives. To this day, no one has outsold Elvis Presley.
Initially a regional singer of country and “hillbilly” music, he
broke through nationally with rock ’n roll, a youthful phenomenon
deemed controversial and threatening to the establishment, as was
Elvis himself. His voice and appeal enabled him to span all genres
of music and move on to greater fame on the silver screen. Having
been denounced as a shameless exhibitionist, for some time Elvis
symbolized youthful rebellion and freedom of self-expression.
Presley’s life and times and music still resonate because he
embodies so many strengths, weaknesses and contradictions of the
tarnished American dream.

He rose from poverty to tremendous wealth. He spread
some of it around, yet exacted an increasingly high price from
those around him. Money initially brought pride and satisfaction
but not lasting happiness. Originally a risk-taking trendsetter,
Elvis became more and more a part of the establishment and fell
into a creative rut after giving up in-person entertaining for the
easier and better-paying career of a movie personality. From “too
sexy” he became prudish, with sexual hang-ups unknown to the public
till after his death. He projected swagger and self-confidence but
had a lifelong fear of being laughed at and rejected, as he so
often was in his youth.

But by his mid-30’s he staged a second-act comeback
that revived his career and interest in Elvis Presley as a cultural
icon. Had he not experienced his dispiriting career low he couldn’t
have risen like a phoenix to new heights of popular performance and
public appreciation.

It’s been said there are three Elvises: the
hip-swinging rock ’n roll Elvis, the bland Hollywood Elvis and the
flamboyant Las Vegas Elvis. In effect there are as many Elvises as
there are Elvis fans. He means different things to different
people. Individuals take what they want or need from his legacy. He
still entertains us, whether it’s people listening to him sing,
watching an Elvis “tribute artist” or even an Elvis Presley movie,
touring Graceland, viewing an Elvis concert on DVD, talking about
Elvis or reading about him—he’s never boring. The unique first name
that requires no surname to spark recognition and lively comment
remains universally recognized and prompts everything from smiles,
nostalgia, a sense of loss, enjoyment, desire, admiration and pity
to continuing fascination and personal identification.



PART ONE:

GROWING UP ELVIS




Growing Up Elvis

 


Elvis was the survivor of twin boys, a fact that
strongly influenced his life. Mother Gladys, fearful of losing her
only child, kept him close. The mother-son bond intensified when
father Vernon was away working, seeking work or in jail. Growing up
and in school, Elvis was a loner, often shunned by classmates due
to poverty, the way he dressed and his longer hair. As his parents’
marriage deteriorated, Gladys’s sole focus became her son, whose
fondness for singing she encouraged. She steered him away from his
interest in guns, which would later prevail, and helped young Elvis
pay for his first guitar.

The Presley family was poor to the extent that Vern
couldn’t pay for the $3 marriage license, and public relief
provided the $15 delivery fee for Elvis’ birth. The trio was
evicted from their home more than once and Gladys was mortified
when they temporarily had to take welfare. At different times both
parents worked or one did or both were unemployed. Eventually
teenage Elvis took a job while in high school, but his grades
suffered and he was falling asleep in class. His mother, at any
rate, convinced him to stop working and remain in school. He became
the first Presley to earn a diploma.

Initially Gladys was pleased with her boy’s singing
success. Until his career expanded to the extent that he was often
or usually away from home and becoming involved with his (female)
fans and strangers (business associates). The burgeoning publicity
intimidated Gladys and media criticism of her too-sexy son
embarrassed and angered her. Her fragile health worsened as she
gained weight and developed a drinking habit. Elvis’ stardom did
not make her happy, and a primary reason he bought Graceland was to
afford Gladys privacy—neighbors and strangers used to stare when
she was outside and fans would steal articles of male clothing off
her clothesline.

The death of Gladys Presley at 46 was the biggest
tragedy in Elvis’ life and impacted his health. Doctors had to
prescribe pills, commencing a growing and eventually fatal habit.
Additionally, Elvis developed a sexual hang-up whereby he was
averse to sleeping with women who’d conceived (later including his
own wife). For Elvis there were three types of females: virgins,
bimbos and mamas.


“His parents were near-indigent, it wasn’t a
happy childhood, etc. But I don’t feel too sorry for him because by
21—which was the midpoint of his life—he achieved fame, fortune and
adulation such as few human beings ever do.”

—Broadway star, Patricia Morison,

who lived to 103

 


“He was a lonely boy. Lonely in only the way
somebody poorer than their neighbors can be. Even for Tupelo,
Mississippi, the Presley’s were poor.”

—Local hardware store manager, F.L.
Bobo

 


“Vernon Presley didn’t have the money to pay
the $15 birth-delivery fee. Welfare went and took care of
it.”

—Travis Smith, Gladys Presley’s
brother

 


“Some say Elvis was lonesome because he was an
only child. That wasn’t it. And it wasn’t like he didn’t have
relatives and cousins. He was just… apart. By circumstance and by
choice.”

—Classmate Leroy Green

 


“He was a sad, shy boy.”

—Classmate Kenneth Holditch

 


“Elvis was a loner. He liked people. But he was
quiet.”

—Classmate from the second

through fifth grades Elois Bedford

 


“Elvis always seemed to me to be very, very
sad.”

—Ann Finch, friend of EP from
1960-’62

 


“His mother Gladys was the one person who made
him feel he was special. Elvis Aron was born half an hour after his
twin brother Jesse Garon was born dead. Gladys willed Elvis to live
and she willed him to believe in himself.”

—Columnist Joyce Haber

 


“The doctor didn’t know Gladys was pregnant
with twins, but she did. She’d picked out the rhyming names for her
boys… As Elvis grew up she often told him that the twin who
survived inherited all the strength of both.”

—Cousin Billy Smith

 


“Gladys intended his middle name as Aron, and
that’s what it says on the birth certificate. But Elvis had a fear
of being unusual. He wanted to be special, not unusual. So, he
later changed the spelling to the more conformist
Aaron.”

—Author C. David Heymann

 


“Apparently he was an adorable child. At two he
clambered up onto the church choir’s platform and tried to sing
along without knowing the words. At three when his father was in
jail for check-forging Elvis would comfort his mother by climbing
up and patting her on the head and saying, ‘There, there, my little
baby.’”

—Magazine editor Ingrid
Sischy

 


“Elvis often took me to visit Jesse’s grave.
The idea of twins captured his imagination. Maybe it made him feel
less alone… We would go there, and Elvis would… talk a little to
Jesse, and after the visit he was always lifted in his
spirits.”

—Childhood friend James
Ausborn

 


“The family structure of a strong-willed,
dominant mother with a quiescent, soft-spoken father, from a
working-class, deeply religious background, with little money to
spare is the same basic framework, albeit played out in different
social settings, which produced Frank Sinatra, Hank Williams,
Johnnie [sic] Ray and Elvis Presley.”

—Author Jonny [sic]
Whiteside

 


“Elvis was fragile at birth and Gladys was
terrified about his health and mortality. She kept him very close…
Vernon wasn’t as close or affectionate, and sometimes he would
drink too much. Sometimes he’d pick a fight with Gladys. It wasn’t
easy on young Elvis.”

—Teen Bag editor Lil
Smith

 


“Vernon was handsome. That’s what drew Gladys
Love Smith to him. Her dad died when she was 19 and she helped
support the family. She ran a sewing machine in a garment factory,
a 12-hour workday for two dollars a day… Vernon was a loafer, no
ambition, out for a good time.

“When Gladys met him at church she felt she was
finally entitled to a good time herself. She loved music and
dancing. She was much livelier than he was… Two months later they
eloped.”

—Songwriter and Radio and TV reporter

Ruth Batchelor

 


“Vernon couldn’t afford the three-dollar
wedding license and he was underage and he and Gladys had no place
to live. They got married anyway. Gladys was four years older than
Vernon and headstrong… A year and a half later they had
Elvis.”

—EP’s uncle Travis Smith

 


“Vernon’s gotten a bad rap, I think. It’s true
he couldn’t hold onto a job long, but he had chronic back problems…
Gladys was no saint. Her love for her son was partly a selfish
thing, for her own sake… She doted on Elvis constantly, a
smothering kind of affection.”

—Longtime family friend Lamar
Fike

 


“Elvis was the glue holding that little family
together. After Vernon got out of jail early [he served eight
months of a three-year sentence] as a ‘hardship case,’ relations
between he and Gladys grew strained. He found work harder to get as
a ‘jailbird.’ So the family started moving around a
lot.”

—Columnist Lee Graham

 


“Soon after Vernon returned from prison all
three Presleys began having trouble sleeping. Gladys’s cousin Leona
recalls Elvis began sleepwalking. He continued sleepwalking for a
number of years, and he continued having trouble sleeping
throughout his entire life.”

—Writer John Micklos Jr.

 


“In school Elvis grew more introverted as
school kids teased him about being poor and then the son of a
‘con.’ That made his mother even more protective. Elvis told me how
one time when a bunch of boys ganged up on him as he walked home
from school Gladys jumped out from the front porch and scared the
boys off with a broom.”

—Musician Carvell Lee Ausborn,

aka Mississippi Slim

 


“Elvis Presley was rarely or possibly never
seen in denim except in a movie role. Denim and blue jeans were
laborers’ clothes. There was a stigma of poverty and the
lower-class to them. As an adult Elvis avoided wearing fabric which
held bad memories and shame.”

—Hollywood costume designer Irene
Sharaff

 


“In his sixth-grade class photo Elvis was the
only kid wearing overalls. He put a smile on the situation but
years later he not only wouldn’t wear overalls or denim jeans, he
didn’t want the people around him to wear them.”

—Friend James Ausborn

 


“I’d tramp all over town looking for so much as
a single room. I’d find one, and first thing they would ask is,
‘You got any children?’ And I’d say I had a little boy. Then they’d
shut the door.”

—Vernon Presley, after moving to
Memphis

in 1943 to work in a munitions factory

and hoping to relocate his wife and son

from Tupelo, Mississippi

 


“About two years after Tupelo got its first
radio station, where I was the first announcer, Elvis Presley,
about eight years of age, started showing up at our weekly
amateur-hour show, Saturday Jamboree… Locals could play or
sing just by showing up, first come, first served.

“Lots of kids showed up, but the Presley boy
was one of the most frequent and determined. It was as if he had
nothing in his life or head but music.”

—Charlie Boren of Radio WELO

 


“When Elvis had a big hit with ‘Hound Dog’ I
remembered one of his favorite songs he used to sing. ‘Old Shep’
was a tearjerker about a boy and his dog. He sang it on radio
whenever he could… he didn’t limit himself to one type of song or
music. He developed a wide repertoire, the better to be able to
eventually make a hit with something or other!”

—Mississippi Slim

 


“The singing came first. Young Elvis loved to
sing. But other kids he knew who could play guitar wouldn’t
accompany him. So eventually he got a guitar so he could accompany
himself.”

—Comedian and Grand Ole Opry star

Minnie Pearl

 


“What Elvis saved up for was to buy a rifle.
His mother was against it. Anyway he didn’t have the money for a
rifle. Gladys said she’d make up the difference if he bought a
guitar. But not a rifle.”

—Cousin Billy Smith

 


“The guitar was more Gladys’s idea. Elvis
wanted a bicycle but he didn’t have enough money. Gladys urged him
to buy a guitar, and she’d help pay for it. ‘Wouldn’t you rather
have the guitar?’ she said. ‘It would help you with your singing,
and everyone does enjoy hearing you sing.’”

—Gladys’s cousin Corinne Richards
Tate

 


“If Elvis thought owning a guitar and bringing
it to school would make him more popular, it didn’t work… some
students ridiculed him for playing ‘hillbilly’ music with it. But
he did sing as often as he could, including in school, and he often
told his classmates that some day he would sing at the Grand Ole
Opry.”

—Classmate Leroy Green

 


“Gladys Presley did her best to boost him, but
I don’t think Elvis would have had much self-confidence at all if
it wasn’t for his music… His looks? Some already considered him a
dreamboat, but Elvis wasn’t so sure. If he ever thought he was
sexy, it was while he was singing.”

—EP’s ninth-grade homeroom teacher

Susie Johnson

 


“As he grew older, Elvis experimented with
individuality. He often wore pink shirts and black pants… His hair
was longer than most boys’ hair. He slicked and shaped it with
Vaseline and hair tonic. He also wore sideburns.”

—Bernard Lansky of Lansky
Brothers,

a clothing store young EP patronized

 


“Elvis was just so different. All the other
guys were like replicas of their dads... I think he knew he was
different. I knew the first time I met him that he was not like
other people.”

—Dixie Locke, EP’s 1954 girlfriend

 


“When Elvis wanted to try out for the football
team the coach refused, said cut your hair and then you can try
out. Elvis decided to keep his hair… Then a gang of boys got Elvis
into a corner and threatened to cut off his hair. I was big, I
played football, so I got in there and told the guys to lay off.
They backed right off.”

—Bobby “Red” West, who became a
friend

and then a bodyguard to EP

 


“It’s true, Elvis never forgot what I did. But
that cut two ways. When he became a star he didn’t want people
thinking I could still whup him. Not that I ever said I could, but
I knew I could… He had little ways of pretending he was stronger,
sometimes put-downs. Like half-joking, but put-downs.

That macho insecure worrying thing was part of him…
like when we did karate, he’d get so intense… trying to prove
something to everyone—but mostly himself.”

—Red West

 


“Elvis was always real hyper. He would run and
play so hard, he’d just wear himself out.”

—Cousin Harold Lloyd

 


“In 1948 the reunited Presleys moved up to
Memphis with some relatives. But they all lived in a small house,
seven people sharing one bathroom… Finding work there wasn’t easy.
When they were forced to go on welfare Gladys felt very
ashamed.”

—Pastor and guitar player Frank
Smith

 


“What it came down to was while Elvis was still
in school, he took a full-time job after neither of his parents
could get a job. So his grades, average to begin with, suffered and
he was falling asleep in class. Finally, his counselor called in
his folks and declared Elvis had to decide between work and
school.

“He and Gladys chose school, and Elvis got to
graduate high school—the first Presley to earn a
diploma.”

—Memphis friend Buzzy Forbess
(sic)

 


“Cook, eat, and sleep in one room. Share bath.
No privacy… Need Housing. Persons interviewed are Mrs. Presley and
son. Nice boy. They seem very nice and deserving.”

—Notes taken by Memphis Housing
Authority’s

Jane Richardson in June, 1949,

when the Presleys applied to move

into public housing after Vernon found a job

 


“Elvis entered numerous singing contests.
Sometimes he’d win a prize. But even if it was only fifth place, he
kept at it. It wasn’t solely about talent. Others had talent,
looks, even charisma, but sooner or later they gave up. Elvis
didn’t.”

—Hollywood manager-producer Sandy
Gallin

 


“Elvis, put down that git-ar. It’s gonna be the
ruination of you. You better make up your mind what you’re gonna
do.”

—Gladys Tipler, co-owner of Crown
Electric,

for whom EP drove a truck, often carrying

his guitar in the vehicle

 


“Excepting music, Elvis’ other big interest was
girls… and he liked them young. When he was 19 Elvis started going
to a particular church in Memphis where he met a 14-year-old named
Dixie. He gave her his high school ring and they went out together
for two years.”

—Columnist Lloyd Shearer

 


“When he was 14, Elvis went to work at the
United Paint Company. At 15, he got hired part-time at a cinema but
was fired for not doing his work and watching movies instead... At
16, he had a night-shift job at a metal products company as a
sweeper… Music was Elvis’ hobby. It became his
salvation.”

—TV host and producer Dick
Clark

 


“The day before his 18th birthday the family
was evicted from their home in Memphis, a major disgrace at the
time. Vern took it in his stride but Gladys and Elvis were
mortified… About three months later they had to move again… It
became Elvis’ mission in life to earn money for his
family.”

—Instructor and author Eric
Rofes

 


“Vernon Presley wasn’t ambitious till Elvis
made it big. He was willing to just get by, by whatever means…
Gladys was ambitious for her son but couldn’t do much about it… She
was rather pretty and lively in earlier years—I think life with
Vern and poverty aged her. She found solace in Elvis, in overeating
and drinking.”

—childhood classmate Kenneth
Holditch

 


“It’s not surprising, considering, to learn
both Elvis Presley’s parents were alcoholic. What’s surprising is
how seldom it’s mentioned in his life story… as opposed to, say,
Carol Burnett’s parents or Mary Tyler Moore’s parents,
etc.”

—Movieline editor Ed
Margulies

 


“I think [Gladys Presley] really had trouble as
his popularity grew. It grew hard for her to let everybody have
him. I had the same feelings. He did not belong to us
anymore.”

—Girlfriend Dixie Locke

 


“Elvis held that monogamy was for womenfolk. No
matter what he had at home, on the road he had endless groupies…
After he broke through big-time in 1955 he decided he didn’t want a
commitment, so he broke with Dixie. His excuse was she’d been
unfaithful while he was on the road, even though the exact opposite
was true.”

—Uncle Vester Presley

 


“Of course, Elvis eventually quit trucking to
give all his time to singing and performing… He still got a lot of
derision… there were always people ready to make fun of his clothes
or his performance physicality. But the reaction of most audiences,
above all the girls, kept his hopes high.”

—Former singer Merv Griffin

 


“You ain’t goin’ nowhere, son. You ought to go
back to drivin’ a truck.”

—Jim Denny, Grand Ole Opry
manager

who in 1954 fired Elvis

after a single performance

 


“Who knows what else would have become of him?
Elvis didn’t hold down any job very long. He worked for Precision
Tool a month or so… he was studying to be an electrician, then
worked for Crown Electric under a year and a half.

“Lucky he didn’t let go of his interest in
singing. Or have a dad in whose footsteps he could
follow.”

—Tiger Beat editor Ralph
Benner

 


“Elvis was hoping very hard for a career in
music. But he avoided putting all his eggs in one basket. He knew
the odds. By day he drove a truck and by night he was studying to
be an electrician.”

—Cousin Billy Smith

 


“After stardom happened, Elvis, who used to say
he wasn’t anyone real special, began saying and repeating that he
always had faith he’d become a star… that God wouldn’t let him
down… it was his destiny and that kind of thing.”

—Sonny West (Red’s cousin),

member of EP’s entourage,

the “Memphis mafia”

 


“Lots of celebrities do commercials. On the way
up or when they’re stars… Elvis did one, total. In 1955, for
Southern Made Donuts… They weren’t the best-tasting.”

—Comedian Nipsey Russell,

one-time opening act for EP

 


“They say Elvis developed a pretty hard shell…
probably had to. But back then he was pretty
vulnerable.”

—Classmate Shirley Henderson

 


“That comment he received after appearing at
the Grand Ole Opry broke Elvis’ hopeful heart. He left Nashville
with tears in his eyes.”

—EP biographer Steven
Zmijewsky

 


“The country-music establishment was always
pretty narrow… While a newcomer, Elvis Presley was often identified
with country music, yet they didn’t want any part of him. They said
he ‘warped’ or ‘vulgarized’ their music… Decades later when Olivia
Newton-John was winning country-music awards they tried to get her
to give them back because she wasn’t American.”

—Jazz singer Anita O’Day

 


“There is a direct performance line between Al
Jolson, Johnnie Ray, and Elvis Presley. Jolson was so expansive and
emotional that he often had to sing on stage in blackface. It freed
him from being stifled within what was acceptable for a white man.
Ray, who was secretly gay, was also expressive.

“Ray became a superstar about four years before
Elvis. He was the first white popular singer to stand at a piano,
to remove a mic from its stand and prowl the stage with it, to fall
to his knees during a song without ethnic makeup, etc. Elvis copied
much of this… and being prettier and straighter, he lasted
longer.”

—Music historian Deborah
Lavi

 


“The marketing people have changed the story,
now they only say it was Bill Haley & the Comets who was the
big early [rock ’n roll] influence, before Elvis Presley… I
consider Johnnie Ray to be the father of rock ’n roll… But now they
never mention Johnnie Ray, and I don’t understand it—because I
was there, Charlie, you know?”

—Tony Bennett

 


“In 1953 when Sam Phillips paced his Memphis
Sun Studio’s floor and told secretary Marion Keisker, ‘If I could
only find a white man who sang like a Negro, I’d make a million
dollars,’ he meant ‘another Johnnie Ray’—albeit a heterosexual
model of same.”

—Johnnie Ray biographer Jonny
Whiteside

 


“Elvis soon learned from all the loud
disapproval and censure that his physical moves were too much for
the Establishment and couldn’t continue indefinitely. They earned
him attention and took him far, but when he reached the top he knew
to tone his act down. He wanted to remain up there and be
nationally popular, not just with teens and rebels. Teens don’t do
the hiring or pay the salaries.”

—Singer George Michael

 


“Anyone who lasts in show business can’t remain
too controversial for too long.”

—Kurt Cobain

 


“You’ll notice that the left side of Elvis’
body is more… active. It was his left leg that jerked and twitched
so sexily. And his generous mouth would sneer and curl on the left
side.”
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