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KATZ DRUG STORE OPENING, SEPTEMBER 8, 1954.


(OPAL WALKER)
















For my mother and father and for Alexandra
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“Biography” meant a book about someone’s life. Only, for me, it was to become a kind of pursuit, a tracking of the physical trail of someone’s path through the past, a following of footsteps. You would never catch them; no, you would never quite catch them. But maybe, if you were lucky, you might write about the pursuit of that fleeting figure in such a way as to bring it alive in the present.


—Richard Holmes, Footsteps: Adventures of a Romantic Biographer





I FIRST WROTE about Elvis Presley in 1967. I did so because I loved his music and I felt that it had been unjustly ridiculed and neglected. I was not writing about movies, image, or popularity. I was writing about someone whom I thought of as a great blues singer (I might today amend the term to “heart” singer, in the sense that he sang all the songs he really cared about—blues and gospel and even otherwise inexplicably sentimental numbers—without barrier or affectation) and who I imagined must conceive of himself in the same way. In that same spirit of barrierlessness I sent Elvis a copy of the review at his address, 3764 Highway 51 South (later renamed Elvis Presley Boulevard) in Memphis, and I got a printed Christmas card in reply.


I wrote about him a number of times over the years, seeking in one way or another to rescue him from both his detractors and admirers. What I wrote was based on passionate listening, research, and interviewing, and, of course, the kind of speculation that we inevitably apply to anything, or anyone, whom we admire from a distant shore. I wouldn’t altogether disown anything that I wrote, though in retrospect I might correct a good deal of its perspective. But I don’t know if I ever thought about the real Elvis Presley until I was driving down McLemore Avenue in South Memphis one day in 1983, past the old Stax studio, with a friend named Rose Clayton. Rose, a native Memphian, pointed out a drugstore where Elvis’ cousin used to work. Elvis used to hang out there, she said; he would sit at the soda fountain, drumming his fingers on the countertop. “Poor baby,” said Rose, and something went off in my head. This wasn’t “Elvis Presley”; this was a kid hanging out at a soda fountain in South Memphis, someone who could be observed, just like you or me, daydreaming, listening to the jukebox, drinking a milk shake, waiting for his cousin to get off work. “Poor baby.”


I didn’t come to the book itself for several years after that, but this was the vision that sustained it. When I finally decided to write the book, I had one simple aim in mind—at least it seemed simple to me at the start: to keep the story within “real” time, to allow the characters to freely breathe their own air, to avoid imposing the judgment of another age, or even the alarums that hindsight inevitably lends. That was what I wanted to do, both because I wanted to remain true to my “characters”—real-life figures whom I had come to know and like in the course of both my travels and research—and because I wanted to suggest the dimensions of a world, the world in which Elvis Presley had grown up, the world which had shaped him and which he in turn had unwittingly shaped, with all the homeliness and beauty that everyday life entails.


Discovering the reality of that world was something like stepping off the edge of my own. The British historian Richard Holmes describes the biographer as “a sort of tramp permanently knocking at the kitchen window and secretly hoping he might be invited in for supper.” Holmes is presumably alluding to the researcher’s attempt to penetrate the recesses of history, but he might as well be describing the literal truth. If one cannot recognize one’s status as an outsider, if I were not able to laugh at the comic contretemps in which I have often found myself over the years, then I would be lacking in the humility necessary for the task. But if one were not vain enough, on the other hand, to think it possible to make sense of the mass of random detail that makes up a life, if one did not imagine oneself capable somehow of the most diverse explorations, divagations, and transcendental leaps, then one would never seek to tell the story. “The moment one begins to investigate the truth of the simplest facts which one has accepted as true,” wrote Leonard Woolf in his autobiography, “it is as though one had stepped off a firm narrow path into a bog or a quicksand—every step one takes one steps deeper into the bog of uncertainty.” And it is that uncertainty which must be taken as both an unavoidable given and the only real starting point.


For this book I interviewed hundreds of firsthand participants. To my great joy, and not incidental distraction, I discovered worlds within worlds: the world of quartet singing; the pioneering spirit of post–World War II radio; the many worlds of Memphis (which I might have thought I already knew); the carnival world of self-invention and self-promotion out of which Colonel Thomas A. Parker emerged; the small-time dreams of a music industry that had not yet defined itself; the larger dreams of an art form that had not yet been explored. I have tried to suggest these worlds, and the men and women who peopled them, with a respect for the intricacy, complexity, and integrity of their makeup, but, of course, one can only suggest. As for the central figure, I have tried to convey his complexity and irreducibility as well. This is an heroic story, I believe, and ultimately perhaps a tragic one, but—like any of our lives and characters—it is not all of one piece, it does not lend itself to one interpretation exclusively, nor do all its parts reflect anything that resembles an undifferentiated whole. To say this, I hope, is not to throw up one’s hands at the impossibility of the task; it is, simply, to embrace the variousness, and uniqueness, of human experience.


I wanted to tell a true story. I wanted to rescue Elvis Presley from the dreary bondage of myth, from the oppressive aftershock of cultural significance. To the extent that I have succeeded, I suppose, I have merely opened up the subject to new aftershocks, new forms of encapsulation. Like any biographer, I am sure, I have worried over scenes, imagined and reimagined the way that things must have been, all too keenly aware of my own limitations of perspective and the distorting lens of history. I have sought to reconcile accounts that cannot be reconciled, and I have engaged in the kind of dialogue with my subject that Richard Holmes describes as leading to “a relationship of trust” between biographer and subject. As Holmes points out, trust is what one seeks, implicitly, to achieve, and yet there is always the possibility that trust is misplaced: “The possibility of error,” he insists, “is constant in all biography.”


That is why I would like to suggest that this work, like any other, is a beginning, not an end, an invitation to inquiry, not an attempt at foreclosure upon it. So much of what becomes a story, whether formally or merely in the relation of a dinner-table anecdote, is based upon verbal shorthand, metaphorical leaps of faith, interpretation of the facts at hand. It should be clearly understood: facts can change, and new interpretations can, at any moment, alter our interpretation of them. This is my story of Elvis Presley: it cannot be the story of Elvis Presley. There is no such thing; even autobiography, or perhaps autobiography most of all, represents an editing of the facts, a selection of detail, an attempt to make sense of the various, arbitrary developments of real life. In the end, there should be nothing shocking about human existence, because, in the end, whatever has occurred is simply human. If I have succeeded in my aim, I have given the reader the tools to create his or her own portrait of a young Elvis Presley, the opportunity to reinvent and reinterpret, within the broad context of a particular time and place, the early life of a remarkable American original.
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WITH DEWEY PHILLIPS, BEALE STREET, 1956.


(ROBERT WILLIAMS)
















IT IS LATE MAY or early June, hot, steamy; a fetid breeze comes in off the river and wafts its way through the elegant lobby of the Hotel Peabody, where, it is said, the Mississippi Delta begins. There is a steady hum of conversation in the room—polite, understated, well bred, but never letting up: the room is redolent with the suggestion of business dealings transacted in grandiloquent style, amid curlicues of cigar smoke rising toward the high Florentine ceiling, with the anticipation of a social evening to come. When the novelist William Faulkner is in town, he always stays at the Peabody; perhaps he is observing this very scene.


Out on the street men pass by, walking with deliberate speed. They are wearing Panama hats and straw boaters; some are in shirtsleeves and suspenders, wearing their pants high up on their waist; most are more formally dressed in summer-weight seersucker suits. The women generally look cool and elegant in broad, shadowing hats and light summer dresses. The Negroes whom you see all fulfill a function: they are maids, bootblacks, barbers, bellboys, each playing a familiar, muted role. But if you wanted to get another sense of the life of these accommodating, uncomplaining, almost invisible handmaidens and impersonal valets to white wealth and power, you would only have to go around the corner, to Beale Street, a lively, thriving, brightly colored metropolis of quite another sort.


In the Peabody Drugstore, on the corner of Union and Second, a well-dressed, elegant-looking young man of twenty-seven sits, nervously drumming his fingers on the countertop. His tie is carefully knotted, his luxuriant chestnut-brown hair is carefully sculpted in such a fashion that you know that this might be the feature of which he is most proud; he is smoking a Chesterfield in a slender cigarette holder and wearing a gold pocket chain. He is an arresting-looking young man in every way, but it is his eyes which truly compel attention. Set low under fairly prominent brows, they are neither small nor especially close together, but they give the impression in a photograph that they are squinting, in real life that their possessor is gazing into your very soul. Right now they are looking about, distracted, not focusing on anything in particular, until at last they catch sight of the very person they are looking for, as a tall, redheaded, loose-limbed, and rawboned young man, clearly from the country and not ashamed of it, bursts through the door. His mouth curls in a little smile that suggests neither the need for, nor the hint of, any apology; his brightly patterned shirt stands at odds with the elegance of the earlier arrival, whom he evidently does not know but greets with an expansive wave, an infectious bonhomie, and then a clap on the back and a loudly brayed “Dee-gaw!”


The newcomer, Dewey Phillips, is twenty-four years old and already a radio celebrity, with his own show on WHBQ broadcasting from the Gayoso Hotel just up the street. He is on the air from 10:00 P.M. to midnight every weekday, and until 1:00 A.M. on Saturday nights, while keeping his job in the record department at W. T. Grant’s, on South Main. The music that he plays is some of the finest American vernacular music ever recorded: in the course of one fifteen-minute segment, you might hear Muddy Waters’ latest hit, a gospel number by the Soul Stirrers (with their great singer, R. H. Harris), Larry Darnell’s “For You, My Love,” and Wynonie Harris’“Good Rockin’ Tonight”—“boogies, blues, and spirituals,” as the Memphis Commercial Appeal reports in a full-length feature. He mangles the names of his advertisers, plays 78s at the wrong speed, and appends to every commercial message the grace note “I don’t care where you go or how you go, just tell ’em Phillips sent you.” Only recently one of his listeners was taken to the hospital emergency ward and announced to a startled medical staff that Phillips had sent him. He has perhaps the most popular show on Memphis radio, with talk of Mutual broadcast syndication. Tastes being what they are, and the postwar world being as unpredictable and unconventionally wide open as it has become, there is only one thing that is truly startling about his success: the music that he plays, and the listeners that he reaches, are almost exclusively black.


That is why Sam Phillips has wanted so badly to meet him. Aside from the coincidence of their names, there is a coincidence of purpose which links these two very disparate-seeming young men. Just six months ago, Sam Phillips, with the assistance of Marion Keisker, a prominent Memphis radio personality best known for her Kitty Kelly show on WREC, launched his own studio, the Memphis Recording Service, at 706 Union Avenue, with the avowed purpose of recording “Negro artists in the South who wanted to make a record [and] just had no place to go…. I set up a studio just to make records with some of those great Negro artists.” Phillips, an engineer and sometime disc jockey on WREC, the CBS affiliate whose offices were in the Peabody, had come to town in 1945. He had started in radio as a teenager in his native region of Muscle Shoals, Alabama, and at twenty-two was engineering the network broadcasts every night from the Peabody Skyway. And yet despite his abiding love for big band music—for the Dorsey brothers and Glenn Miller, Freddy Martin and Ted Weems—he had come to feel that it was all just too programmed, that “the girl singer just sat up there and looked pretty, the musicians might have played the damn song four thousand times, but they were still turning the pages!”


At the same time Sam believed wholeheartedly in the music that he had grown up with as a child, in the glorious spiritual offerings of the Negro church, in the tales and songs of Uncle Silas Payne, who had worked on his father’s farm and told the little boy stories of Memphis’ Beale Street, trips to the Molasses River, and the battercake trees which grew up next to the sausage trees in Africa. “I listened to that beautiful a cappella singing—the windows of the black Methodist church just half a block down from Highland Baptist would all be open, and I was just fascinated by the rhythms. Even when they hoed, they’d get a rhythm going, maybe more than one, and there was that beautiful rhythmic silence of the cotton fields, with a hoe hitting a rock every now and then just as it spaded through the dirt, and then the singing, especially if the wind happened to be from the right direction—believe me, all that said a lot to me.”


Many children have been entranced by just such encounters, but they grow up, they put aside childish things, in Sam Phillips’ words, they conform. Sam Phillips believed in something else. He believed—entirely and without reservation—in differentness, in independence, in individuation, he believed in himself, and he believed—even to the point of articulating it in public and private utterances from earliest adulthood on—in the scope and beauty of African-American culture. He wanted, he said, “genuine, untutored negro” music; he was looking for “Negroes with field mud on their boots and patches in their overalls… battered instruments and unfettered techniques.” The music that he was attempting to record was the very music that Dewey Phillips was playing on the air.


The ostensible reason for his meeting with Dewey was that his brother-in-law, Jimmy Connolly, who was general manager of the 250-watt station WJLD in Bessemer, Alabama, where he had gone after first hiring Sam in Muscle Shoals, had launched a program called The Atomic Boogie Hour. This was an afternoon program similar to the kind of show that Dewey had started in Memphis and that was springing up in one form or another all across the South: black music on a white radio station with a strong Negro audience and a growing, if for the most part unacknowledged, core of young white listeners with a growing, if for the most part unexamined, buying power. The owner of the station, a Mr. Johnson, didn’t want Connolly doing the show anymore, because it was “lowbrow,” and Sam had told his brother-in-law about “this cat that’s on the air here that you wouldn’t believe.” Jimmy suggested that he talk to Dewey about coming to Bessemer, and Sam agreed, but his heart wasn’t in it. “I just didn’t want Dewey leaving Memphis. I even backed off a little on my recommendation afterwards: I told Jimmy, ‘Well, your Atomic Boogie Hour is fantastic, but I’m just not sure if Dewey would fit in. This is a guy that somehow or another generates a night atmosphere…. What we need in Memphis is exactly what Dewey Phillips is doing.’ I could have gotten Dewey a job just like that, but I told him, I said, ‘Dewey, I’m going to try to get something going, in the way of making records.’”


Who knows what they did in the immediate aftermath of that initial meeting? Perhaps they wandered over to Beale Street, where Dewey, who has been described as “transracial” by more than one admirer, could go wherever he liked, where Dewey, Sam came to see with some ambivalence, was “a hero, everyone loved him.” Perhaps they walked by the new Palace Theatre, where Roy Brown or Larry Darnell or Wynonie Harris could have been playing that very evening. They might have run into club owner–entrepreneur Andrew “Sunbeam” Mitchell or the Beale Street Blues Boy himself, B. B. King, whom Sam would start to record for the California-based RPM (Modern) label just around this time. One-man band Joe Hill Louis was probably playing in Handy Park. Or they might have just decided to go down to Johnny Mills’ Barbecue at Fourth and Beale for a fish sandwich.


Wherever they went, Dewey would have been greeted with cries of delighted recognition, and he returned those greetings with unfeigned goodwill, unfettered enthusiasm, a delighted exclamation of his own. Sam, meanwhile, quieter, more reserved, more formal somehow, hung back, soaking up a scene that held long-standing reverberations for him as well. He had dreamt of Beale Street long before he ever saw it, from the stories that Uncle Silas had spun, and his first view of it, at sixteen, had not failed to live up to his expectations. He was on his way to Dallas with his older brother Jud and some friends to hear the Reverend George W. Truett preach, but he was drawn, it seemed, almost inexorably to Beale, because “to me Beale Street was the most famous place in the South. We got in at five or six o’clock in the morning and it was pouring down rain, but we just drove up and down, and it was so much more than I had even envisioned. I don’t know if I can explain it to this day—my eyes had to be very big, because I saw everything, from winos to people dressed up fit to kill, young, old, city slickers and people straight out of the cotton fields, somehow or another you could tell: every damn one of them was glad to be there. Beale Street represented for me something that I hoped to see one day for all people, something that they could say, I’m a part of this somehow.” This was Sam Phillips’ vision, and he kept it with him when he moved to Memphis with his wife and infant son some six years later. Memphis had drawn him like a magnet, but not for the elegant appointments of the Hotel Peabody or the big band broadcasts from the Skyway. It was Beale Street that lured him in a way he would never be able to fully explain and Beale Street with which, as it was, he could never be fully comfortable.


Sam and Dewey Phillips went on to become closer than brothers; they propped each other up in times of trouble and undoubtedly dragged each other down on some occasions as well. They became business partners for the briefest of moments, within just a month or two of that initial meeting, when Sam launched a label called The Phillips, which put out one official release (“Boogie in the Park,” by Joe Hill Louis, with three hundred copies pressed), and then dissolved it for reasons never fully specified. For all of their shared values, however, for all of their shared dreams and schemes and the fact that they were laboring in the same field (Sam continued to record blues singers like Howlin’ Wolf and B. B. King for some time for various labels and then started up a label of his own; Daddy-O-Dewey just got bigger and bigger on the radio), they were not destined to come together in business or in the history books for another four years, one year after the unheralded and altogether unanticipated arrival of an eighteen-year-old Elvis Presley in Sam Phillips’ Sun recording studio.


THE PRESLEYS were themselves relatively recent arrivals in Memphis in 1950, having picked up stakes in their native Tupelo, Mississippi, in the fall of 1948, when their only child was thirteen years old. Their adjustment to city life was difficult at first. Although the husband, Vernon, had worked in a munitions plant in Memphis for much of the war, good, steady peacetime work was not easy to come by, and the three of them were crammed into a single room in one boardinghouse or another for the first few months after their arrival. Wary, watchful, shy almost to the point of reclusiveness, the boy was obviously frightened by his new surroundings, and on his first day of school at sixteen-hundred-student Humes High (which went from seventh to twelfth grade) he was back at the rooming house almost before his father had finished dropping him off. Vernon found him “so nervous he was bug-eyed. When I asked what was the matter, he said he didn’t know where the office was and classes had started and there were so many kids. He was afraid they’d laugh at him.” His father, a taciturn, suspicious man, understood: in some ways the Presleys gave the impression to both relatives and neighbors that they lived in their own private world. “I thought about it a minute,” said Vernon, “and I knew what he meant. So I said, ‘Son, that’s all right for today, but tomorrow you be there, nine o’clock, and no foolin’!’”


In February 1949, Vernon finally landed a regular job, at United Paint Company, just a few blocks away from the rooming house on Poplar they had moved into, and on June 17 he applied for admission to Lauderdale Courts, a neat public assistance housing project administered by the Memphis Housing Authority. In September their application was finally approved, and they moved to 185 Winchester, Apartment 328, just around the corner from where they were presently living. The rent was thirty-five dollars a month for a two-bedroom ground-floor apartment in a well-maintained neighborly complex. Everyone in Lauderdale Courts felt as if they were on their way somewhere. If only in terms of aspirations, for the Presley family it was a big step up.

















TUPELO: ABOVE THE HIGHWAY



January 1935–November 1948
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TUPELO CIRCA 1942.


(COURTESY OF THE ESTATE OF ELVIS PRESLEY)
















VERNON PRESLEY was never particularly well regarded in Tupelo. He was a man of few words and little evident ambition, and even in the separate municipality of East Tupelo, where he lived with his family “above the highway,” a tiny warren of houses clustered together on five unpaved streets running off the Old Saltillo Road, he was seen as something of a vacant if hardworking soul, good-looking, handsome even, but unlikely ever to go anywhere. East Tupelo itself was separated by more than just the geographical barrier of two small creeks, corn and cotton fields, and the Mobile & Ohio and St. Louis & San Francisco railroad tracks from the life of a parent city which was hailed in the 1938 WPA Guide as “perhaps Mississippi’s best example of what contemporary commentators call the ‘New South.’” East Tupelo, on the other hand, was a part of the New South that tended to get glossed over, the home of many of the “poor white” factory workers and sharecroppers who could fuel a vision of “industry rising in the midst of agriculture and agricultural customs” so long as the social particulars of that vision were not scrutinized too closely. “Over the years of its existence and even after its merger with Tupelo [in 1946],” wrote a local historian, “East Tupelo had the reputation of being an extremely rough town. Some citizens doubt that it was worse than other small towns, but others declare it to have been the roughest town in North Mississippi. The town had its red light district called ‘Goosehollow.’… By 1940 the tiny community of East Tupelo was known to have at least nine bootleggers.”


In 1936 the mayor of East Tupelo was Vernon Presley’s uncle, Noah, who lived on Kelly Street above the highway, owned a small grocery store, and drove the school bus. Noah’s brother, Jessie, Vernon’s father, was relatively comfortable as well, if not as upstanding a member of the community. He owned his own home on Old Saltillo Road, just above Kelly Street, and he worked fairly steadily, even if he had a reputation as a hard drinker and a “rogue.” Vernon, by way of contrast, showed little drive or direction. Though he worked hard to maintain a succession of Depression-limited jobs (milkman, sharecropper, handyman, WPA laborer), he never really seemed to make a go of it, and he never seemed to particularly care about making a go of it either. Closemouthed, recessive, almost brooding at times, “dry” in the description of his friends, Vernon did appear to care deeply about his little family: his wife, Gladys Smith, whom he married in 1933; his son, Elvis Aron Presley, who was born on January 8, 1935; the twin, Jesse Garon, whom they had lost. He built a home in preparation for the birth, a two-room shotgun shack next to his parents’ four-room “big house,” with the help of his father and his older brother, Vester (who in September 1935 would marry Gladys’ sister Clettes). He took out what amounted to a mortgage of $180 from Orville Bean, on whose dairy farm he and his father occasionally worked, with the property remaining Bean’s until the loan was paid off. There was a pump and an outhouse in the back, and although East Tupelo was one of the first beneficiaries of the TVA rural electrification program, the new home was lit with oil lamps when he and Gladys moved in in December 1934.


Gladys Presley, everyone agreed, was the spark of that marriage. Where Vernon was taciturn to the point of sullenness, she was voluble, lively, full of spunk. They had both dropped out of school at an early age, but Gladys—who had grown up on a succession of farms in the area with seven brothers and sisters—took a backseat to no one. When she was twenty, her father died, and she heard of a job at the Tupelo Garment Plant that paid two dollars a day for a twelve-hour workday. There was a bus to pick up the girls who lived out in the country, but not long after starting work she decided to move to town, and she settled herself and her family on Kelly Street in the little community above the highway, in East Tupelo, where her uncles Sims and Gains Mansell already lived and Gains copastored the tiny new First Assembly of God Church that had sprung up in a tent on a vacant lot. That was where she met Vernon Presley. She saw him on the street, and then she met him at a typically charismatic, “Holy Roller”–type church service. In June 1933 they ran off with another couple and got married in Pontotoc, Mississippi, where Vernon, still a minor, added five years to his age and claimed to be twenty-two, while Gladys reduced hers by two, to nineteen. They borrowed the three dollars for the license from their friends Marshall and Vona Mae Brown, with whom they moved in for a short time after the marriage.


Gladys had a difficult pregnancy and toward the end had to quit her job at the Garment Plant. When she came to term, Vernon’s mother, Minnie, a midwife named Edna Martin, and one other woman attended her until the midwife called the doctor, sixty-eight-year-old William Robert Hunt. At about four in the morning of January 8, he delivered a baby, stillborn, then thirty-five minutes later another boy. The twins were named Jesse Garon and Elvis Aron, with the rhyming middle names intended to match. Aron (pronounced with a long a and the emphasis on the first syllable) was for Vernon’s friend Aaron Kennedy, Elvis was Vernon’s middle name, and Jesse, of course, was for his father. The dead twin was buried in an unmarked grave in Priceville Cemetery, just below Old Saltillo Road, and was never forgotten either in the legend that accompanied his celebrated younger brother or in family memory. As a child Elvis was said to have frequently visited his brother’s grave; as an adult he referred to his twin again and again, reinforced by Gladys’ belief that “when one twin died, the one that lived got all the strength of both.” Shortly after the birth both mother and child were taken to the hospital, and Gladys was never able to have another baby. The physician’s fifteen-dollar fee was paid by welfare.


Elvis grew up a loved and precious child. He was, everyone agreed, unusually close to his mother. Vernon spoke of it after his son became famous, almost as if it were a source of wonder that anyone could be that close. Throughout her life the son would call her by pet names, they would communicate by baby talk, “she worshiped him,” said a neighbor, “from the day he was born.” He was attached to his father as well. “When we went swimming, Elvis would have fits if he saw me dive,” Vernon recalled. “He was so afraid something would happen to me.” And Gladys told of a house fire in East Tupelo, when Vernon ran in and out of the burning building trying to salvage a neighbor’s belongings. “Elvis was so sure that his daddy was going to get hurt that he screamed and cried. I had to hold him to keep him from running in after Vernon. I said right sharp, ‘Elvis, you just stop that. Your daddy knows what he’s doing.’” Elvis’ own view of his growing up was more prosaic. “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.”


In that respect, and in every other, there was not much out of the ordinary about the young Presley family. They were a little peculiar, perhaps, in their insularity, but they were active in church and community, and they had realistic hopes and expectations for their only child. Vernon was, in his own view, a “common laborer,” but Gladys was determined that her son would graduate from high school.


In 1937 Gladys’ uncle Gains became sole preacher at the Assembly of God Church, which was now housed in a modest wood-framed structure on Adams Street built primarily by Gains. Many in the tiny congregation later recalled a very young Elvis Presley throwing himself into the hymn singing with abandon, and Gladys liked to tell how “when Elvis was just a little fellow, not more than two years old, he would slide down off my lap, run into the aisle and scramble up to the platform. There he would stand looking at the choir and trying to sing with them. He was too little to know the words… but he could carry the tune and he would watch their faces and try to do as they did.”


It was shortly thereafter that the life of the Presley family was forever changed, or at least diverted from what might have been a more predictable course. Vernon, Gladys’ brother Travis, and a man named Lether Gable were charged on November 16, 1937, with “uttering a forged instrument”—altering, and then cashing, a four-dollar check of Orville Bean’s made out to Vernon to pay for a hog. On May 25, 1938, Vernon and his two companions were sentenced to three years in Parchman Farm.


In fact, he remained in prison for only eight months, but this was a shaping event in the young family’s life. In later years Elvis would often say of his father, “My daddy may seem hard, but you don’t know what he’s been through,” and though it was never a secret, it was always a source of shame. “It was no big disgrace,” said Corene Randle Smith, a childhood neighbor. “Everyone realized that Mr. Bean just made an example of him, and that he was on the up-and-up, except maybe that one little time.” But it seemed to mark, in a more permanent way, Vernon’s view of himself; it reinforced his mistrust of the world and, while he remained dedicated to his little family, led him to show less and less of himself to others.


During the brief time that he was in prison, Gladys lost the house and moved in briefly with her in-laws next door. There was no love lost between Gladys and Jessie, though, and soon mother and child moved to Tupelo, where Gladys lived with her cousins Frank and Leona Richards on Maple Street and got a job at the Mid-South Laundry. The Richards’ daughter, Corinne, retained vivid memories of the forlorn mother and son. When Elvis played ball with the other children out in the street, Corinne said, Gladys was “afraid that he would get run over. She didn’t want him out of her sight. She had always been lively, but after [Vernon] went to prison she was awful nervous.” To writer Elaine Dundy, Leona recalled Elvis sitting on the porch “crying his eyes out because his daddy was away.” On weekends Gladys and her son frequently rode the Greyhound five hours each way to visit Vernon at Parchman.


Vernon, Travis, and Lether Gable were released from jail on February 6, 1939, in response to a community petition, and a letter from Orville Bean requesting sentence suspension. The Presleys continued to live with Gladys’ cousins for a brief time, and all three experienced what Leona Richards called “action nightmares,” sleepwalking episodes that none could recall in the morning. They soon moved back to East Tupelo, going from one small rented house to another.


In 1940 Vernon purchased a six-horsepower 1930 Chevrolet truck for $50, and in the fall of 1941 Elvis started school at the seven-hundred-pupil East Tupelo Consolidated (grades 1 through 12), on Lake Street, across Highway 78, about half a mile away from the little village off Old Saltillo Road. Every day Gladys walked Elvis proudly to school, a small towheaded youngster accompanied by his dark-haired, flashing-eyed mother, the two of them clasping hands tightly when they got to the highway, a picture of apprehensive devotion.


“Though we had friends and relatives, including my parents,” Vernon recalled, “the three of us formed our own private world.” The little boy was as insular in his way as his parents. Apart from family, his few friends from that period have painted him as separate from any crowd—there are no recollections of a “gang,” just isolated memories of making cars out of apple crates, playing out behind someone’s house, going fishing once in a while with James Ausborn, who lived over by the school. “Mrs. Presley would say to be back at two, and he’d get worried, keep looking at the sun, say, ‘I believe it’s about two o’clock. We better go.’” He was a gentle boy, his father said; “[one time] I asked him to go hunting with me, but when he answered, ‘Daddy, I don’t want to kill birds,’ I didn’t try to persuade him to go against his feelings.” Once he learned to read he loved comic books; they captured his imagination—he loved the brightly colored pages and the forceful images of power and success. “Elvis would hear us worrying about our debts, being out of work and sickness,” his mother recollected proudly, “and he’d say, ‘Don’t you worry none, Baby. When I grow up, I’m going to buy you a fine house and pay everything you owe at the grocery store and get two Cadillacs—one for you and Daddy, and one for me.’” “I [just] didn’t want him to have to steal one,” said Vernon.


For the most part he failed to distinguish himself in any way. At school he was “an average student,” “sweet and average,” according to his teachers, and he himself rarely spoke of his childhood years, except to note that they had not been easy and, occasionally, to recall moments of rejection. With his father, toward the end of his life, he reminisced about the time Vernon had taken him to see his first movie, “and we couldn’t let the church know anything about it.” The picture that you see of him with his third-grade class shows a little boy standing apart, arms folded, hair neatly combed, his mouth inverted in that familiar pout. Everyone else—the Farrars, the Harrises, Odell Clark—seems connected somehow, grouped together, smiling, arms around each other’s shoulders. Elvis stands apart—not shunned, just apart. That is not the way any of his classmates ever remembered it, but it is how the picture looks.


There are a multitude of semiapocryphal stories from these years, most based on the kind of homely memories of childhood that any of us is likely to possess: who focuses upon the classmate who is out of the picture, why should anyone have noticed Elvis Presley in particular or committed to memory his every utterance, noted his views on issues of the day, or even imagined that he would ever come to anything? The war was going on, but it seems never to have impinged upon memories of growing up in East Tupelo, except, perhaps, to have provided opportunities for employment. In late 1942, after working for a short period of time in Ozark, Alabama, some three hundred miles from home, Vernon got a job on the construction of a POW camp in Como, Mississippi. Shortly thereafter he went to work for the Dunn Construction Company in Millington, Tennessee, just outside of Memphis, living in company barracks and returning home on weekends because he was unable to find lodgings for his family. “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.”


In May of 1943 the whole family moved briefly to Pascagoula, Mississippi, near Biloxi on the Gulf Coast, with Vernon’s cousin Sales and his wife, Annie, and their children. Vernon and Sales had found work on a WPA project to expand the Pascagoula shipyards, but the two families stayed little more than a month, until Sales and Annie announced that they were heading home. Vernon bravely declared that he thought he and his family would stay, but he caught up with Sales on the road before Sales and Annie had gotten very far, and both families headed back to Tupelo together. Upon his return Vernon found regular employment as a driver for L. P. McCarty and Sons, a wholesale grocer, and the Presley family entered into a period of relative prosperity, with the First Assembly Church serving as their social as well as moral focus. On August 18, 1945, with the war barely over, Vernon used the savings that he had accumulated to make a down payment of two hundred dollars on a new home on Berry Street, once again owned by Orville Bean, and around the same time, with his cousin Sales’ sponsorship, became a deacon in the church. This was undoubtedly the high point of the Presleys’ life in East Tupelo.


Obviously this is not the whole picture, but in the absence of time travel, what collection of random snapshots could provide one? One of the most common stories to have made its way down through the years is that the Presleys formed a popular gospel trio who sang in church, traveled about to various revival meetings in the area, and generally stood out in people’s memories as a foreshadowing of what was just over the horizon. It is not difficult to understand where the story would come from: the Presleys, like every other member of the small congregation, did sing in church; they did go to revival meetings; Vernon and Gladys most likely sang “quartet-style” with Sales and Annie in church and at home. But the story that they formed any kind of traveling trio is most likely not true. As Elvis himself said in a 1965 interview, “I sang some with my folks in the Assembly of God church choir [but] it was a small church, so you couldn’t sing too loud,” and he told Hollywood reporter Army Archerd that he “trioed” with his mother and father—but only as part of that same congregation. There is no mention on his part of anything resembling “professional” experience and no credible contemporary witness in the face of relatives (Corinne Richards), childhood friends and neighbors (Corene Randle Smith, whose mother was Elvis’ Sunday school teacher), and the minister who taught him to play guitar (Frank Smith, Corene’s husband) who recalled otherwise or found the suggestion highly implausible.


What is not only plausible but clearly the case is that Elvis himself, on his own and without reference to anyone else’s dreams, plans, or imaginings, was drawn to music in a way that he couldn’t fully express, found a kind of peace in the music, was able to imagine something that he could express only to his mother. Still, it must have come as a surprise even to Gladys when Elvis Presley, her shy, dreamy, oddly playful child, got up and sang in front of an audience of several hundred at the age of ten at the annual Mississippi-Alabama Fair and Dairy Show at the Fairgrounds in the middle of downtown Tupelo.


It came about, evidently (though here, too, the story is unavoidably muddled), after he sang “Old Shep,” the Red Foley “weeper” about a boy and his dog, at the morning prayer program at school. His teacher, Mrs. Oleta Grimes, who had moved in two doors down from the Presleys on Old Saltillo Road in 1936 and was, not entirely coincidentally, the daughter of Orville Bean, was so impressed by his singing that she brought him to the principal, Mr. Cole, who in turn entered the fifth-grader in the radio talent contest sponsored by local station WELO on Children’s Day (Wednesday, October 3, 1945) at the fair. All the local schools were let out, teachers and children were transported to town by school bus and then marched from the courthouse lawn down the hill to the Fairgrounds, where they were guests of the fair. A prize was given to the school with the greatest proportional representation, and there were individual prizes in the talent contest, from a $25 war bond down to $2.50 for rides. The five-day-long fair included a livestock show, cattle auctions, mule- and horse-pulling contests, and poultry competition, but the Duke of Paducah and a Grand Ole Opry Company which included Minnie Pearl and Pee Wee King were advertised as well. Annie Presley, Sales’ wife, recalled the fair as the highlight of both Presley families’ social year, when the two couples would share a baby-sitter and go out together for the fair’s last night.


The newspaper did not cover the children’s contest or even list the winner of the competition. Over the years there have been a number of claimants to the throne, but to Elvis Presley it mattered little who actually won. “They entered me in a talent show,” he said in a 1972 interview. “I wore glasses, no music, and I won, I think it was fifth place in this state talent contest. I got a whipping the same day, my mother whipped me for something—I don’t know, [going on] one of the rides. Destroyed my ego completely.” Gladys gave a more vivid account in 1956, minus the whipping. “I’ll never forget, the man at the gate just took it for granted I was Elvis’ big sister and sold me a schoolkid’s ticket same as him. Elvis had no way to make music, and the other kids wouldn’t accompany him. He just climbed up on a chair so he could reach the microphone and he sang ‘Old Shep.’” He probably had his picture taken in the western booth, too, just as he would two years later, complete with cowboy hat, chaps, and western backdrop. Although, somewhat surprisingly, there seems to have been little awareness of his triumph among friends and classmates, and he evidently did not sing at the fair again, Elvis always spoke of the event, without embroidery, as the first time he sang in public, and the whipping is a more convincing detail than the conventional story, which has Vernon listening in on the contest on his delivery-truck radio.


It was not long after the contest that he got his first guitar. The chronology can be argued any way you like (and has been), but it appears likely that he got the guitar for his eleventh birthday, since in all of Elvis’ own accounts—and in most of the early publicity accounts as well—he sang unaccompanied at the fair simply because he did not have a guitar. In many of those same accounts he was supposed to have gotten the guitar as a birthday present, and the 1956 TV Radio Mirror biography has him getting his first guitar the day after a storm which frightened Gladys and him (the tornado of 1936 had been a traumatic event that literally flattened Tupelo, killing 201 people and injuring more than 1,000). In fact there was a small tornado on January 7, 1946, the day before his eleventh birthday. In any case Elvis wanted a bicycle, he said, and the only reason he ended up with the guitar was because his mother was worried that he might get run over, not to mention the fact that the guitar was considerably less expensive (he got the bicycle not long afterward anyway). “Son, wouldn’t you rather have the guitar?” Gladys concluded. “It would help you with your singing, and everyone does enjoy hearing you sing.”


His uncle Vester, who played frequently in honky-tonks and at country dances and had a great appreciation for country music, and Gladys’ brother Johnny Smith taught him a few chords, but it was the new pastor, twenty-one-year-old Frank Smith, who provided the greatest influence. Smith, who had come to Tupelo from Meridian, Mississippi, for a revival in early 1944 and then returned to stay when he married the Presleys’ fifteen-year-old neighbor Corene Randle later that year, distinctly recalled the little boy coming to him with the guitar he had just acquired. “I always played the guitar, and I guess he picked up some from that, because a couple of years [after Smith’s arrival] he got a guitar and really applied himself. He bought a book that showed how to place your fingers in position, and I went over to his house a time or two, or he would come to where I was, and I would show him some runs and different chords from what he was learning out of his book. That was all: not enough to say I taught him how to play, but I helped him.” From his newfound knowledge Elvis started playing for the “special singing” portion of the service, although Smith had to call him up to get him to perform. “I would have to insist on him [getting up there], he didn’t push himself. At the special singings we might have someone do a Blackwood Brothers type of quartet number, different ones in the church would get up or maybe somebody visiting would sing, but there were no other kids to sing with him at that time. He sang quite a few times, and he was liked.”


Smith put no particular stock in music other than to glorify the Lord and never found it anything but painful to have to dredge up the memory of teaching an eleven-year-old how to play the guitar when this was scarcely relevant to his life’s work. Yet even to him Elvis’ commitment to music was clear-cut, not just from his singing in church but from the trips that he, the Smiths, and many other East Tupeloans would make to town on Saturday afternoon to attend the WELO Jamboree, a kind of amateur hour which was broadcast from the courthouse. “A whole crowd went down, grown-ups and kids. You got in line to perform, it was just something to do on Saturday. And he would go to the radio station to play and sing—there was nothing to highlight him, really, he was just one of the kids.”


WELO HAD BEGUN BROADCASTING on South Spring Street, above the Black and White dry goods store, on May 15, 1941. There were a number of local talents involved in starting up the station, including Charlie Boren, its colorful announcer, and Archie Mackey, a local bandleader and radio technician who had been instrumental in establishing Tupelo’s first radio station, WDIX, some years earlier, but the hillbilly star of the station in 1946 was a twenty-three-year-old native of Smithville, some twenty miles to the southeast, Carvel Lee Ausborn, who went by the name of Mississippi Slim. Ausborn, who had taken up guitar at the age of thirteen to pursue a career in music, was inspired by Jimmie Rodgers, though Hank Williams and Ernest Tubb became almost equal influences in the forties. Probably his greatest influence, however, was his cousin Rod Brasfield, a prominent country comedian, also from Smithville, who joined the Opry in 1944 and toured with Hank Williams, while his brother, Uncle Cyp Brasfield, became a regular on the Ozark Jubilee and wrote material for Rod and his comedy partner, Minnie Pearl. Though Mississippi Slim never attained such heights, he traveled all over the country with Goober and His Kentuckians and the Bisbee’s Comedians tent show and even played the Opry once or twice, largely on the strength of his cousin’s connections. Just about every prominent musician who passed through Tupelo played with Slim at one time or another, from Merle “Red” Taylor (who furnished the fiddle melody for Bill Monroe’s “Uncle Pen”) to college-bound youths like Bill Mitchell (who in later life, after a career in politics, would win many national old-time fiddle contests), to weekend pickers like Slim’s uncle Clinton. “He was a good entertainer,” recalled Bill Mitchell, “put on a pretty good show, love songs with comedy (he came from a family of comedians)—it was a pretty lively show. The people really enjoyed it.” In addition to a regular early-morning program on weekdays, Slim had a noontime show every Saturday called Singin’ and Pickin’ Hillbilly that served as a lead-in to the Jamboree, on which he also appeared. This was where Elvis first encountered the world of entertainment.


Archie Mackey’s memory was of a young boy accompanied by his father. “Vernon said that his boy didn’t know but two songs,” said Mackey, another Jamboree regular, who claimed that he had Elvis sing both, with Slim accompanying him on guitar. Some have suggested that Slim was reluctant to play behind an “amateur” and that announcer Charlie Boren practically had to force him to do so, while others have sought credit for first carrying Elvis to the station. It’s all somewhat academic. Like everyone else, he was drawn by the music and by the show. He was not the only child to perform, though according to Bill Mitchell most of the others were girls. And, it seemed, none of the others felt it like he did.


“He was crazy about music,” said James Ausborn, Slim’s kid brother and Elvis’ schoolmate at East Tupelo Consolidated. “That’s all he talked about. A lot of people didn’t like my brother, they thought he was sort of corny, but, you know, they had to get a mail truck to bring all his cards and letters. Elvis would always say, ‘Let’s go to your brother’s program today. Can you go up there with me? I want him to show me some more chords on the guitar.’ We’d walk into town on Saturday, go down to the station on Spring Street [this was the broadcast before the Jamboree], a lot of times the studio would be full but my brother would always show him some chords. Sometimes he would say, ‘I ain’t got time to fool with you today,’ but he’d always sit down and show him. Then maybe he’d sing him a couple of songs, and Elvis would try to sing them himself. I think gospel sort of inspirated him to be in music, but then my brother helped carry it on.”


Music had become his consuming passion. With the exception of a couple of playmates who shared his interest, like James, or who might have looked up to him for it, no one really noticed. His uncle Vester, who said that his mother’s people, the Hoods, were “musicians out of this world,” never noticed the transformation. Frank Smith saw him as one of the crowd, not really “eager” for music—“he just liked it.” Even his parents might have missed this development in their closely watched son: “He always knew,” said Vernon, as if he and Gladys had ever doubted, “he was going to do something. When we didn’t have a dime, he used to sit on the doorstep and say, ‘One of these days it’ll be different.’”


If you picture him, picture someone you might have missed: a wide-eyed, silent child scuffling his feet, wearing overalls. He stands in line in the courtroom, waiting his turn to tiptoe up to the mike. His small child’s voice carries a quavering note of yearning—other children get up and do letter-perfect recitals, big burly men frail on their beat-up guitars, but Elvis cradles his like a bird. After the broadcast is over, as the crowd slowly dissipates, the little boy hangs around on the outskirts of the group, watching Mississippi Slim and the other musicians pack up. He walks out behind them onto the courthouse square, with the statue of the Confederate soldier facing the Lyric Theater, the movie house that he and his friends never go to because it costs fifteen cents, a nickel more than the Strand. He hangs around on the edge of the crowd, nervously shifting from one foot to the other, desperately sidestepping every offer of a ride back to East Tupelo. He is waiting for an invitation, and in his determination to wait he shows the kind of watchful perseverance that is the hallmark of his solitary style. Maybe his friend James will say something to his brother, will suggest that they go off and have a Nehi together. Meanwhile he hangs on every word that is spoken, every glance exchanged: talk of the music, talk of the Opry, what cousin Rod Brasfield had to say the last time he was in town.


He soaks it all in. While others allow themselves to be distracted, his nervous attention never wanders; his fingers are constantly drumming against his pants leg, but his gaze bores in on the singer and the scene. Does he hang around with Slim? It’s hard to imagine where. He dreams of being Slim. He dreams of wearing a western shirt with fancy pockets and sparkles and a scarf around his neck. Slim knows all the Opry stars. He knows Tex Ritter—the boy has heard the story a dozen times, but he doesn’t mind if he hears it one more time from James: how Tex Ritter was making a personal appearance over in Nettleton with one of his movies, and Slim said to his little brother, “You want to go? You talking all the time about Tex Ritter, I’ll show you that me and him is friends.” So they went over to Nettleton, where Tex played a few songs before they showed his film, and then he signed some autographs. He had his six-guns on. Then all of a sudden he looked out and said, “I’ll be damned, there’s old Mississippi Slim sitting out there in the front row,” and he stopped everything he was doing and went out and shook his hand. Then he said, “You come on right up here, and why don’t you do a song for us.” When he shook James’ hand, James thought his hand was going to break, that was the kind of grip old Tex Ritter had. That was exactly the way it happened.


“I took the guitar, and I watched people,” Elvis recalled, “and I learned to play a little bit. But I would never sing in public. I was very shy about it, you know.” Every Saturday night he would listen to the Opry. He and Gladys and Vernon, his cousin Harold (whose mother, Rhetha, has died and who lives with them part of the time), maybe Grandma Minnie, too, now that Grandpa has lit out and she is living with them mostly—you had just better not run down the battery before the Saturday-night broadcast. The adults laugh and exchange glances at some of the jokes and tell half-remembered stories about the performers: Roy Acuff and Ernest Tubb, the Willis Brothers and Bill Monroe, here’s that Red Foley to do “Old Shep” that Elvis sung at the fair. The music can carry you off to faraway places. But no one really knows. Daddy loves him. Mama will take care of him. There is nothing in his life that they do not know except for this. It is his secret passion.


IN THE SUMMER of 1946 the Presleys moved from East Tupelo to town. Vernon was not able to keep up payments on the Berry Street house and sold it—or transferred the payments—to his friend Aaron Kennedy. They moved first to Commerce Street, and then to Mulberry Alley, virtually next to the Fairgrounds and opposite Tupelo’s teeming black quarter, Shake Rag, which abutted the Leake and Goodlett Lumberyard on East Main Street. The house was just a shack, one of three in the little alley, but it was moving into town that was the real comedown. In East Tupelo the Presleys had risen to a level of respectability that they might never have expected to attain. They were at ease among family and friends who shared the same background and experience. In Tupelo they were scorned, like virtually anyone from above the highway, as poor white trash. To Ernest Bowen, whose father’s woodworking shop was just across the alley and who had only recently gone to work as city salesman for L. P. McCarty and Sons, Vernon’s principal employer, the Presleys looked like the kind of family who moved every time the rent came due. In Bowen’s opinion, “Vernon had no ambition whatsoever. It didn’t bother him if they threw him out of his little house—he’s going to get another one. Many times the salespeople would get together and would give samples, canned food, to Vernon. He was a sorry sort, what we call a real ne’er-do-well.” Bill Mitchell, on the other hand, who got his first real job around this time, also driving for L. P. McCarty, and who, like Bowen, had tangential musical connections with Elvis (Bowen became the longtime general manager at WELO within a few years of the Presleys’ departure for Memphis, while Mitchell recalled playing fiddle behind the boy in Mississippi Slim’s band on the Jamboree), remembered Vernon’s kindness and taciturn nature as well as his evident lack of ambition.


It’s doubtful if either ever really knew Vernon or his family: certainly they would have had no way of imagining their hopes and dreams, and for all the pictures that we get of Vernon as an improvident loafer, there appears never to have been a time that he was not working or actively in pursuit of work. He supported his mother, after all, and he had taken in Gladys’ sister’s boy. When Elvis went to visit his cousin Willie Wileman (Willie’s grandmother was Minnie’s sister, and he was later to become a versatile and well-known musician in the Tupelo area), he was the sophisticated city cousin. From Willie’s point of view: “All of us were country kids. We wore overalls, and he wore pants and a shirt. We would ride bicycles together—he would always get out and mix and mingle. But he was a city dude!”


In the fall of 1946 Elvis started a new school, Milam, which went from grades 5 through 9 and was about half a mile from Mulberry Alley. He failed to make much of an impression on any of his sixth-grade classmates, but that would hardly have been surprising, irrespective of social status, given Elvis’ own cautious, watchful nature. Despite Willie Wileman’s testimony, in the sixth-grade-class picture he is the only child in overalls, the only one visibly struggling to put on a happy postwar face, the only one whose expression gives any harbinger of a different kind of future. He looks curious, optimistic, at ease with himself—but no more a part of the group picture than he was in the earlier school snapshot. His seventh-grade classmate Roland Tindall moved to town himself from Dorsey, Mississippi, the year before and had encountered the same sort of dislocation. “It was unbelievable, the change, from leaving all my friends, the people I had grown up with and known from—well, you just knew everyone. Then, to come to Tupelo and have three classes of one grade, I mean in this time you can’t really comprehend it. I wanted to go back to the country.” To Elvis it was altogether bewildering and, at the same time, no more bewildering than anything else that was happening in his life. He was watching, he was waiting—but he didn’t know for what.


The Presleys moved around some in the next year, and Gladys went back to work at the Mid-South Laundry. By the time Elvis started the seventh grade, they were living on North Green Street, closer to school and in a respectable enough neighborhood, but in a respectable colored neighborhood. Unlike Shake Rag, which had a Catfish Row kind of appearance and was destined to be obliterated in the first urban renewal project to be carried out in the state of Mississippi, in 1968, North Green Street ran right up against one of the “better,” more exclusive, white sections of town and consisted, for the most part, of neatly kept one- and two-family homes. Although the house that they rented was designated as one of two or three “white” houses in the area, they were surrounded by black families, black churches, black social clubs, and black schools (the Lee County Training School, where Ben Branch taught music for years before moving to Memphis and joining the Stax horn section, was just down the hill). To friends and relatives this was a matter of some note—this was not South Tupelo, for example, where all the mill workers and factory hands lived—and not all of their old friends came to visit the Presleys in their new home, but it was nothing so shocking or out-of-the-way that it would prevent Gladys’ sister Lillian and her family from occupying the same rental when Gladys and Vernon left.


It was in his seventh-grade year that Elvis started taking his guitar to school every day. Although teachers in later years would recall the early manifestations of a child prodigy, many students viewed his playing more dubiously, dismissing it with the same faint wrinkle of distaste with which they would greet déclassé fare of any sort (“hillbilly” music and “race” music probably fell into the same category in this regard). Others, like Roland Tindall, admired him for what they saw almost as a declaration of faith. “Elvis would bring his guitar to school, as far as I know, from the very beginning of the school year. At that time the basement of Milam was like a recess area, you went there during lunch hour—it was all open down there for the children to stay out of the wet and cold. Many times Elvis and a boy named Billy Welch would play and sing down there, and we would stay inside just to hear them. Once in a while Elvis might perform for an activity period in the classroom, but only occasionally, because those type of children didn’t believe in country music and that was what he sang. He told us he was going to the Grand Ole Opry. Not bragging: he just made the statement.” “He brought his guitar to school when it wasn’t raining,” said James Ausborn, Mississippi Slim’s brother, who had recently moved to town himself. “He’d bring his guitar swung over his back and put it in his locker till lunchtime. Then everybody would set around, and he would sing and strum on that guitar. All he talked about was music—not the Opry so much as gospel music. That was what he sung mostly.”


A classmate, Shirley Lumpkin, told Elaine Dundy, author of Elvis and Gladys, “The nicest thing I can say about him was that he was a loner,” and another classmate, Kenneth Holditch, recalled him to Dundy as “a sad, shy, not especially attractive boy” whose guitar playing was not likely to win any prizes. Many of the other children made fun of him as a “trashy” kind of boy playing trashy “hillbilly” music, but Elvis stuck to his guns. Without ever confronting his denigrators or his critics, he continued to do the one thing that was important to him: he continued to make music.


Neither Roland nor James ever visited Elvis at his home on North Green Street, although James continued to go to the radio station with him and, occasionally, to the movies. Roland, by his own account, was not a social person. “All the socializing I did was at school, but we were very close friends there. At Christmastime in the seventh grade he gave me a little truck, and he gave Billy something of a similar sort—it was one of his own toys. I remember that impressed me, that he wanted to do something so badly that he would give us one of his toys when he couldn’t afford anything else.”


Frank and Corene Smith visited shortly before the Presleys left Tupelo for good, but by then they, too, had fallen somewhat out of touch with their old parishioners, and Vernon and Gladys were not attending church as regularly either. Because the house that they were renting was clearly reserved for white people, to the Smiths the Presleys “were not living in the black community,” a distinction that Vernon and Gladys would certainly have made themselves, but a distinction that might have been lost in a real sense on their twelve-year-old son. Living across Main Street from the jumble of crooked alleyways and tumbledown shacks that made up Shake Rag, he would have to have sensed something of the life, he could not have missed the tumultuous bursts of song, the colorful street vendors’ cries, he would have observed it all with intense curiosity, and he might have envied the sharp flashes of emotion, the bright splashes of color, the feelings so boldly on display. But he was forever sitting at the gate; there was no entry point for a stranger, there was no way in.


On North Green Street, “Elvis aron Presley” (as he signed his library card that year) was like the “Invisible Man”—he was the boy who lived in Dr. Green’s house, he belonged, he had business there. For the first time he was truly in the midst of another world, a world so different that he might as well have stepped right onto the movie screen, and yet he was an unseen, and unsuspected, presence—like Superman or Captain Marvel, unprepossessing in their workaday disguises, but capable of more than anyone could ever imagine, he was just waiting for the opportunity to fulfill his destiny.


You walked by the Elks Club just off Green, where a small combo that patterned itself on Louis Jordan might be playing “Ain’t Nobody Here But Us Chickens,” or Jimmy Lunceford or Earl “Fatha” Hines might stop in after playing a dance at the Armory on the Fairgrounds downtown. You walked by a bar and barely heard the wailing of the jukebox over the noise of men and women drinking and gambling and signifying the sounds of love. On weekends the churches would be jumping, in a fashion not dissimilar to an Assembly of God congregation when it started speaking in tongues, but with a joyfulness and a sense of celebration, an expelling of emotion that was embarrassing for a closeted young boy to see at close hand—it seemed sometimes as if they were in the throes of a kind of passion that was not meant to be revealed in public.


Several times a year, in warm weather, a slightly moth-eaten, crudely patched tent would be erected on a vacant lot on the east side of Green for a revival: Friday night, Saturday night, all day Sunday, people would come from all over, dressed up in their finest regalia, the women in pink and yellow and hot fuchsia, wearing fantastic feathered boa hats and carrying their weight without apology, the preachers preaching without anything to hold them back, getting lost in their Bible, chanting, breathing, snorting rhythmically, gutturally, breathlessly, until their voices soared off into song. You didn’t have to go inside to get the feeling—the sound, the sense, the allure, were all around you. You only had to walk up the street and the street was rocking. Well-to-do white college boys and their dates would come out for the show on Saturday night—there was really nothing like it, you had to hand it to the colored people, they really knew how to live. The college boys were strictly tourists, though. If you lived on North Green Street, you breathed it in, as natural as air—after a while you got used to it, it became yours, too, it was almost like being in church.


In the fall of 1948 Elvis started school again. Sometime in the first month or two, a few of the “rougher-type” boys took his guitar and cut the strings, but some of his eighth-grade classmates chipped in and bought him another set. When he announced in the first week of November that he and his family were leaving for Memphis, the other children were surprised but not shocked. People like the Presleys moved all the time. On his last day of school, Friday, November 5, a classmate named Leroy Green recalled to writer Vince Staten, he gave a little concert. The last song he sang was “A Leaf on a Tree” and, according to Green, “most people wouldn’t believe this, but I went up to him and I told him, ‘Elvis, one of these days you’re gonna be famous.’ And he smiled at me and said, ‘I sure hope so.’”


They moved on a Saturday, Vernon explained, so that Elvis wouldn’t miss a day of school. “We were broke, man, broke,” Elvis declared in later years, “and we left Tupelo overnight. Dad packed all our belongings in boxes and put them in the trunk and on top of a 1939 Plymouth [actually a ’37]. We just headed for Memphis. Things had to be better.” According to Gladys: “We’d been talking about moving to Memphis. One day we just made up our minds. We sold off our furniture, loaded our clothes and things into this old car we had, and just set out.” Elaine Dundy posited in Elvis and Gladys that Vernon Presley was fired by L. P. McCarty for using the company truck to deliver bootleg whiskey, but Gladys’ cousin Corinne Richards recalled prior discussion of the move and saw it as part of a family migration, soon to be joined by other Presleys and other Smiths. In any event, Tupelo was a dead end. What they were looking for in Memphis might have been difficult to articulate, but what they were seeking to escape was perfectly clear. “I told Elvis,” said Vernon, “that I’d work for him and buy him everything I could afford. If he had problems, he could come to me and I’d try to understand. I also said, ‘But, son, if you see anything wrong going on, promise me you’ll have no part of it. Just don’t let anything happen so that I’d have to talk to you between bars. That’s the only thing that would break my heart.’”


“There were times we had nothing to eat but corn bread and water,” recalled Vernon not long before he died, “but we always had compassion for people. Poor we were, I’ll never deny that. But trash we weren’t…. We never had any prejudice. We never put anybody down. Neither did Elvis.”
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MEMPHIS CIRCA 1950.


(COURTESY OF JIMMY DENSON)
















A SMALL, FAIR-HAIRED BOY, fourteen years old, sits on the front steps of the three-story brick building. It is twilight, and you would never notice him if you didn’t know he was there. There is scarcely a word of greeting to any of the frequent passersby: men coming home from work, boys playing corkball, little girls dressed up in their Sunday best visiting a neighbor’s apartment with their mama. A sailor from the nearby Millington base passes by on Third, while a jaunty teenager, wearing a neat Eisenhower jacket and wide, billowing pants, turns the corner from Market Mall, the tree-lined, grassy way that divides Lauderdale Courts, a trim collection of public-assisted garden apartments in the heart of downtown Memphis. Two blocks away is Ellis Auditorium, where they have boxing and musical events and the high schools all graduate in the spring. Ellis sits on the corner of Main, which, of course, in 1949 is the hub of Memphis city life. Movie theaters line Main Street: the Malco, Loew’s State, the Strand, all on South Main “downtown,” the Suzore No. 2, a second-run house on North Main just up the street, where you can gain admission for a dime. There are buses that run up and down Main, but if you don’t have the money, all you have to do is walk. The Hotel Peabody is no more than three quarters of a mile away. Goldsmith’s giant department store, which offers the latest in fashions and furnishings and can serve as readily for dreams as for purchases, sits on the west side of Main, with the corner of Beale, and the beginning of the colored section, just beyond. There is a world within a stone’s throw of the Courts, but there is a world within it, too.


The young boy silently watches and observes: the black children playing in front of the two little ramshackle shacks just across the street from the well-maintained redbrick apartment buildings; the nurses changing shifts at St. Joseph’s; the trolley cars on Jackson; the bigger boys coming back from playing football at the Triangle on the northeast end of the Courts. Finally he spots his father coming home from work just two blocks away. Vernon Presley is carrying his lunch pail. He turns in from Third and comes down the path, not hurrying but not lingering either. The towheaded little boy rises from the stoop, as if it were coincidence that he should be sitting out there. The two of them flash each other a quick half smile, the boy and the man; then they turn in, enter the door of 185 Winchester, go up the steps to the first-floor landing and in the door of Apartment 328, where dinner is waiting. Gladys looks at them both. Maybe she says “I was just beginning to worry.” Does she give the man a quick kiss? Perhaps. The picture is blurred. But she hugs the boy as if he might have been gone for years.


WHEN THE PRESLEYS arrived in Memphis on November 6, 1948, they moved into a downtown rooming house at 370 Washington Street, then some six months later into another one nearby, at 572 Poplar, just around the corner from the Courts. They may have found the latter through a neighbor from Tupelo, Mrs. Tressie Miller, who lived upstairs; maybe Vernon had even stayed in one of the boardinghouses during the war. The house on Poplar, like many others in the area, was a big old Victorian-style edifice that had been cut up into sixteen single-room apartments, three or four to a floor, with a shared bathroom at the end of the hall. The Presleys paid $9.50 a week rent and cooked their meals on a hot plate. In the evening the whole family might cross the street to attend services at the Reverend J. J. Denson’s Poplar Street Mission. The Reverend Denson had a fine voice. He played the guitar, and there was always lots of singing and shouting and carrying on as well as a communal supper to be shared. Some nights the family would have dinner with Mrs. Miller and reminisce about Tupelo. Gladys got a job as a sewing machine operator at Fashion Curtains, and then, after her brother Travis and his wife, Lorraine, had moved up within a few weeks of the Presleys’ arrival, Vernon and Travis found work at Precision Tool, a munitions manufacturer—perhaps he had worked there during the war. It was over at Kansas and McLemore, about two miles away; in good weather Vernon and Travis could walk, in bad weather they might drive or take the bus up Third. Poplar Avenue was a busy commercial thoroughfare, but it was an isolating one as well. It was hard to get to know people in the city, and Gladys tried to persuade her other brothers and sisters and in-laws to join them. “The places that they moved in up there didn’t seem much better than what they had down here,” sniffed her cousin Corinne Richards Tate, but eventually most of the family moved up, forming a little enclave in the vicinity of Third and Poplar.


The new address was within easy walking distance of United Paint, where Vernon had gotten a job as a loader in February, but they lived there for less than a month before putting in an application for public housing in June. Vernon was making 85 cents an hour, $40.38 a week with overtime, when Jane Richardson, a home service adviser for the Memphis Housing Authority, interviewed Gladys Presley in the Poplar Avenue rooming house on June 17, 1949. She noted the poor conditions under which they were living, a prerequisite for consideration. Miss Richardson wrote: “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. Lauderdale if possible, near husband’s work.”


They finally gained admission to the Courts on September 20, at the start of Elvis’ freshman year at Humes. The rent was $35 a month, about what they had been paying on Poplar, but instead of a single room they got two bedrooms, a living room, a kitchen, and a bathroom of their own. There was a $2,500 ceiling on annual family income as a qualification for continued tenancy, and it was noted that the Presleys possessed no telephone and a car that barely ran, and that Vernon sent $10 every month to his mother in West Point, Mississippi. The repairs that the apartment needed were detailed on a Housing Authority form on the day they moved in: “Wall around bath tub needs repair… apartment in need of paint job… 1 shade will not roll in bedroom… light in front hall will not stay on… oven door will not shut tight… one leg broke off cabinet… bathroom sink stopped up… faucet in kitchen sink needs repairs.” But this marked the real beginning of the Presleys’ arrival in Memphis.


I don’t think anyone visiting the latter-day Courts could get a sense of what the Courts were like at that time: a humming, bustling little village, full of kids and ambition. Forty years later graduates of the Courts would include doctors, lawyers, judges, and successful businessmen, and many would have achieved the Housing Authority goal (“From slums to public housing to private ownership”) in a single generation. The homes, 433 units in all, were inspected at frequent but unspecified intervals (“We always found Mrs. Presley to be an excellent housekeeper,” Jane Richardson told Elvis biographer Jerry Hopkins, “and a very nice person…. She kept [the oak floors] waxed all the time”), and the grounds were immaculate. For many of the residents it was “like we’d come into the money.” For some it was the first time they had ever had indoor plumbing or taken a real bath.


It would be easy to romanticize the sense of hope and striving that dominated the Courts, because this was still a hard, tough world in which many of the kids came from broken homes, the quickest way to resolve a problem was with your fists, and you would rather die (if you were male, anyway) than articulate your innermost hopes and dreams. But it would be wrong to ignore the sense of social aspiration, and of pride, too, because that was the dominant tone of the Courts. The prevailing attitude was that you didn’t talk about it, you just did it. Yet it was an idyllic world, too. For a kid growing up there was a degree of comfort, a sense of place, and a reassuring sense that everyone was heading in the same direction, everyone was looking toward a bright new day. In many ways it mirrored the comfortable small-town environment of Tupelo. It was just the kind of thing that a wide-eyed boy from the country, too doubtful to know what he really felt, too fearful to express it even if he did, needed. It was home.


THE PRESLEYS themselves were not atypical Lauderdale residents: Mr. Presley dour and grave on the outside, a decent man, a good provider, a man whose taciturnity not infrequently conveyed a sense of suspiciousness, of mild disapproval; Mrs. Presley working part-time at Fashion Curtains, attending Stanley Products (Tupperware-like) parties with the other ladies, laughing, sociable, exchanging recipes and small confidences, but sometimes bringing her adolescent son along, too—he never said anything, just sat silently by her side—which caused some of the women to talk. Mrs. Presley was much more popular than Mr. Presley. Everyone spoke of her warmth and liveliness and spontaneous expressions of emotion, but there was also a sense of a family set apart, a sealed-off world that few outsiders ever penetrated. They didn’t attend any one church regularly, for the most part they were not joiners, but as much as anything else the sense that others got of their separateness seemed to center on their son. “They treated him like he was two years old,” said Mrs. Ruby Black, most of whose ten children had grown up in the Courts. But even to Gladys’ sister Lillian, who, once she and her family had moved to Memphis, too, could look out her back door and practically see Gladys’ living room window, there was something about Vernon and Gladys’ focus on their only child that turned even family into outsiders. “He was particular about his funny books, Elvis—he wouldn’t even let anyone look at them. Grandma Presley would tell my little boys, ‘No, you can’t look at them. Elvis will get mad at me.’ He had his own dishes that he’d eat out of. A knife and fork and spoon. Mrs. Presley would say, ‘I’m gonna set the table,’ and she always washed his things and set them over there by their selves: his plate and his spoon and his bowl, whatever. She says, ‘Don’t you eat out of that.’ I said, ‘Why?’ She said, ‘That’s Elvis’. He wouldn’t eat a bite if he knowed anybody had eat out of them.’” “He never spent a night away from home until he was seventeen,” Vernon told an interviewer, with only slight exaggeration, in 1978.


He went to school each day, walking the ten blocks down Jackson to Manassas, where Humes stood imposing and monolithic and the halls reverberated with the clatter of voices, locker doors slamming, students seemingly confident of their destination, whatever it might be. At first he was frightened—this was a school where the principal was not reluctant to enunciate or act upon his philosophy and could write as his message in the graduation yearbook, “If one has no scruples about embarrassing this institution, he would do well to withdraw because hereafter we shall oppose the readmittance of one who has knowingly and willingly defamed the school’s good name.” That was something to think about—probably every day—but after the first day he got used to it, it was a whole new world to study, and gradually he even came to feel at home.


At first Gladys walked him to the corner, until he made friends in the neighborhood. Outside of the Courts there was no one who really noticed much about him his first two years at Humes. “He was a gentle, obedient boy, and he always went out of his way to try to do what you asked him to do,” said Susie Johnson, his ninth-grade homeroom teacher. “His English was atrocious… but he had a warm and sunny quality about him which made people respond.” “He was during his first years in our school a shy boy…. At times he seemed to feel more at ease with [the teachers] than with his fellow students,” wrote Mildred Scrivener, his twelfth-grade homeroom and history teacher, in 1957. “Thinking back now, I wonder if he wasn’t overly conscious that he and his parents had just moved from Tupelo, that the other students were familiar with the place and knew each other. If so, it was a typical bit of teenaged near-sightedness.”


His grades were decent. In the eighth grade he got an A in language and a C in music. In a rare moment of self-assertion, he challenged the contention of his music teacher, Miss Marmann, that he couldn’t sing. Yes, he could, he said, she just didn’t appreciate his type of singing, and he brought his guitar to class the next day and sang Fairley Holden and His Six Ice Cold Papas’ 1947 hit, “Keep Them Cold Icy Fingers Off of Me.” According to a classmate, Katie Mae Shook, Miss Marmann “agreed that Elvis was right when he said that she didn’t appreciate his kind of singing.” In the ninth grade he got Bs in English, science, and math. “My older brother went to school with him,” recalled singer Barbara Pittman, “and he and some of the other boys used to hide behind buildings and throw things at him—rotten fruit and stuff—because he was different, because he was quiet and he stuttered and he was a mama’s boy.” Sophomore year he joined ROTC, became a library volunteer worker, and took wood shop, where he made projects for his mother. His grandmother was living with them part of the time, and Gladys was working at the coffee urn at Britling’s Cafeteria downtown.


In pictures he does not look any different from his fellow students, neither humbler nor poorer nor more flamboyant. The only difference that one might detect is that he appears more diffident than his classmates. No one else appears to have any reservation about buying in—the pictured students are models of comportment and posture. But surely that is not fair either. What is so touching about this portrait of the American dream, circa 1950, is the conscious striving on everyone’s face, not least that of the young cadet, Elvis Aron Presley, who wore his ROTC uniform proudly everywhere, his face stern, his posture erect, his demeanor, one senses, boundlessly optimistic. In retrospect he clearly felt the same pride in Humes that most of his classmates did: that it was tough, tough but fair, and that one of the proudest achievements of his life would be simply getting through.


In the Courts, meanwhile, his world was rapidly expanding. There were three other boys in his building—Buzzy Forbess, Paul Dougher, and Farley Guy—and Buzzy ran into him one day on his way to visit Paul. “Paul lived on the third floor (Farley lived on the second, right over Elvis), and Elvis was standing out on one of the little stairways out in front of the building, talking to some other people. And I went by and had some funny books in my hand rolled up. First time I ever saw him, I said, ‘Hi, how ya doing?’ and slapped him on the back of the head with the funny books, and he slapped me upside the head as I went by. We like to got in a scrape. But as soon as I looked at him, and he looked at me, we both grinned and shook hands and I went upstairs to see Paul. That was how we become friends.” Soon the four of them were virtually inseparable. Together they formed a football team to play other neighborhoods, they rode their bikes, went to the movies, when it was warm enough they hung out at Malone Pool just a few blocks away, where they eyed the girls and made awkward stabs at actually swimming. It was nothing to brag about, said Buzzy, “just kids growing up together. If somebody moved into the Courts, they was going to get involved with everybody, one way or another. If you was going to have a party, everybody was going to get invited. We did all the things that you do. We lived two or three blocks from Main Street. We was right in the middle of everything. What we didn’t do was crack the books and study a lot. We were close enough. We were good friends.”


One time Buzzy got hurt in one of their football games against another neighborhood team. “I was bleeding and pretty bruised, and Mrs. Presley started crying. She was a softhearted lady. But Mr. Presley was a fine person, too. I was around him enough to know that a lot of Elvis’ wit and abilities came from his dad. I loved Mrs. Presley to death, but as far as the humor, the dry humor—that’s Mr. Presley. Most people smile with their lips, but he laughed with his eyes. Dry wit, dry smile—Elvis got an awful lot of that from him.”


Elvis and Buzzy and Farley and Paul roamed all around the downtown area; they walked everywhere together in a jaunty group, passing kosher butcher shops and Italian fruit stands, exploring the dock area below Front Street, observing the bustling prosperity of the downtown shoppers, checking out the blues guitarist and washtub bass player who stood out in front of the Green Owl, on the corner of Market, when the weather was good. Sometimes they might travel as far as the corner of Beale and Main, or they might even venture a block down Beale to get their pictures taken at the Blue Light Studio, four for a quarter, but there was no need to wander very far, there was so much going on all around them, a riot of sounds, colors, hustle, and excitement, even for a kid who’d grown up in the city. The summer after his freshman year Vernon bought Elvis a push lawn mower, and the four of them would go around with the mower and a couple of hand sickles soliciting yard work at four dollars per yard. “The first evening he came in,” said Vernon, “and sat there with a frown on his face and laid fifty cents out. Then all at once he broke out laughing and pulled a handful of change out of his pocket… and he had about seven dollars.”


Elvis’ musical interests remained something of a secret his first couple of years at Humes. He didn’t bring his guitar to school, and he rarely carried it around the Courts with him. “With the three of us he played,” said Buzzy. “He wasn’t shy about it, but he wasn’t the kind of kid you just turn him around and put him onstage, either. He got used to it right there with us.” One time Farley’s mother complained that he was making too much racket, and the Housing Authority got several other complaints from older tenants, but Miss Richardson would just “ask him to tune down a little bit,” and he always would. He shared a tenth-grade biology class with Buzzy and was going to bring his guitar to school for the class’s Christmas party. “He even practiced two or three songs,” said Buzzy, “Christmas-type songs, but he chickened out—didn’t even bring it.” He doesn’t seem to have told any of his friends about the Mississippi-Alabama Fair; he never spoke of Mississippi Slim.


And yet, one feels, he never lost sight of music for a moment. In fact, if he had never left the apartment, just listening to the radio would have been a big step toward completing his musical education. Memphis radio in 1950 was an Aladdin’s lamp of musical vistas and styles. Late at night Elvis could have listened—along with most of the other kids in the Courts and half of Memphis, it seemed—to Daddy-O-Dewey, Dewey Phillips, broadcasting from the Gayoso on WHBQ. In one typical 1951 segment he would have heard Rosco Gordon’s “Booted” (which had been recorded in Memphis, at Sam Phillips’ studio), Muddy Waters’“She Moves Me,” “Lonesome Christmas” by Lowell Fulson, and Elmore James’ brand-new “Dust My Broom,” all current hits, and all collector’s classics some forty years later. “Rocket 88,” which has frequently been tagged the first rock ’n’ roll record, came out of Sam Phillips’ studio in 1951, too, and merited a write-up in the paper that led with the somewhat arch suggestion, “If you have a song you can’t get published, you might ask Sam Phillips for help.” “Come on, good people,” exhorted Dewey, telling his public to buy their threads at Lansky Brothers on Beale. “Do like me and pay for ’em while you wearing ’em out, or when they catch up with you, dee-gawwwww! And be sure and tell ’em Phillips sent you!” In the morning there was Bob Neal’s wake-up show on WMPS, hillbilly music and cornpone humor in a relaxed Arthur Godfrey style of presentation, and at 12:30 P.M. Neal offered thirty minutes of gospel with the Blackwood Brothers, who had recently moved to Memphis and joined the First Assembly of God Church on McLemore Avenue. The first half of the High Noon Round-Up featured country singer Eddie Hill, who along with the Louvin Brothers, Gladys Presley’s favorite country group (the Blackwoods were her favorite quartet, though Vernon and Elvis preferred the somewhat livelier Statesmen), was among Memphis’ biggest hillbilly stars.


If you changed the dial to WDIA, which since its switchover in 1949 to an all-black programming policy had billed itself as “The Mother Station of the Negroes,” you could hear not only local blues star B. B. King, deejaying and playing his own music live on the air, but also such genuine personalities as Professor Nat D. Williams, history teacher at Booker T. Washington High School, columnist for Memphis’ Negro newspaper, the World, and longtime master of ceremonies at the Palace Theatre’s Amateur Night; comedic genius A. C. “Moohah” Williams; and the cosmopolitan Maurice “Hot Rod” Hulbert, not to mention the Spirit of Memphis Quartet, who had their own fifteen-minute program and made even the Carnation Milk jingle reverberate with feeling. On Sunday night on WHBQ the sermons of the Reverend W. Herbert Brewster, author of such Negro spiritual classics as Mahalia Jackson’s “Move On Up a Little Higher” and Clara Ward’s “How I Got Over,” were broadcast live from the East Trigg Baptist Church, with his famed soloist, Queen C. Anderson, leading the musical interludes.


There would have been no way for any but the most avid student to keep up with it all—and this doesn’t even begin to take into account Howlin’ Wolf and Sonny Boy Williamson’s broadcasts from West Memphis, Arkansas, just across the river, Sleepy Eyed John’s hillbilly parade on WHHM, all the regular showcases for popular tunes of the day, the big band broadcasts from the Peabody Skyway, and, of course, the Opry broadcasts on Saturday night. Here was an education of a sort, and of a quality, virtually unimaginable today and, in an age and a place that were strictly segregated in every respect, an education that was colorblind. “In one aspect of America’s cultural life,” wrote Billboard’s pioneering music editor Paul Ackerman, looking back in 1958 on the impact of the music that had first arrived in such profusion after the war, “integration has already taken place.” This was as true in 1950 as it was in 1958—but only in the privacy of the home, and only where music was truly in the air.


PERHAPS IT WAS at one of the ladies’ Stanley Products parties that Gladys first asked Mrs. Mattie Denson, wife of the Reverend J. J. Denson, if her husband could possibly give her son guitar lessons. Mrs. Denson said her husband would be glad to help (“He has such a nice voice,” said Mrs. Presley), but it was her son Jesse Lee who was the real talent in the family. Jesse Lee was not thrilled when she told him about the idea. At eighteen he was two and a half years older than Mrs. Presley’s son in 1950 and possessed a well-deserved reputation as a school truant and something of a delinquent. He had run away from home for the first time at the age of nine, had started playing professionally when he was not much older, and had been in and out of one juvenile correctional facility or another for much of his young life. A superb athlete, he fought one of the most memorable Golden Gloves matches in Memphis history in 1952, when he lost the bantamweight championship to fellow Courts resident George Blancet and made the papers for performing Hank Snow’s “Golden Rocket” and the semiclassical “Blue Prelude” in between bouts as well.


He didn’t want to teach Elvis, he told his mother, because the other boy “was very shy, and kind of timid. ‘He’s scared of the other kids that I pal around with,’ I said. ‘They’re tough kids, and I’m afraid they’re going to tease me, and then I’ll get my hands all broken up from having to defend myself… and I don’t think I should do it!’ Well, she turned around and walked away and said, ‘Jesse Lee, remember: “Whatsoever you do for these the least of my brothers, that you would do unto me.” ’ I said, ‘Send him over, Mama.’


“He showed up, he had a little itty-bitty, Gene Autry–type guitar that he really couldn’t play. He couldn’t press the strings down on it they was set so high, so I let him practice on mine—I had a little Martin. I just tried to show him basic chords. I would take his fingers and place them, say, ‘You’re pressing the wrong strings with the wrong fingers,’ trying to straighten him out. He couldn’t really complete a song for a long time, couldn’t move his fingers and go with the flow of the music, but once I straightened him out he started to learn to do it right.”


Every Saturday and Sunday, Elvis would show up with his guitar. Although Mrs. Denson was a champion of Christian fellowship, it didn’t extend so far as to let the boys practice in her home, so they went down to the laundry room underneath the Presleys’ apartment. Lee’s friends Dorsey Burnette and his younger brother, Johnny, whose family had lived across from the Densons for thirteen years on Pontotoc Street, were frequently present and, as Lee had predicted, did give Elvis a hard time. Dorsey was another prominent Golden Gloves boxer, but as many of their friends remarked, he and Johnny just liked to fight, and the more pacific Elvis referred to them somewhat ruefully as the Daltons, after the famous outlaw gang.


Lee dazzled the other boys with his virtuosic execution of “Wildwood Flower” and “Under the Double Eagle,” not to mention the tremolo yodel that he had developed for his vocal showpieces. With still another resident of the Courts, Johnny Black, whose older brother Bill was a sometime professional musician, the five boys became well known for their concerts on Market Mall, the cool, leafy path that ran down the middle of the Courts. Often in the evening the boys would sing, harmonizing on “Cool Water” and “Riders in the Sky,” showcasing Lee’s guitar and his vocals, too, on numbers like “I’m Movin’ On,” “Tennessee Waltz,” or just about any Eddy Arnold song you could name. In the summertime there were informal dances on the lawn, while older residents sat on their porches and patted their hands and the sound carried all over the Courts. Lee Denson’s older brother, Jimmy, recalled them as a group centering around his younger brother. “They walked single file, Indian-fashion, four or five teenage boys holding their guitars wherever they went.” To Johnny Black it was more of a loose-knit association: “We would play under the trees, underneath those big magnolia trees—I’ve got pictures of us all. It was just whoever would come, whoever showed up. We’d have a mandolin maybe, three or four guitars, and the people would gather. We weren’t trying to impress the world, we were just playing to have a good time.”


No one has ever remembered Elvis Presley in the foreground of any of these pictures, but he clearly showed up in the back, hovering on the edges of the frame, tentatively forming his chords, joining in occasionally on the background vocals. When he missed a note, he threw up his hands in the air and then shrugged with a shy, self-deprecating grin that caused his audience to laugh. To the older boys he was a mush-mouthed little country boy, a mama’s boy who deserved a certain amount of respect just for not letting himself be run off. To Buzzy and Farley and Paul he was something of a hero—their memories centered on their friend. Like younger boys of every generation they don’t think much of the older boys, they see them as bullies and boors, if they ever get in that position themselves, they tell each other, they will never act that way.


Everyone reacts in predictable enough fashion, except for the dreamy boy at the edge of the picture. For Elvis it is as if he has been set down in a foreign land. Music both thrills and holds him in its hypnotic sway. With music he is transported to another place, he experiences a soft dreamy feeling, a sense of almost cushiony release, but at the same time it is as hard and concrete as desire. The older boys might be surprised that he knows the words to every song that they have sung (Lee Denson, for one, has no idea that he has not taught “Old Shep” to his bumbling pupil); he may well know the lyrics to every song that they might ever want to sing—the words imprint themselves on his memory, he has only to hear them once or twice, the chords, too, it is just his fingers which stubbornly resist. In his mind he hears the song differently; it is less florid at times, less like the Irish tenor John McCormack on the sentimental songs, more dramatic on the hillbilly ones. The only songs he would not change are the gospel numbers—those he would do just as they have been done, by the Statesmen, the Blackwood Brothers, the Sunshine Boys. It would seem like sacrilege almost to alter those songs.


He sits alone on the steps of the apartment house at night, fingering the chords softly in the dark. His voice barely rises above a murmur, but he is looking for attention, mostly from the girls, from Betty McMahan, his “first love,” and from Billie Wardlaw, who lives next door to Betty on the third floor and took Betty’s place when Betty started going with a boy from Arkansas. Betty had met Gladys before she met her son. “She used to come out and we had lawn chairs, or we’d sit on the steps. My mother and his mother started a conversation. Finally one night I guess she just forced him to come outside and sit with us and talk.” Billie Wardlaw moved in with her mother at fourteen in 1950—even before Betty broke up with him, he started courting Billie. “Elvis was a great kisser, and since we were always playing spin the bottle in the dark, he didn’t let his shyness get in the way…. Lots of times when my mother and I would walk home, Elvis would be outside picking his guitar in the dark. His mother and dad would be sitting out there on quilts, listening. Elvis would do anything in the dark…. Once my mother told him, ‘Elvis, you sing so good you ought to be singing on the radio.’ He blushed and told my mother, ‘Mrs. Rooker, I can’t sing.’”


He likes the company of women, he loves to be around women, women of all ages, he feels more comfortable with them—it isn’t something he would want to admit to his friends, or even perhaps to himself. His aunt Lillian notices it: “He’d get out there at night with the girls and he just sang his head off. He was different with the girls—I’m embarrassed to tell, but he’d rather have a whole bunch of girls around him than the boys—he didn’t care a thing about the boys.” The women seem to sense something coming out of him, something he himself may not even know he possesses: it is an aching kind of vulnerability, an unspecified yearning; when Sam Phillips meets him just two or three years later, in 1953, he senses much the same quality but calls it insecurity. “He tried not to show it, but he felt so inferior. He reminded me of a black man in that way; his insecurity was so markedly like that of a black person.” Bathed in the soft glow of the streetlight, he appears almost handsome—the acne that embarrasses him doesn’t show up so badly, and the adolescent features, which can appear coarse in the cold light of day, take on a kind of delicacy that is almost beautiful. He sings Eddy Arnold’s “Molly Darling,” a Kay Starr number, “Harbor Lights,” Bing and Gary Crosby’s “Moonlight Bay,” all soft, sweet songs, in a soft, slightly quavering voice, and then, satisfied, takes his comb out of his back pocket and runs it through his hair in a practiced gesture clearly at odds with his hesitancy of manner. With the women, though, he can do no wrong: young girls or old ladies, they seem drawn to his quiet, hesitant approach, his decorous humility, his respectful scrutiny. The men may have their doubts, but to the women he is a nice boy, a kind boy, someone both thoughtful and attentive, someone who truly cares.


THE SUMMER BEFORE his junior year in high school Elvis went to work at Precision Tool, where his father had started when they first moved to Memphis and where his uncles Johnny and Travis Smith and Vester Presley all continued to work. He was making twenty-seven dollars a week, but it didn’t last long, because an insurance inspector found out that he was underage, so he went back to his yard business with Buzzy, Farley, and Paul. Sophomore year he had worked as an usher at Loew’s State for much of the fall, giving the Presleys three breadwinners for a while and enabling them to purchase a television set and have Vernon’s mother, Minnie, move in with them full-time.


Junior year was something of a watershed; even his teachers remarked upon the change. His hair was different—he was using more Rose Oil hair tonic and Vaseline to keep it down, and he had grown sideburns both to look older and to emulate the appearance of the kind of cross-country truck driver that he sometimes said he wanted to be (“Wild-looking guys, they had scars, I used to lay on the side of the road and watch [them] drive their big diesel trucks”). He seemed to have gained in self-confidence, and his appearance was more distinctive; without calling attention to himself in words he demanded it by his dress and demeanor (“It was just something I wanted to do, I wasn’t trying to be better than anybody else”). He even went out for football, an ambition that he had harbored for some time but that proved to be the single, dramatic misstep in an otherwise carefully navigated high school career. By trying out for the team he made himself vulnerable to the very forces which most scorned him, and in perhaps the best-known story of his growing-up years some of the other players ganged up on him in the locker room and threatened to cut his hair, and the coach eventually kicked him off the team when he refused. Whether it happened exactly that way or not, there is little question that he had his pride hurt, and he frequently referred to the incident in later life with some ruefulness and anger.


He went back to work at Loew’s State, on South Main, but that didn’t last long either, after he got into a fight with another usher who he thought had been a stool pigeon and was fired by the manager. In November 1951, Gladys got a job at St. Joseph’s Hospital as a nurse’s aide at $4 a day, six days a week. St. Joseph’s was just a couple of blocks from their home, and she was very proud of the job, but she had to quit the following February after the Memphis Housing Authority threatened to evict them because their combined family income exceeded the maximum allowed. “Illness in the family,” Vernon wrote to the Housing Authority by way of explanation. He had hurt his back and been out of work for a while. “Wife is not working [now]. Trying to pay ourselves out of debt. Bills are pressing and don’t want to be sued.” In February they got a new lease at a reduced rent of $43 a month and a $3,000 ceiling on income. By June they had recovered enough financially to purchase a 1941 Lincoln coupe, which Elvis was encouraged to consider “his” car. “My daddy was something wonderful to me,” said Elvis to a 1956 interviewer. One time, Vernon recalled, Elvis brought the car home and “came running up yelling, ‘Hi, Dad, I put fifteen cents’ worth of gasoline into the car.’ Everyone laughed, and he like to have died of embarrassment.”


He didn’t need the car, though, for the majority of his common pursuits. He had seen the lights of Main Street, and as Bob Johnson of the Memphis Press-Scimitar wrote in 1956 in the first official fan biography: “Elvis saw the street late, with the signs glowing, and to this day it holds a spell over him…. Sometimes with his friends, sometimes alone, Elvis would head for Main Street, where the windows, the bustle of moving traffic, the hurrying crowd gave him something to watch and wonder about.”


He started hanging out at Charlie’s, a little record store, which was at first situated next to the Suzore No. 2 on North Main across the alley from the firehouse, then directly across the street. It had a jukebox and a little soda fountain and even sold “dirty” Redd Foxx comedy records under the counter—and within a short time Elvis became a regular there, sometimes alone, as Bob Johnson suggested, sometimes with friends. He might go to the movies, where you could still see a double feature for a dime, stop by the firehouse, where the firemen, who welcomed any diversion, were always happy to hear him sing a song, then sidle into Charlie’s, not to buy anything, necessarily, just to listen, to handle the precious 78s, to put a nickel in the jukebox every once in a while. The proprietor, Charlie Hazelgrove, never kicked anyone out; the store was a hangout for teenagers who were passionate about music, which was why Buzzy Forbess, for example, never went in there at all. For while he and Elvis were the best of friends, that part of Elvis’ life did not impinge on his own. “One time we were hanging around Charlie’s,” recalled Johnny Black, a more casual acquaintance but a musician, “and Elvis said to me, ‘Johnny, someday I’m going to be driving Cadillacs.’ It’s so weird to think about—we’re talking about an era when we probably couldn’t have gotten the money together for a Coke between us.”


He wandered down the street, past Loew’s to the corner of Beale and Main, then headed down Beale to Lansky’s clothing store. A lot of kids liked to go on Beale just to watch the colored acting up. One store a few doors down from Lansky’s had its customers lie down on the floor to be measured, with the salesman drawing a chalk outline for a new suit with the gravest of faces; another displayed the tuxedo that local mobster Machine Gun Kelly was said to have been mowed down in, bullet holes intact. The political machine of Boss E. H. Crump took a benevolent attitude toward its Negro population—anything went on Beale Street, up to the point that it threatened the safety of whites—but city censor Lloyd Binford consistently bowdlerized Lena Horne’s movies and banned the Hollywood comedy Brewster’s Millions, because costar Eddie “Rochester” Anderson had “too familiar a way about him, and the picture presents too much racial mixture.” In the late 1940s he banned the stage musical Annie Get Your Gun, because it had a Negro railroad conductor and “we don’t have any Negro conductors in the South. Of course it can’t show here. It’s social equality in action.”


For Elvis, though, it was the clothing, it was the styles, the bold fashions, that drew him in, as he gazed hungrily into Lansky’s windows. He made a definite impression on Guy and Bernard Lansky, the brothers who owned and operated the store. “He came down and looked through the windows before he had any money—we knew him strictly by face,” recalled Guy. “He was working at the theater at that time, holes in his shoes and socks, real shabbily dressed, but he stood out, his hair, sure, but it was his… what I’m trying to say, it was his, you know, manners. He was just a very nice person.”


At noon—if it was a Saturday or a vacation day or maybe just a day when he cut school—he headed down to the WMPS studio on the corner of Union and Main for the High Noon Round-Up, where the Blackwood Brothers appeared live with WMPS DJ Bob Neal emceeing. “I suppose that was where I saw him for the first time,” said Bob Neal, who would become his first manager several years later and who, like Guy Lansky, was struck more by his manner than his appearance. Even James Blackwood, leader of the Blackwood Brothers Quartet, who had a national hit on RCA in 1951 with “The Man Upstairs,” remembered the hungry-looking young boy, as did his counterpart in the Statesmen, lead singer Jake Hess, who recalled meeting Elvis at this time not in Memphis but in Tupelo, when the Presleys were presumably back for a visit. How, Jake Hess was asked, could he remember the boy? Weren’t there other fans equally ardent in their enthusiasm? To Hess, a spectacular singer with the kind of soaring tenor voice and controlled vibrato that Elvis would explicitly aspire to, it was not prescience that caused him to notice but, rather, something about the young man’s fierce, burning desire. “I mean, we didn’t know Elvis Presley from a sack of sand. He was just nice, a nice kid, this bright-eyed boy asking all kinds of questions, and asking in a way that you would really want to tell him. He wanted to know about the spiritual aspects of it—did you have to do this or that? He wanted to know if he would be handicapped because he couldn’t read music. He was such a bright-eyed boy, you know, he just looked important, even as a kid.”


He became a regular at the All-Night Gospel Singings, which had started at Ellis Auditorium up the street and all through the South in the previous two or three years, not with his friends from the Courts or even with musician friends like Lee Denson and the Burnette brothers, who had started playing the roadhouses by now, but by himself, with his mother and father, maybe with his cousin Junior or Gene, with whoever would go—but he rarely missed a show. Once a month Ellis was filled for what amounted to a marathon sing-off, into the early hours of the morning, among the top white gospel quartets of the day. He sat there mesmerized by what he later described as “the big heavy rhythm beats” of some of the spiritual numbers and the delicate beauty of others. There was probably no type of music that he didn’t love, but quartet music was the center of his musical universe. Gospel music combined the spiritual force that he felt in all music with the sense of physical release and exaltation for which, it seemed, he was casting about. And the shows—the shows themselves were the broadest of panoplies, running the full spectrum of gospel styles, from the dignified “shape note”–influenced singing of older groups like the Speer Family and the Chuck Wagon Gang, to the flashy showmanship of the Sunshine Boys, to the stately harmonies of the Blackwoods, who adapted many of their hits from the new spiritual style of such Negro quartets as the Soul Stirrers and the Original Gospel Harmonettes of Birmingham. There were hints of the Ink Spots and the Golden Gate Quartet, and even of contemporary rhythm and blues singers like Clyde McPhatter and Roy Hamilton, in their beautifully arranged, precisely articulated stylings, but for all of his admiration for the Blackwoods’ work, it was the Statesmen who really captured Elvis’ imagination.


The Statesmen were an electric combination, anchored by the disarmingly conventional and unremittingly cheerful manner of their accompanist, leader, and founder, Hovie Lister, and featuring some of the most thrillingly emotive singing and daringly unconventional showmanship in the entertainment world. Sharply dressed in suits that might have come out of the window of Lansky’s, they piled tenor on top of countertenor, and then falsetto on top of that, building to Jake Hess’ virtuosic lead. Meanwhile bass singer Jim Wetherington, known universally as the Big Chief, maintained a steady bottom, ceaselessly jiggling first his left leg, then his right, with the material of the pants leg ballooning out and shimmering. “He went about as far as you could go in gospel music,” said Jake Hess. “The women would jump up, just like they do for the pop shows.” Preachers frequently objected to the lewd movements, racial fundamentalists decried the debt to Negro spirituals (particularly in the overt emotionalism of the delivery), but audiences reacted with screams and swoons. It was a different kind of spirituality, but spirituality nonetheless, as the group ran, not walked, out onto the stage, singers tossed the microphone back and forth, and Jake Hess at the audience’s coaxing repeated the thrilling climax of his last song over and over again, as Chief maintained his tireless act.


Music, more and more, became the focus of his life. At parties in the Courts Elvis would always sing, sometimes to the point that his friends would groan, “Oh, no, not again!” He was still extremely shy, didn’t know how to dance, and sometimes would play only with the lights out, even in as intimate a setting as his cousin Bobbie’s birthday party, said his aunt Lillian. “I moved everything out of the living room, and Elvis come in, brought his guitar, but we had to put the lights out before he’d sing. We had a fire in the fireplace, but it wasn’t enough light to show his face. He got way over yonder in the corner—that’s just how shy he was.” He sang quite a few of Kay Starr’s songs, he was partial to Teresa Brewer, Joni James, Bing Crosby, Eddie Fisher, and Perry Como as well as Hank Williams and Eddy Arnold. Some evenings Vernon and Gladys would go to the movies so that he, Buzzy, Paul, and Farley could have a party in the apartment. Elvis would never play a slow song, Buzzy said, when Buzzy was dancing with Elvis’ girlfriend, Billie Wardlaw, though Billie broke up with him not long afterward when she started going with a sailor she had met at the USO on Third Street. Elvis’ reaction when he saw another boy’s picture in her wallet surprised her. “He grabbed it out of my purse and began stomping and grinding it into the ground with the heel of his shoe.” When she actually broke up with him, “he started crying. Until that night I had never seen a man, or a boy, cry.”


Occasionally Buzzy and the other boys would arrange with Miss Richmond, the Lauderdale Courts supervisor, to use the basement under the main office on Lauderdale. She would give them the key, and they would set up tables and issue invitations, charging twenty-five cents per couple. They’d have Cokes and popcorn and a record player, and in the course of the evening Elvis would never fail to sing. One time he accompanied Buzzy and Paul, who had joined the Junior Order of the Oddfellows and made monthly trips to area hospitals as a kind of civic project, when they went to the Home for Incurables out on McLemore in South Memphis. Ordinarily they just passed out ice cream and cookies and spoke to the patients, but this time, to Buzzy’s surprise, Elvis had brought his guitar with him and got up and sang, making it in Buzzy’s view the first time he ever entertained in Memphis outside of the Courts.


Senior year he went to work for MARL Metal Products, a furniture-assembling plant on Georgia near the Memphis and Arkansas Bridge, where he worked from 3:00 to 11:30 P.M. each day, but the work took its toll. According to a teacher, Mildred Scrivener: “Elvis was working too hard. He was in my homeroom, and he also was in one of my history classes. One thing I have always been very strict about is the matter of sleeping in class. Nothing can spread yawns and boredom so fast from row to row. But the day came when Elvis fell asleep in class…. That day when the class bell shrilled, Elvis, like a little boy, raised his head, got to his feet, and wandered out like a sleepwalker.” “It got so hard on him,” said Gladys, “he was so beat all the time, we made him quit, and I went [back] to work at St. Joseph’s Hospital.”


That evidently got them thrown out of the Courts. Despite Vernon’s back troubles, in November 1952 it was determined that the Presleys’ projected annual income had risen to $4,133, well over Housing Authority limits, and on November 17 the Presley family got an eviction notice, requiring them to move out by February 28. In a sense their eviction could be seen as evidence of upward mobility, though it seems unlikely Vernon would have taken it that way at the time.


Elvis meanwhile was making a greater claim on his schoolmates’ attention. It seemed as if he was determined to make a statement, he was intent upon setting himself apart, without ever raising his voice or changing from the polite, well-mannered boy that he knew he would always be. By his dress, his hair, his demeanor, though, he was making a ringing declaration of independence. More and more to his fellow schoolmates he was a “squirrel,” a misfit, a freak, as he would later describe himself, but not a freak to himself. Photographs show an increasing self-confidence, an increasingly studied self-image, even as he was being increasingly rejected by others. He entered a citywide automobile-safety contest sponsored by the Junior Chamber of Commerce and was pictured in the paper changing a tire, expression pensive, dress immaculate: where others wore short-sleeved shirts and work pants and boots, Elvis is spectacularly attired in what could be a pink and black drape jacket, dress pants and loafers, and black shirt.


Red West, the All-Memphis football player who was reputed to have rescued Elvis in the football-team incident and thus laid the groundwork for a lifelong friendship, admired that he had the guts to be different, but “I really felt sorry for him. He seemed very lonely and had no real friends. He just didn’t seem to be able to fit in.” To Ronny Trout, who shared a workbench with him in wood shop though they were a couple of years apart in school, it was as if he were newly creating himself. “He would wear dress pants to school every day—everybody else wore jeans, but he wore dress pants. And he would wear a coat and fashion a scarf like an ascot tie, as if he were a movie star. Of course he got a lot of flak for this, because he stood out like a sore thumb. People thought, ‘That’s really weird.’ It was like he was already portraying something that he wanted to be. One thing I noticed, and I never really knew what to make of this: when he walked, the way he carried himself, it almost looked as if he was getting ready to draw a gun, he would kind of spin around like a gunfighter. It was weird.


“The way I found out he could play the guitar—I never remember seeing him have it in school, but one of the projects we had in wood shop was to bring an article from home that needed to be repaired, and our wood shop instructor, Mr. Widdop, would look at it and evaluate what had to be done, and that would be our project for a six-week time period. Anyway, I brought something from home, and Elvis brought a guitar. And he fooled around with it, sanded it, used some rosin glue and fixed a crack in it, stained it, varnished it, then he took this real fine steel wool to get all the bubbles out of the lacquer and bring it down to a satin finish so it looked really good. Then he put the strings back on it and was tuning it just before the period ended. So, naturally, somebody came up and said, ‘Hey, man, can you play that thing?’ And he said, ‘No, not really. I just know a few chords. My uncle’s taught me a few chords.’ So they said, ‘Why don’t you play something for us?’ He said, ‘Naw, I can’t do that,’ and he kept tuning it. Well, somebody grabbed him from behind and locked his arms behind him, and another guy got his car keys out of his pocket, and they said, ‘If you play something, you’ll get your car keys back.’ He said, ‘Well, okay, I’ll try, but I really don’t know that much.’ And he started picking out the melody to a song that most people today probably wouldn’t even know called ‘Under the Double Eagle,’ and he did it very expertly. And it just blew me away. I didn’t even know he could play that guitar—I just thought he was fixing it for somebody else.”


More and more, it seemed, his determination to be himself—his determination to be a different self—grew. He started wearing a black bolero jacket that he had bought at Lansky’s and a pair of dress pants with a stripe down the side that made him look, some said, like a carhop. He was constantly fooling with his hair—combing it, mussing it up, training it, brushing the sides back, seemingly oblivious to the attention he was getting from teachers and fellow students alike (“We had grown accustomed to those sideburns,” wrote Miss Scrivener in the nostalgic afterglow of success). One time he got a home permanent and came into school the next day asking if he didn’t look like Tony Curtis.


He put a couple of gallons of gas in the Lincoln and cruised around town by himself or with his cousin Gene or Bobbie—to Leonard’s Barbecue, to the drugstore where Gene worked as a soda jerk; every afternoon he stopped by St. Joseph’s to visit his mother at work, and once or twice he and Gene drove down to Tupelo to visit old friends. Perhaps he attended the Midnight Rambles at the Handy Theater, on Park and Airways. Everyone else did. A whole gang would get together on Sunday night and go out to the colored district in Orange Mound for the late show, which was whites-only. There you could catch Eddie “Cleanhead” Vinson, Ivory Joe Hunter, Wynonie Harris, even Dizzy Gillespie, and local acts like Bobby “Blue” Bland, Little Junior Parker, and the comedy team of Rufus (Thomas) and Bones. Was Elvis there—or was he just at home, lying on his bed and listening to Dewey Phillips and dreaming of a world that the music alone could transport him to? By himself he would venture out east to Overton Park, the 330-acre expanse that housed the zoo he had first visited as a child (his uncle Noah had driven the East Tupelo schoolchildren in his school bus), “the same place,” he later recalled, “that I did my first concert. I used to go there and listen to the concerts they had with big orchestras. I watched the conductor, listened to the music for hours by myself—I was fascinated by the fact that these guys could play for hours, you know, and most of the time the conductor wouldn’t even look at his sheet…. I had records by Mario Lanza when I was seventeen, eighteen years old, I would listen to the Metropolitan Opera. I just loved music. Music period.”


THE PRESLEYS moved out of the Courts on January 7, 1953. At first they moved to a rooming house at 698 Saffarans, just a couple of blocks from Humes, but then at the beginning of April they moved back to their old neighborhood at 462 Alabama, opposite the Blacks’ house on the northeast end of the Courts. Johnny, like his older brother Bill, had by now taken up the bass, married, and moved out of his mother’s home, but like all of his grown brothers and sisters he visited frequently and came back to play music with his friends from the Courts from time to time. “We just thought he was pretty,” Bill’s wife, Evelyn, said of the women’s reaction to Elvis. “We’d sit out there under the tree in front of Mrs. Black’s with him playing guitar: Bill’s mama said he was her boyfriend! We knew he could play, but we didn’t think it was any big deal.”


The house on Alabama was a big Victorian set on a rise and divided up into two good-size apartments. The rent was fifty dollars a month, payable to a Mrs. Dubrovner, whose husband had been a kosher butcher and who lived down the street herself, and both Mrs. Dubrovner and the Presleys’ upstairs neighbors, Rabbi Alfred Fruchter and his wife, Jeannette, showed a considerable amount of kindness, and financial consideration, toward the new tenants. Mrs. Presley visited with Mrs. Fruchter almost every afternoon after work, and the Fruchters were particularly fond of the boy, who would turn on the electricity or light the gas for them on the Sabbath when it was forbidden for Orthodox Jews to do so for themselves. “They never had much,” said Mrs. Fruchter, but every Saturday morning Vernon and Elvis “would stand outside and polish that old Lincoln like it was a Cadillac.”


On April 9, 1953, the Humes High Band presented its “Annual Minstrel” show in the Humes Auditorium at 8:00 P.M. It was a Thursday night, and much of the school had turned out to see the dancers, twirlers, xylophone trio, male quartets, band performances, and comic turns. On a printed program that listed twenty-two acts, the sixteenth entry captured a number of people’s attention. “Guitarist…. Elvis Prestly,” it read. He had told only one or two of his friends beforehand, and even they were not fully convinced he would go through with it. For the minstrel show he wore a red flannel shirt that he had borrowed from Buzzy, and he appeared neither visibly nervous nor particularly at ease either. Unlike some of the kids, who were practiced showmen (Gloria Trout, Ronny’s sister, starred in virtually every show that was ever put on at Humes and was renowned for her dance technique), he didn’t appear to know what to do when he stumbled out onstage, stood there for what seemed like a full minute, looked at the audience sidelong from under hooded eyes, and finally, as if an internal switch had somehow clicked on, began to sing.


“I wasn’t popular in school, I wasn’t dating anybody [there]. I failed music—only thing I ever failed. And then they entered me in this talent show, and I came out and did my [first number,] ‘Till I Waltz Again with You’ by Teresa Brewer, and when I came onstage I heard people kind of rumbling and whispering and so forth, ’cause nobody knew I even sang. It was amazing how popular I became after that. Then I went on through high school and I graduated.”


He sang at the homeroom picnic at Overton Park. “While other students were dashing around… playing games,” wrote Miss Scrivener, “Elvis sat by himself plunking softly at that guitar. The other students began gathering around. There was something about his quiet, plaintive singing which drew them like a magnet. It wasn’t the rock ’n’ roll for which he later became famous… more like [the ballad] ‘Love Me Tender.’… He went on and on singing his young heart out.”


Toward the end of the school year he took Regis Vaughan, a fourteen-year-old freshman at Holy Name School, to the senior prom, which was held at the Continental Ballroom in the Hotel Peabody. He had started going with Regis, whom he had met while she was living with her mother in the Courts the previous year, in February, and they went together all spring. Generally they would double-date with Elvis’ cousin Gene and go to a movie or out to the “Teen Canteen” overlooking McKellar Lake at Riverside Park, a recreation spot in South Memphis that was very popular. He sang one song to her, “My Happiness,” over and over, and when they went to the gospel All-Night Singings at Ellis, he embarrassed her by singing along with each of the groups, trying to hit the low notes with the bass singer, the high ones with the lead tenor. For the prom he borrowed a car and wore a shiny new blue suit, but they never danced once the whole evening because Elvis said he didn’t know how. Afterward they were supposed to meet some friends of Elvis’ at Leonard’s Barbecue and go to a party, but the friends didn’t show up. He never told Regis about the talent show at school, he never talked about becoming a singer, “he talked about finding a job so that he could afford to buy a house for his mama.”


He graduated on June 3, 1953, in a program that took place at 8:00 P.M. in Ellis Auditorium’s South Hall. The Senior Glee Club sang a selection by Rachmaninoff and “Nocturne” by the Czech composer Zdenko Fibich. Elvis was visibly proud that he had made it through, and Vernon and Gladys were no less elated. They had the diploma framed, and it was placed in an honored spot in their home. The 1953 yearbook, the Herald, announced in its “Class Prophecy” that “we are reminded at this time to not forget to invite you all out to the ‘Silver Horse’ on Onion [Union] Avenue to hear the singing hillbillies of the road. Elvis Presley, Albert Teague, Doris Wilburn, and Mary Ann Propst are doing a bit of picking and singing out that-away.” Meanwhile, Elvis had been visiting the Tennessee Employment Security Office regularly since March, looking for a job, preferably as a machinist, to “help work off [his family’s] financial obligation.” Finally, on July 1 he was sent to M. B. Parker Machinists, which had a temporary position open that paid thirty-six dollars a week. He was out in the world.
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SAM PHILLIPS AT 706 UNION AVENUE.


(COURTESY OF GARY HARDY, SUN STUDIO)
















ON JULY 15, 1953, an article appeared in the Memphis Press-Scimitar about a new group, which was making records for a label that had just started up locally. The Prisonaires were the group. They had begun their career inside the walls of the Tennessee State Penitentiary, in Nashville, where they had come to the attention of Red Wortham, a small-time Nashville song publisher. Wortham contacted Jim Bulleit, only recently the proprietor of his own self-named record company in Nashville (the Bullet label had had a number-one pop hit with Francis Craig’s “Near You” in 1947 and had released B. B. King’s first sides, in 1949) and a recent investor in the new Memphis label. Bulleit called his partner, Sam Phillips, reported the Press-Scimitar story, “and said he had something sensational…. Phillips, who has been operating [his studio, the Memphis Recording Service] since [January] 1950, and has established a reputation as an expert in recording negro talent, was skeptical—until he heard the tape. Then came the problem of how to get the prisoners for a record-cutting session.” The newly appointed warden, James Edwards, however, was fully committed to the principle of prisoner rehabilitation, as was Governor Frank Clement, a close friend and fellow townsman of Edwards’. And so on June 1, “Bulleit drove the five singing prisoners to Memphis, the composer having to stay in prison. An armed guard and a trusty came along, the record company paying the expenses.”


The Prisonaires arrived at 706 Union Avenue to make their first record for the fledgling Sun label, which, despite Sam Phillips’ considerable experience in the record business (he had been leasing sides to the r&b labels Chess and RPM for three years now and had made an abortive start at his own label a year before), had put out fewer than a dozen releases to date. “They worked from 10:30 A.M. to 8:30 P.M.,” the article noted, “until the records were cut just right to suit painstaking Mr. Phillips.”


“Just Walkin’ in the Rain” came out about the same time that the local story did. It went on to become a hit, as the reporter, Clark Porteous, had predicted it would, if nowhere near as big a hit as it would become when Johnnie Ray recorded it three years later, in 1956. It was the song that put Sun Records on the map, though, and, very likely, the item that captured the attention of Elvis Presley as he read about the studio, the label, and “painstaking” Sam Phillips, who had staked his reputation on a recording by an unknown singing group and a song whose plaintive notes Elvis heard reverberating over and over again in his mind and in his memory and on the air.


Why didn’t everyone else come running to 706 Union Avenue at this point? Why didn’t Lee Denson and Johnny Black and Johnny and Dorsey Burnette and the dozens of other aspiring young singers and players in and around the city flock to the doors of the Memphis Recording Service, just up the street from the newspaper and less than a mile away from the teeming downtown area? I don’t know. It may have had something to do with the fact that Sun started out as a blues and “race” label, it may simply have been that none of the others was as innocent, or as open, as a young Elvis Presley, who could dream of success beyond the scope of his knowledge or experience. It’s a question that I put to nearly every Memphis musician that I interviewed in the course of doing this book, but the closest that I got to an answer was that they simply didn’t think of it—they were too caught up in other things, boxing or girls, playing the honky-tonks, some of them made recordings of their own voice in a booth at the five-and-dime for twenty-five cents, they may even have harbored the ambition to get on the radio and become a star, like Slim Rhodes or Eddie Hill—but it never seems to have occurred to any of them that there was even a possibility of making records, at least not here in Memphis. Did it occur to Elvis Presley? Perhaps. Perhaps, like so many things in his life, it was no more than inchoate desire, a vision he could scarcely make out, words that remained unformed. But it was a vision that he pursued.


He showed up at the office of the Memphis Recording Service sometime in mid to late summer 1953, two or three months after graduation. Sun Records, and the Memphis Recording Service, were a two-person operation set in a storefront next to Mrs. Dell Taylor’s restaurant and renting for $75 or $80 a month. Venetian blinds made it impossible to see through the plate glass window from the outside, but when you walked in the door into a shallow reception area that had been partitioned off from the studio directly behind it, you saw a blond woman of thirty-five or thirty-six behind a desk wedged into the far left corner of the room. Marion Keisker would have been a familiar voice to virtually anyone who listened to Memphis radio over the past twenty-five years. A native Memphian, she had made her radio debut on the weekly children’s hour Wynken, Blynken, and Nod on WREC in 1929 at the age of twelve and had been appearing on one show or another ever since. A 1938 graduate of Memphis’ Southwestern College, where she had majored in English and medieval French, she had been the host of the very popular Meet Kitty Kelly since 1946, a talk show on which as the eponymous hostess she interviewed visiting celebrities or simply discoursed on subjects of her own choosing if a guest didn’t happen to be on hand. In addition to Kitty Kelly, which was on the air five days a week, as well as a station promotion show, Pleasure Hunting, and Treasury Bandstand, a network feed that sold government savings bonds, she wrote, produced, and directed as many as fourteen other programs at a time on WREC and was an industrious on- and off-air personality. It was at WREC, located in basement offices at the Hotel Peabody, that she first met Sam Phillips.


Phillips, a native of Florence, Alabama, had arrived in town at the age of twenty-two with four years of broadcast experience under his belt. The youngest of eight children, he had originally intended to become a criminal defense lawyer and help the downtrodden, like Clarence Darrow, but he had been forced to give up that ambition when his father died and he dropped out of high school in his senior year to help take care of his mother and deaf-mute aunt. As the captain, occasional drummer, and sousaphonist of Coffee High’s seventy-two-piece marching band, perhaps it was only natural that he should think about entering into a career involving music, but he saw himself as possessing no appreciable musical talent and nothing like the personality of his flamboyant older brother Jud. “I was the greenest persimmon on the tree. If you took a bite of me, you didn’t like me too much.” Jud was the guy “with the overwhelming personality, it was impossible not to like Jud Phillips,” but Sam valued himself for his ability to perceive, and bring out, the best in others; he believed in communication. And he believed unwaveringly in the communications possibilities that radio had to offer.


His first job was at Muscle Shoals’ WLAY, where Jud managed, and occasionally sang in, various gospel quartets and where Jake Hess (later to join the Statesmen) got his start. He moved from there to Decatur, Alabama, then, very briefly, to Nashville’s WLAC, finally arriving at WREC in the summer of 1945 with his wife and infant son. He went to work as an announcer and maintenance and broadcast engineer, supervising the big band broadcasts from “high atop the Hotel Peabody Skyway” every night with Marion Keisker. He was inspired equally by the well-bred elegance and “fanaticism for sound” of station owner Hoyt Wooten, who had started the station in his hometown of Coldwater, Mississippi, in 1920, and Phillips himself cut a handsome, almost matinee idol–like figure, though he remained quiet and reserved, a strict teetotaler who continued to be overshadowed by his more gregarious older brother (Jud was now broadcasting on WREC with the Jolly Boys Quartet).


Much as he loved music, though, and, more important, much as he continued to prize radio as an instrument of communication, Phillips was dissatisfied. He found the big band performances drearily predictable—as lofty as the inspiration for the music might be, the musicians, he felt, were mostly just going through the motions. Phillips, a man of fiercely independent spirit, wanted to do something different—“I was shooting for that damn row that hadn’t been plowed.” He also had a vision that no one else at WREC, evidently, shared: Sam Phillips possessed an almost Whitmanesque belief not just in the nobility of the American dream but in the nobility of that dream as it filtered down to its most downtrodden citizen, the Negro. “I saw—I don’t remember when, but I saw as a child—I thought to myself: suppose that I would have been born black. Suppose that I would have been born a little bit more down on the economic ladder. I think I felt from the beginning the total inequity of man’s inhumanity to his brother. And it didn’t take its place with me of getting up in the pulpit and preaching. It took on the aspect with me that someday I would act on my feelings, I would show them on an individual, one-to-one basis.”


That was how he came to open his studio in January 1950, with the idea of providing a service, and an opportunity, for “some of [the] great Negro artists” of the mid South that had simply not been available before. “As word got around,” wrote the Press-Scimitar’s Bob Johnson in 1955, “Sam’s studio became host to strange visitors,” and Sam insisted on plumbing that strangeness, no matter how sophisticated a veneer they might present to him at first. He recorded cotton-patch blues and slightly more sophisticated rhythm and blues, leasing the sides to the Chess label in Chicago and RPM Records out on the West Coast and doing everything from recording bar mitzvahs and political speeches to getting the concession for the PA system at the Peabody and at Russwood Park, the baseball stadium on Madison. He ordinarily worked no less than an eighteen-hour day, putting in a full schedule at the station, getting to the studio late in the afternoon, returning to the Peabody in the evening for the Skyway broadcasts, then back to the studio, where he might have left the Howlin’ Wolf or “Doctor” Isaiah Ross, the discoverer of a cure for the “Boogie Disease,” in the middle of a session. It was not uncommon when he came in to work to be greeted with remarks like “Well, you smell okay. I guess you haven’t been hanging around those niggers today.” The strain of sustaining this kind of schedule eventually led to a nervous breakdown, and he was hospitalized twice at Gartly-Ramsay Hospital, where he received electroshock therapy. It was, he said, the only time in his life that he was ever scared—twenty-eight years old, with a wife and two little boys, no money, no real prospects, nothing but his own faith in himself, and his vision, to sustain him. He quit the radio station unhesitantly, though, when Hoyt Wooten made a sarcastic remark about his absences. “Mr. Wooten,” he said, “you are a cruel man,” and, in June 1951, left the employ of WREC forever. As his business card stated: “We record anything—anywhere—anytime. A complete service to fill every recording need.” His partner in this venture from the beginning was Marion Keisker, six years older than Sam, well regarded in Memphis even beyond her radio celebrity, a cultured divorcée with a nine-year-old son, who fell hopelessly in love with Sam.


“He was a beautiful young man. Beautiful beyond belief, but still that country touch, that country rawness. He was slim and had those incredible eyes; despite some of the images that have been given of him, he was very, very particular about his appearance with touches of real elegance, beautifully groomed, terrible about his hair. He would talk about this idea that he had, this dream, I suppose, to have a facility where black people could come and play their own music, a place where they would feel free and relaxed to do it. One day we were riding along, and he saw that spot on Union, and he said, ‘That’s the spot I want.’ With many difficulties we got the place, and we raised the money, and between us we did everything. We laid all the tile, we painted the acoustic boards, I put in the bathroom, Sam put in the control room—what little equipment he had always had to be the best. I knew nothing about the music, and I didn’t care a bit. My association, my contribution, my participation was based totally on my personal relationship with Sam in a way that is totally unbelievable to me now. All I wanted to do was to make it possible for him to fulfill his vision—all I wanted to do was to do what would make him happy.”


By the summer of 1953 the fledgling record label had already had one big hit (Rufus Thomas’“Bear Cat”) and was well on its way to two others (both “Feelin’ Good” by Little Junior Parker and “Just Walkin’ in the Rain” by the Prisonaires made the charts in the fall), but the partnership with Jim Bulleit, which had seemed so essential to Sam both for Bulleit’s connections and his expertise when they were starting up the label just six months earlier, was already falling apart. Sam Phillips was never really one for partnerships anyway (“I’m a competitive bastard. My one big mistake was my inability to delegate authority”), and with Jim Bulleit on the road spending money in a manner that Sam considered profligate and responding to Sam’s concerns with telegrams that declared “Cold words on paper cannot fully explain this,” Sam was in the midst of trying to extricate himself from the arrangement. He had brought in his brother Jud to go on the road with Bulleit, but Jud and Bulleit didn’t get along any better than Sam and Jim, so things were at a frustrating impasse in August 1953.


At least that was how Marion always remembered it when she painfully tried to reconstruct the moment when an eighteen-year-old Elvis Presley, shy, a little woebegone, cradling his battered, beat-up child’s guitar, first walked into the recording studio. Marion remembered that there had been an argument—she recalled that she was herself in tears because Sam had spoken harshly to her. Sometimes in her memory of that moment Jud was in the back room arguing with Sam over money, sometimes Sam and Jim Bulleit were at Miss Taylor’s restaurant next door (“third booth by the window” was the Sun Records office in the absence of any extra space in the crammed storefront headquarters), sometimes the reception area was jammed with people waiting to make a record, sometimes not—but always the young boy with the long, greasy, dirty-blond hair poked his head in the door shyly, tentatively, looking as if he were ready to withdraw at a moment’s notice if you just said boo to him, using that look to gain entrance, determined somehow to make himself known.


Elvis had passed 706 Union often, walking, driving—perhaps he had hesitated once or twice outside the door, simply wanting to make sure of the location. When he finally entered, there is little question that he stepped through the doorway with the idea, if not of stardom—because who could imagine stardom? what could it mean?—at the very least of being discovered. In later years he would always say that he wanted to make a personal record “to surprise my mother.” Or “I just wanted to hear what I sounded like.” But, of course, if he had simply wanted to record his voice, he could have paid twenty-five cents at W. T. Grant’s on Main Street, where Lee Denson had made dozens of records, which he kept at home and played for his friends. Instead, Elvis went to a professional facility, where a man who had been written up in the papers would hear him sing.


It was a Saturday. Elvis was working five days a week at M. B. Parker Machinists’ Shop, though he would switch soon to Precision Tool, where he and his cousin Gene would work on a shell assembly line. It was hot, and there was no air-conditioning in the waiting room, but the woman behind the desk looked cool in her cotton dress, her blond hair set in a permanent wave, her face a picture of genteel composure and kind respectability. Marion looked up from her typewriter to see the boy approach her almost sideways, figurative hat in hand. Can I help you? she said. She could barely hear his stammered reply—but, of course, she knew what he was there for, what else could he be there for with his guitar and that desperate look of need in his eyes? She told him how much it would cost to make a two-sided acetate—$3.98 plus tax, for another dollar you could have a tape copy as well, but he chose the less expensive option. While he sat there waiting, Marion told Jerry Hopkins in a 1970 interview, “we had a conversation, which I had reason to remember for many, many years afterwards, having gone through it with every editor that I tried to talk to during the time that I was promoting him for Sun.




He said, “If you know anyone that needs a singer….”


And I said, “What kind of a singer are you?”


He said, “I sing all kinds.”


I said, “Who do you sound like?”


“I don’t sound like nobody.”


I thought, Oh yeah, one of those….“What do you sing, hillbilly?”


“I sing hillbilly.”


“Well, who do you sound like in hillbilly?”


“I don’t sound like nobody.”





The truth, Marion discovered, was not that far removed from the boy’s improbable self-description. From the first quavering notes of the first song that he sang, it was obvious that there was something different about him, something unique—you could detect his influences, but he didn’t sound like anyone else. There is a quality of unutterable plaintiveness as Elvis sings “My Happiness,” a 1948 pop hit for Jon and Sandra Steele that he had performed over and over in the Courts, a sentimental ballad that couldn’t have been further from anyone’s imagining of rock ’n’ roll, past or present, without a hint of foreshadowing or any black influence other than the clear tenor of Bill Kenny of the Ink Spots—it is just a pure, yearning, almost desperately pleading solo voice reaching for effect, a crying note alternating with a crooning fullness of tone that in turn yields to a sharp nasality betraying its possessor’s intentions. The guitar, Elvis said, “sounded like somebody beating on a bucket lid,” and the record represents almost exactly what the boys and girls in the Courts must have heard over the last several years, with an added factor of nervousness that Elvis must surely have felt. But even that is not particularly detectable—there is a strange sense of calm, an almost unsettling stillness in the midst of great drama, the kind of poise that comes as both a surprise and a revelation. When he finished the one song, he embarked upon “That’s When Your Heartaches Begin,” a smooth pop ballad that the Ink Spots had originally cut in 1941, with a deep spoken part for their baritone singer, Hoppy Jones. Here he was not so successful in his rendition, running out of time, or inspiration, and simply declaring “That’s the end” at the conclusion of the song. The boy looked up expectantly at the man in the control booth. Mr. Phillips nodded and said politely that he was an “interesting” singer. “We might give you a call sometime.” He even had Miss Keisker make a note of the boy’s name, which she misspelled and then editorialized beside it: “Good ballad singer. Hold.”


When it was all over, he sat in the outer lobby while Miss Keisker typed out the label copy on the blank sides of a Prisonaires label (“Softly and Tenderly,” Sun 189). The singer’s name was typed underneath the title on each side. Mr. Phillips never came out front, though the boy hung around for a while talking with the woman. He was disappointed that he didn’t have a chance to say good-bye. But he walked out of the studio with his acetate and with the conviction that something was going to happen.


Nothing did. Nothing happened for the longest time. All through the fall he would stop by the studio, park the old Lincoln precisely by the curb, turn his collar up, pat down his hair, and manfully stride in the door. Miss Keisker was always very nice, Miss Keisker never failed to recognize him. He would try to make small talk, he would ask if, possibly, she had run into a band that was looking for a singer—he conveyed an impression of longing, of neediness, that always stayed with her. Sometimes Mr. Phillips might be present, but he didn’t have time for small talk, he was always busy, he was making records. That was what Elvis wanted to do—that was what he wanted to do more than anything else in the world, but he didn’t know how to go about it, other than to put himself in the way of it at the only place he knew to do so. Each time he entered the waiting room it was with a somewhat heavier step and somewhat lowered expectations, but he forced himself, he didn’t know anything else to do. Gradually he began to doubt that anything would ever happen, and his visits became less frequent. He tried to appear indifferent, but his need showed through. In January 1954 he went in again and cut another little record—Joni James’“I’ll Never Stand in Your Way” and an old Jimmy Wakely tune, “It Wouldn’t Be the Same Without You,” but his lack of confidence betrayed him, and he sounds more abrupt, more insecure, this time than he did the first. He was at an impasse—unlike the hero in comic books and fairy tales, he had not yet been discovered in his true guise, underneath his outer rags. And yet, Marion felt, almost maternally, he was a child who was clearly marked for success of some kind. “He was,” she said, “so ingenuous there was no way he could go wrong.”
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