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In which SAM PHILLIPS addresses the AUTHOR: excerpted from a real-life PLAY IN ONE SCENE


It’s a great story, and it will go down in history. I don’t know how great the book will be — but it’s a great story. Peter, look, let me just tell you like I told all of my children, like I told every artist that walked in the door. Don’t be afraid of it. No matter what I say to you, don’t be afraid of it. But be frightened to death of not giving your best judgment to everything. Don’t let history down. Fuck Sam Phillips. Fuck anything that goes. It’s an important era — you got so much more responsibility to that than you got to any one person, including my ass.


The AUTHOR acknowledges that this is so. The AUTHOR suggests that if he doesn’t come in for criticism, in Sam’s terms he will have fucked up.


If you don’t, you’re just another one of the motherfuckers that are using this thing to the detriment of the beautiful changes it wrought. That’s not right. If you let that happen, you ain’t a very conscientious, dedicated, devoted person. It ain’t for you to put me in a good light. Just put me in the focus that I’m supposed to be in. Man, I don’t give a damn if you say one good thing about me. Your charge is to put all of it in focus and ferret out the bullshit. There’s been enough of that. I’m going to tell you, Peter, Ferret it out, for God’s sake. Look, and tell your damn publisher, “Hey, if it takes me forever to write it, it’s going to be the most authentic thing that has ever emanated from this era. With all the contradictions to the contrary.” You read me?


AUTHOR: I do. (And he does.)


“From this, he took a lesson: value the original, fragile, and rough. That’s the art.” — HOLLAND COTTER on the art of Henri Matisse


“To us, their less tried successors, they appear magnified  . . . pushing out into the unknown in obedience to an inward voice, to an impulse beating in the blood, to a dream of the future. They were wonderful; and it must be owned they were ready for the wonderful.” — JOSEPH CONRAD, Lord Jim




Author’s Note


IT WAS A HEAVY CHARGE, as I think should be evident from the dramatic reconstruction on the opposite page — but one from which I never felt I could shrink.


I met Sam Phillips in a flood (see chapter 9), and as I wrote at the time, from that first meeting his words had all the weight of vatic truth. He seemed like an Old Testament prophet to me, in both looks and manner. Or, as singer-songwriter John Prine said, in describing his own first meeting with Sam: his eyes would grow wide, “like fire and brimstone. It looked like his eyebrows and his eyes themselves were on fire — they were just wild — you’d swear that his hair would kind of get curly, and his hands moved like a preacher’s.”


I mean, it was something!


But that wasn’t it — not really. At least not all of it. I suppose I should confess at the start what I am sure will become immediately apparent to the reader: this is a book written out of admiration and love. Nor will it be any less evident that this book is different from the two other biographies I have written, on Elvis Presley and Sam Cooke. Not that there was any less admiration or love in those books. But I knew Sam Phillips, I knew him for almost twenty-five years, I was with him through good times and bad, and while I might not necessarily have chosen to have my responsibilities read to me by my subject, they are the same responsibilities felt by any other biographer (ferret out the truth, don’t be afraid of it, and, in the end, “Fuck anything that goes”) — they are the self-imposed responsibilities taken on by every writer, of fiction or nonfiction, for better or worse.


In that spirit perhaps I should also add that Sam would have disclaimed the subtitle of this book — well, to be perfectly honest, he would have both claimed and disclaimed it, as he frequently did, more often than not in the same elongated sentence. “I didn’t set out to revolutionize the world,” he said one time. Instead, what he wanted to do was to test the proposition that there was something “very profound” in the lives of ordinary people, black and white, irrespective of social acceptance. “I knew the physical separation of the races — but I knew the integration of their souls.” That was what he set out to capture when he first opened his studio in January of 1950, “when Negro artists in the South who wanted to make a record,” he declared early on, “just had no place to go.” It went against all practical considerations, it went against all well-intended advice. He considered himself not a crusader (“I don’t like crusaders as such”) but an explorer. To Sam, “Rock and roll was no accident. Absolutely not an accident at all.” “You can say,” he told me, “he had the light coming on, and it spotted the possum. Right there.”


Well, I guess that’s one way of putting it. Let’s just say Sam was the man who discovered rock ’n’ roll. But more to the point, he considered it his mission in life “to open up an area of freedom within the artist himself” — whether that artist was Elvis Presley or Howlin’ Wolf or B.B. King or Johnny Cash — “to recognize that individual’s unique quality and then to find the key to unlock it.” That is what he sought to do with every artist who entered his studio, whether or not they ever achieved worldly success, whether or not they were ever likely to achieve it.


It might have seemed sometimes to an outsider as if the musicians were just fumbling around, and the producer (a term that did not even exist then, and that Sam to some extent would always disdain: I think he might have preferred to be called a practicing psychologist) was just letting things go to rack and ruin. But he wasn’t. He was simply trying to pare things down to their most expressive essence. Michelangelo said: “In every block of marble I see a statue as plain as though it stood before me, shaped and perfect in attitude and action. I have only to hew away the rough walls that imprison the lovely apparition to reveal it to the other eyes as mine see it.” That was what Sam Phillips saw not in marble but in untried, untested, unspoken-for people: an eloquence and a gift that sometimes they did not even know they possessed. Like other celebrated American artists — like Walt Whitman, who sought to encompass the full range of the American experience in his poetry; like William Faulkner, who could see past prejudice to individual distinctions; like Mark Twain, who celebrated the freedom of the river and a refusal to be civilized — Sam was driven by a creative vision that left him with no alternative but to persist in his determination to give voice to those who had no voice. “With the belief that I had in this music, in these people,” he said, “I would have been the biggest damn coward on God’s green earth if I had not.”


From the day I first met him in 1979, Sam Phillips began telling me the story of his life. Not in so many words, of course. But then, given his discursive nature, it may well have been so many words. To Sam his life was epic, mythic, intimate, and instructive by turns, and the tone he used to describe it was casual, colloquial, lyrical, thundering, and eloquently collusive. All of which pretty much ruled out any hope of linearity. What you were going for, in Sam’s terms, was “just another swinging day at the fair.”


He saw himself as a teacher and a preacher. That was the motivation that drove him to expound his message to the world, long after he had stopped making records. But in a very real sense the persona that he created in later life to convey that message did a disservice to the watchful, reactive role he had fashioned for himself when all of his attention was focused on no more than “to bring out of a person what was in him . . . to help him express what he believed his message to be.” To Sam every session was meant to be like “the making of Gone with the Wind,” with all its epic grandeur — but at the same time every session had to be fun, too. If it wasn’t fun, it wasn’t worth doing, he said, and if you weren’t doing something different, of course, then you weren’t doing anything at all. As far as failure went, there could be no such thing in his studio, because in the end, Sam insisted, it was all about individuated self-expression, nothing more, nothing less.


“Perfect imperfection” was the watchword — both in life and in art — in other words, take the hand you’re dealt and then make something of it. If Ike Turner’s guitarist’s amp fell off the car on the way up to Memphis to cut “Rocket 88,” well, stuff some paper where the speaker cone was ruptured, and THEN YOU HAD AN ORIGINAL SOUND! If a telephone went off in the middle of a session, well, you kept that telephone in — just make sure it’s THE BEST-SOUNDING DAMN TELEPHONE IN THE WORLD.


You can see how this could affect a person — and by “person,” in this instance I mean me. Meeting Sam for me was a life-changing event — but for all of the impact of his message, and for all of the fact that in retrospect I think I can say he hit virtually every point in his narrative at that first meeting, I soon discovered that it was a message that could all too easily be misunderstood. When Sam referred to his mental breakdown and electroshock treatment, for example, not long after opening the studio (he even called his wife, Becky, to verify the dates of his hospitalization), I thought it represented a triumph over darkness once and for all. But that wasn’t quite what Sam meant, although there would have been no telling that at the time. (He didn’t mean the opposite either.) So many of the conclusions I came to, after that first immersion in the Book of Sam, the conclusions to which Sam was pointing, in a sense was always pointing, were so much more nuanced than the supremely confident language in which they were clothed. I mean, it wasn’t that they didn’t hold up over the years. They did. They were, if anything, reinforced. But they were modified, as all of our truths are modified, by the life that was lived. They were like the family anecdotes that we all tell one another, a neat summation that encapsulates a far deeper and more complex reality.


Since that time I have continued to be engaged in a running dialogue with Sam, as I’m sure will escape the notice of no one who reads this book. The conversation is never anything less than lively — it is thought-provoking, engaging, frequently as challenging as it was in real life. The difference is, simply, that in real life, there was no shut-off valve. Now, more than ten years after his death, I can simply take my leave of Sam after three, four, maybe even five hours, and go on to other pursuits. It is, I suppose, more civilized — but given the choice, I’m not sure with Sam polite discourse would ever be the preferred mode.


How many times have I wanted to ask him questions of both fact and opinion? I study the transcripts of our conversations, I pore over other interviews and try to read between the lines, attempting to gauge what his vocal and facial expressions must have been — I torture my brain sometimes trying to interpret Sam’s Ciceronian syntax or, in many instances, guess at the periodic conclusion at which he never quite arrived.


Occasionally — well, more than occasionally — I think of Sam’s reaction. More than once I’ve hesitated momentarily at revealing some of the things he appeared to have kept secret. Or at least that I didn’t know about. Which, of course, are by no means the same thing, though often one is tempted to conflate the two. But in the end I hope I’ve kept faith with Sam’s charge of total honesty (“I don’t want any accolades. I just want the truth. And, God believe me, Peter . . . if you fuck it up, then you’re a goddamn crook as far as I’m concerned, and I’ll tell you to your teeth”), tempered with the same consideration for people that Sam so often showed, in his own way, particularly in his creative endeavors. I’ve also tried to hold up as an example to myself his inextinguishable faith in humanity. Not soppy inextinguishable faith. What I’m talking about is the broad framework that would banish forever the exclamation “That’s disgusting” with reference to behavior with which we’re not familiar or of which we do not approve, and substitute instead the recognition That’s human. There was nothing, in other words, in Sam’s cosmogony that could make us less than human, even if it didn’t conform to the more convenient tale we would like to tell about ourselves.


Sam always made it plain — not just to me but to everyone around him — that he wanted hard, unvarnished truths, and I never doubted for a moment that he did. As Jerry Phillips said at one point while pondering whether or not to tell a particularly uncomfortable story about his father, “Sam would just say, ‘Tell the goddamn truth’ ” — and that is what he and every other member of Sam’s family was committed to. Not so much in the sense of, Let the chips fall wherever they fucking may (his wife, Becky, was too kind for that, his older son, Knox, too devoted, and his longtime companion, Sally Wilbourn, underneath a fiercely protective outer shell, perhaps in the end too fragile), but there was never any sense on anyone’s part, least of all Sam’s, of hiding his humanity under a neatly formed construct, of sacrificing the truth at any point to an invitingly colorful legend.


There were so many crazy times, so many two-fisted drinking dinners (I’m speaking here of Sam’s two fists) — Knox and I discussed all the time the wreck of all our well-conceived plans and expectations. (“That was a weird interview with Sam,” Knox might say. “I mean, weird good.”) But without meaning in any way to equate my own outsider status with Knox’s own indissoluble bond with his father — I mean, close doesn’t even begin to describe it — there was not, we always hasten to agree, there was not one single moment either of us would not give everything to have back. As Sam would certainly say, they were all great, they were all to be prized — because they were all, each and every one of them, indubitably real. R-E-A-L.


As you can see, nearly everyone who loved Sam has contributed to this book. Not all of them understood Sam. In fact, outside the immediate family, most — with the notable exception of self-proclaimed-and-proud-of-it “nuts” like Jack Clement and Sputnik Monroe or more reserved wisemen like Roland Janes — probably did not. Some preferred to think of him as a kind of high-achieving “rodeo clown” — and permitted themselves to be, simply, amused by some of his more outrageous pronouncements or actions (cf. his appearance on the David Letterman show). But there was no one that I encountered who was untouched, or was not in some way inspired, by Sam. There was no one who failed to recognize his unique — well, if they wouldn’t give him “genius,” every one of them was ready to concede they had never met anyone else even remotely like Sam.


Which brings me back to my role in this book. Because, of course, like everyone else in Sam’s life, I was assigned a role, however small — and like everyone else, as should be clear from just a smattering of our dialogue, I was expected to carry it out. In writing the book I felt I had to take advantage of that role, not to enlarge myself but to give the kind of firsthand insight that however well I might feel I knew Elvis or Sam Cooke, I simply was not afforded by personal experience. It’s not that the events that I witnessed were magnified in any way by my presence — but they were no less colorful or characteristic either, and it was, of course, a rare opportunity to report from the front lines.


Occasionally (very occasionally) I was a witness to history, more often to the unfettered expression of personality — but, most important, I was afforded a glimpse, whether advertent or inadvertent, as Sam might say, of some of the dramedy of real life. Sitting with Sam just before (and just after) he delivered his paean to Johnny Cash and Jesus and the Hotel Peabody at a NARAS celebration in Memphis that shocked and offended half the audience while raising Sam up even higher in the shockabilly esteem of the rest. Private moments of desolation and despair (well, perhaps despair is too big a word for his feelings — doubt maybe?), when he might unburden himself of his frustrations, then castigate himself for giving in to negative thinking, against all of his strongly held beliefs. Those times when he would call up a long-since-forgotten past and summon up unsung heroes (unsung even in the body of this book) like Alex “Puddin’ ” Beck, an African-American plumber’s assistant, who was as brilliant as any advanced-degree sanitary engineer, Sam said, and could emerge from the messiest and smelliest job as clean as a whistle. “Hey,” said Sam without a smidgen of irony, “are you gonna tell me people like that are not brilliant?” And then there were those rare exposed moments when all pretense was cast aside and Sam stood, like Lear upon the heath, raging at unseen cataracts and hurricanoes.


One thing that for me can be difficult about many biographies — well, about so many stories in general — is the predictable spinning out of the tale. With Elvis Presley and Sam Cooke that issue never really presented itself — they both died so young. But Sam Phillips lived to the age of eighty, and to all intents and purposes he had by then been retired from any active engagement in the record business for over forty years. Sam was never boring — at least not to me — but a recitation of all his accolades and honors would have been. I have done my best to avoid that recitation. Instead, I have attempted to write a book that conforms to Sam’s definition of what a recording session ought to be, as epic as, well, take your pick of epics, but as intimate as sexual relations. That tells a story that, like most stories, can be both heroic and tragic at the same time, in its own mortal way.


Sometimes in the middle of the night he arrives unbidden. He even sets me riddles. In one dream he said to my bewilderment (both then and now), “I am nothing if not an idealist. . . . I am everything but an idealist. . . . The boy cannot fully understand.” I dream of Sam. I dream of my grandfather. I dream of Solomon Burke and the songwriter Doc Pomus. All gone. They come around less frequently now. But whenever Sam arrives, as often as not rattling at the window in the midst of a torrent of conflicting concerns, I always listen.




SAM PHILLIPS
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Sam at eight. Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family





 


ONE | “I Dare You!”


Nothing passed my ears. A mockingbird or a whippoorwill — out in the country on a calm afternoon. The silence of the cottonfields, that beautiful rhythmic silence, with a hoe hitting a rock every now and then and just as it spaded through the dirt, you could hear it. That was just unbelievable music: to hear that bird maybe three hundred yards away, the wind not even blowing in your direction, or no wind at all. But it carried, it got to my ears. I would hear somebody speak to a mule harshly, I heard that. I mean, I heard everything. It wasn’t any time until I began to observe people [too], more by sound — I certainly didn’t know what to do with everything I heard, but I knew I had something that could be an asset if I could just figure out what to do with it.


IN LATER YEARS Sam Phillips would always refer to the moment of his arrival on this earth with a wonderment not altogether free of caustic amusement. “You take my ass dying when I was born, and you take a drunk doctor showing up — man, he didn’t even make it till I was born — and my mama being so kind she got up out of bed and put him to bed until he sobered up, and then the midwife comes and Mama feels so sorry for Dr. Cornelius she named me after him!”


Nobody ever took more pleasure in his own story than Sam Phillips. It was, in his telling, a poetic as much as a realistic vision, a mythic journey combining narrative action, revolutionary rhetoric, Delphic pronouncements, and the satisfaction, like that of any Old Testament god, of being able to look back on the result and pronounce it “good.” He would return again and again to the same themes over the years, with different details and different emphases, but always with the same underlying message: the inherent nobility not so much of man as of freedom, and the implied responsibility — no, the obligation — for each of us to be as different as our individuated natures allowed us to be. To be different, in Sam’s words, in the extreme.
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The Phillips Family, 1916 (before J.W. and Sam were born). Left to right: Charles, Irene, Horace, Madgie, and Tom. Standing at back: Mary and Turner. Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family





But it always started out with a slight, sickly looking tow-headed little boy looking out at the world from the 323-acre farm at the Bend of the River, about ten miles outside Florence, Alabama. His daddy didn’t own the farm, just rented it, and by the time Sam was eight years old, his two oldest brothers and older sister had all married, leaving him at home with his seventeen-year-old sister, Irene, his fifteen-year-old-brother, Tom, and the next youngest, ten-year-old J.W. (John William, later to be known as Jud), who was, like Sam, something of an afterthought for parents who were forty-four and nearly forty by the time their youngest child was born.


He and his family worked the fields with mules, along with dozens of others, black and white sharecroppers, poor people — his daddy was a fair man, he treated them all the same. His daddy didn’t say much; the one thing that really made him mad was if someone told him a lie — it didn’t matter who it was, he would stand up and tell them to their face. Daddy had a feel for the land, he grew corn, hay, and sweet sorghum, and the cotton rows were half a mile long. His mama was kind to everyone, believed wholeheartedly in all her children, and worried a lot — there was nothing she wouldn’t do for any of them, and nothing she couldn’t do as well as any man. Sometimes at night she might dip a little snuff and pick the guitar, old folk songs like “Barbara Allen” and “Aura Lee,” the guitar took on all the properties of a human voice, but she didn’t sing, it was almost as if she were quilting the music together.


Just like Daddy, she taught them how to work, by her example. She taught them responsibility by the kindness she and Daddy showed to others less fortunate, including relatives, passing strangers, and, by the presence in their own home, her sister Emma, blinded in one eye and made deaf and mute by Rocky Mountain spotted fever when she was three. Sam observed Aunt Emma closely and, in order to communicate with her (she was a well-educated woman, a graduate of the internationally renowned Alabama Institute for Deaf and Blind at Talladega), learned to sign almost before he could read. He was the only one in the family who could communicate fully with her except for Mama and his sister Irene, who wanted to become a nurse. Even when he was working (and there was seldom a time that he wasn’t), he was watching, listening, observing: the interactions of people, the scudding of the clouds across the sky, the communication of crickets and frogs (he was convinced that he could talk to them — and not just as a little boy either), the flow of the beautiful Tennessee River. He couldn’t understand why all the little black boys and girls he worked and played with couldn’t go to the same little country school that he did; he registered the unfairness of the way in which people were arbitrarily set apart by the color of their skin, and he thought, What if I had been born black? And he admired the way they dealt with adversity — he envied them their power of resilience, their ability to maintain belief in a situation in which he doubted he could have sustained belief himself. But, for the most part, knowing how different his feelings were even from those closest to him, from his very family, and knowing how much more different he intended to be, he kept his thoughts to himself and listened to the a cappella singing that came from the fields, testament as he saw it, whether sacred or secular, to an invincible human spirit and spirituality.


They found a way to worship. You could hear it. You could feel it. You didn’t have to be inside a building, you could participate in a cotton patch, picking four rows at a time, at 110 degrees! I mean, I saw the inequity. But even at five or six years old I found myself caught up in a type of emotional reaction that was, instead of depressing — I mean, these were some of the astutest people I’ve ever known, and they were in [most] cases almost totally overlooked, except as a beast of burden — but even at that age, I recognized that: Hey! The backs of these people aren’t broken, they [can] find it in their souls to live a life that is not going to take the joy of living away.


SAMUEL CORNELIUS PHILLIPS (remember Dr. Cornelius) was born on January 5, 1923, in the only home that his father would ever own, in a tiny hamlet six or seven miles north of Florence called Lovelace Community, named for his mother’s family and populated with musically talented Lovelaces and practical, hardworking Phillipses. When he was just nine months old, the house burned down, and the family moved in and out of town, then to the old Martin place on Chisholm Highway and then further out in the country to the old Pickens place in Oakland, which was an eight-year-old’s (and later a seventy-eight-year-old’s) 323-acre vision of Eden. His overwhelming impression, his overwhelming experience, was of hard work — his mama and his daddy never stopped, and his brother Horace, older by fourteen years, was, everyone acknowledged, a “mechanical genius,” who would make a career in heavy equipment. The sensibility of the two youngest, though, Sam and his brashly self-assured brother J.W., was different in type if not in kind. J.W. possessed the sort of robust personality to which everyone, adults and children alike, was inevitably drawn. He was confident, articulate, outgoing, a natural leader, even if Sam sometimes mistrusted just where his leadership might be taking them. He was warmhearted and trustful just like their daddy, but unlike Daddy there was no holdback in his speech: he proclaimed his views eloquently and convincingly, although his younger brother occasionally questioned whether J.W. really knew what he was talking about.
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Sam and J.W. (Jud). Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family





Sam saw himself as set apart and wasn’t about to apologize for it. He prized independence and artistry, even when he was too young to put a name on them. He saw Daddy as an artist of the soil, he saw music as an expression of innate spirituality. He was a delicate child, “a runt that really had a rough time surviving,” as he frequently said, but for all of that, he was determined to go his own way. “I got impatient with children doing the same things other children did. I had the ability to love other people, but I also had the ability to tell them what I thought, even at an early age. I wasn’t a spoiled person, but for some reason or another I was totally an independent cat, and to be that, and be as sickly as I was and not be screaming for Mama must have signified something.” What it signified, Sam firmly believed, was that he had his own eyes and ears to assess things with, and they were going to lead him to the greater goal he had in mind, even if he couldn’t say precisely what it was. It was not lost on him, however, what he sacrificed in terms of popularity. It was impossible not to like J.W., as his younger brother was well aware, and for J.W. the approval of others was the greatest authenticator. As for himself, despite all his bravado, he couldn’t help but regret the absence of that same easy camaraderie. He was, he recognized with some asperity, “the greenest persimmon on the tree. If you took a bite of me, you didn’t like me too much.”


Growing up, he was surrounded by music — square dances, round dances, once a month, at a neighbor’s, a relative’s, sometimes at home. On those occasions you pushed all the furniture out of the room and everybody would sing and play — fiddle, banjo, ukulele, guitar — sometimes his sober-sided daddy might even call. His sister Irene made sure to take him and J.W. along, from the time they were no more than four or five years old, and he would sit in a corner, just watching all of his grown-up brothers and sisters and all the others, hardworking farmers and their wives, dancing and having a good time. When he was six, just before the October stock market crash, they got a Graphophone record player at Kilgore Furniture Store — they set it on the floor and wound it up and played the one record they were able to afford with their initial purchase, Jimmie Rodgers’ “Waiting for a Train,” over and over. Though Rodgers has come to be universally invoked as the “Father of Country Music,” the song was a blues, profound in its portrait of loss and displacement and uncanny in its foreshadowing of the Great Depression that hovered unseen just over the horizon. “ ‘All around the water tank,’ ” Sam would quote sixty, seventy years later at the drop of a hat, “ ‘Waiting for a train / A thousand miles away from home / Sleeping in the rain . . .’ And then he walks up to a brakeman ‘to give him a line of talk’— you know, he was trying to get in that boxcar — and this brakeman says, ‘Well, you got any money, I’ll see that you don’t walk.’ But Jimmie didn’t have any money, and ‘he slammed the boxcar door.’ If you can just visualize that — Depression, hard times, won’t be another train for a long time. Let me tell you something, Jimmie Rodgers didn’t waste a word.”


THE DEPRESSION didn’t hit the Phillips family as hard as some, but it hit hard enough to inalterably change the pattern and outcome of their lives. Charlie Phillips was able to hold on for the first few years, but then in 1933, when cotton was down to five cents a pound, he recognized that he could no longer make a living off the land, and the family moved to town. It was like being cast out of paradise.


Sam’s daddy’s first job off the farm was flagging on the old L&N railroad bridge, which had a single lane for vehicular traffic, working from six in the evening till six in the morning seven days a week for thirty dollars. He moved the family in and out of town over the next few years, keeping the job as the salary increased to thirty-five and then forty dollars a week but continuing to farm simply because of his love of the land. He grade-contracted for others, he terraced the Florence State Teachers College amphitheater with mules and sodded it with Bermuda grass (“He was,” said Sam, “the greatest sculptor of the soil I’ve ever seen”), he grew an experimental vegetable garden for Dr. Willingham, the president of the college, he held out a helping hand to others when he could barely afford the rent himself — and his youngest son took it all in. The way he was with people, the way he was with animals, the kindness he showed to others, the expectations he had of himself. “My daddy didn’t do things I didn’t see. He didn’t know I was looking at him, I wasn’t staring — but my daddy never ceased to amaze me. He knew the soil. He knew mules. I mean, he knew mules! My daddy never used a stick or a whip or anything. Mules would work for him, people would work for him — and they would rise and achieve above their normal capacity.” His daddy was never truly happy in town, the little boy felt. Even as a small child he saw his father fueled by an agrarian vision — though he certainly couldn’t have named it at the time. There was an idealism, he believed, that fed his father beyond faith and hard work. His daddy would never have chosen to make a living off the land if he hadn’t had to. “There was something clean about the soil, there was something clean about plowing a mule — he could just take the soil in his hands and watch it produce for him.” It was the purity of a dream.
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Sam and Aunt Emma, late 1955 or early 1956. Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family





He was a frail but determined child. Even though his brother was twice his size, and much more physically commanding, he and J.W. fought like cats and dogs — but they always got together again afterward. You just couldn’t help but love J.W., but it was his aunt Emma who truly fascinated him for her refusal to be intellectually inhibited by her inability to hear or speak. He was well aware of the example of Helen Keller, across the river in Tuscumbia, and he had long, animated signing discussions with his aunt, who read the newspaper cover to cover every day and irritated some members of the family with her strong opinions and behavior that could just as easily be described as willful as strong-willed. Only Sam and his mother were able to calm Aunt Emma down, and of all the nephews and nieces he was clearly her favorite.


When he was in the sixth grade, the family moved to Royal Avenue in North Florence, directly behind the cotton gin where they had once brought their cotton. When the circus came to town, it passed right by their house, with the elephants at the head of the parade, before pitching tent by the railroad track in East Florence, a mile and a half away. The carnival set up in back of the store right across the alley from them. And any children in the neighborhood could ride for free.


It was in the sixth grade, too, that he had his first drum lesson, on the kind of “field” drum that you wore around your neck, from the city music director, Mr. D. F. Stuber. Sam had been begging his mama and daddy for music lessons, beating on pots and pans till he like to drove his mama crazy, and he had to rake leaves and mow Mr. Stuber’s yard while his daddy grew a garden for Mr. Stuber to help pay for the lessons. He wasn’t the best drummer in the world, he knew, but he was diligent in his application, and with sufficient practice, Mr. Stuber assured him, he could join the marching band the following year when he entered junior high school.


It was during this time that Uncle Silas joined the Phillips household. According to the official Phillips Family Reunion book, Charlie and Madgie Phillips “never turned anyone away who needed food, clothing, shelter, comfort, love, and affection.” They raised three children in addition to their own, and many others, including Aunt Emma, lived with them, so that there were frequently as many as “nineteen or twenty . . . around the Phillips supper table.” In this case it was Silas Payne, a poor black sharecropper, originally from Louisiana, who had worked on the old Pickens place and was, said Sam, a “genius with chickens” even after he went blind from syphilis. Another family had taken him in after the Phillipses moved to town, but when the Miles family could no longer afford to care for him, Charlie Phillips borrowed the cotton gin manager Mr. Wiggins’ 1929 Chevrolet and moved Uncle Silas in with them.


The story of Uncle Silas is at the epicenter of everything that Sam Phillips ever believed both about himself and the “common man,” in that most uncommon narrative that became the lodestar for his life. It was not sympathy for this old black man’s plight that drew him to Silas Payne — far from it, Sam Phillips always insisted. Rather, it was admiration for those same qualities of imagination, creativity, and invincible determination that he had first noted in the black fieldworkers on his father’s farm — that and the kind of emotional freedom, the unqualified generosity and kindness that he himself would have most liked to be able to achieve.


He recognized that even for his father, just like for nearly everyone else who lived nearby, while there may have been no overt prejudice, whites were still whites, niggers niggers — for all of his daddy’s fair-mindedness (who else took a colored man into his house?), that was simply the way he had been taught and raised. For the young boy, though, there was something almost magical about Uncle Silas, with the hundreds of chickens he kept out back, every one of whom he could distinguish by name, and the Bible stories he rhymed up, the songs he sang, the stories he told of an Africa he had never known, with batter-cake trees and a Molasses River that took a twelve-year-old boy away to a world in which he was freed from all the emotional and physical bonds by which he felt so constricted in his day-to-day existence.


Not long after Uncle Silas came to live with them — right after graduating sixth grade in June of 1936 — Sam became ill, so ill, in fact, that old Dr. Duckett was just about ready to give up on him. He had two bouts of double pneumonia, and his lungs were weakened by pleurisy to the point where it almost hurt too much to breathe. The doctor, a gruff old-timer with flowing hair and a long white beard, knew the family’s limited resources and brought his patient oranges to build up his strength, but one day after the doctor’s visit, Sam heard his mother and Mrs. Reynolds, the lady who lived right behind them on North Royal, talking about him, and he suddenly sensed that he might be about to die. He didn’t tell his mother that he had overheard their conversation, but he experienced a sudden and almost overwhelming sense of panic at the thought of the world going on without him, at the thought of all the things he would not get to do, all the ongoing narratives, his own and everyone else’s, whose outcome he would never learn. That panic returned from time to time, but it was soothed as much as anything not just by his mother’s reassurances and ministrations as by Uncle Silas’ constant reiterations that not only was he going to get better, he was going to be able to achieve the kind of things he could scarcely formulate in words or even dream of now.


“He liked to sit in the kitchen and put me on his knee, grab me by my bony shoulder and say, ‘Samuel, you’re going to grow up and be a great man someday.’ I mean, I was just a sickly kid — physically, I don’t know, maybe mentally, too — but somehow, as much as I didn’t believe him, I did believe him. Because he sounded so confident. And he was a great storyteller — but [what I got from his stories] is that, number one, you must have a belief in things that are unknown to you, that what you see and hear is really not all that important, except for the moment. I mean, Africa was just another way of him pointing to the things that were all over and available to us one way or another. Africa was a state of mind that he hoped everybody could see and be a part of or participate in.” Most of all, rather than moralize, he just tried to teach the sickly little boy, as much by example as anything else, “how to live and be happy, no matter what came along, [that] even when you’re feeling bad, you’re feeling good.”


This enforced isolation only served to underscore the privations that Silas and Sam’s aunt Emma had had to learn to put up with and endure and further sharpened his own powers of observation. He sat out on the porch swing watching the world go by, he listened for different cadences of speech without even heeding the words, he studied movement and demeanor, and he grew to believe, for all of his fears and insecurities, that he had been granted a God-given gift, the ability to read people in the same way that other people read books.


When he was finally able to return to school, the insight that he had gained was mixed somehow with a resentment of the experience that he had missed — it was almost as if he saw things in too sharp a focus and didn’t know what to do with his new clairvoyance. He was a “mean little bastard” in the seventh and eighth grades by his own unapologetic description (“I was just very, very convinced of things”), until his favorite homeroom teacher, Mrs. Mary Alice Lanier, spanked the hell out his hand with a ruler. It was the first and last time he was ever physically reprimanded in school, but it evidently shocked him back to his senses. He was no more “likable” after that, according to his own lights — that was for J.W. — but he was finally starting to put things in the proper perspective, and as he finished the eighth grade at sixteen, working five afternoons a week plus Saturdays at J. Will Young’s grocery store to help out the family, he made up his mind to seek the mantle of leadership that he believed to be both his gift and his destiny.
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Beale Street. Courtesy of Preservation and Special Collections, University Libraries, University of Memphis





I first came through Memphis in 1939 on the way to Dallas to hear Dr. George W. Truett, the famous pastor of the First Baptist Church, preach. It was five of us boys, including my brother J.W. and myself, all of us members of Highland Baptist Church, and we left Florence between midnight and one o’clock, drove to Memphis on a gravel road by way of Savannah, Tennessee. Well, I’d heard about Beale Street all my life, pictured it in my mind what it was — I could not wait! We arrived at four or five o’clock in the morning in pouring-down rain, but I’m telling you, Broadway never looked that busy. It was like a beehive, a microcosm of humanity — you had a lot of sober people there, you had a lot of people having a good time. You had old black men from the Delta and young cats dressed fit to kill. But the most impressive thing to me about Beale Street was that nobody got in anybody’s way — because every damn one of them wanted to be right there. Beale Street represented for me, even at that age, something that I hoped to see for all people. That sense of absolute freedom, that sense of no direction but the greatest direction in the world, of being able to feel, I’m a part of this somehow. I may only be here a day or two, but I can tell everybody when I get back home what a wonderful time I had.


The trip to Memphis was probably the most significant event not just of Sam’s life to date, but very likely of his entire life. It fused all of the elements that he had come to believe represented his unique makeup as a human being and set his future course as well. But it came about not entirely coincidentally as the result of another kind of quest that J.W., by now a full-grown man of eighteen, had set out upon with increasing determination over the past couple of years.


While Sam was being a bad boy (“I do think by having a little devil in you, you define the devil — and, you know, he can be a great teacher!”), J.W. had discovered religion. Religion had occupied only a small role for the Phillips family, traditional Methodists who dutifully attended North Wood Avenue Methodist church just two blocks from the house. They were God-fearing people who lived their faith, though for J.W. and Sam, now the only children left at home, it was not a particularly uplifting form of worship. But when the Highland Baptist Church dedicated its sprawling new edifice in 1936 and subsequently committed itself to a dynamic youth program under the leadership of Pastor F. L. Hacker, J.W. jumped right in, declaring that he had found his calling, he was going to be a preacher, and persuading his scrawny younger brother that here was an opportunity for the Phillips brothers to make their mark.


With his motivating, infectiously upbeat personality, his charismatic presence, and the seeming effortlessness of his soaring oratorical skills, J.W., everyone agreed, was born to preach, and soon he and Sam were holding services in the garage out behind the house on North Royal, packing the modest structure with young people brought together under the banner of their own DeMolay Council, an interfaith Christian youth group founded in Kansas City in 1919 that by now had hundreds of chapters across the country. J.W. held the little congregation spellbound, while Sam enrolled in the church’s BYPU (Baptist Young People’s Union) study course and formed a gospel quartet, in which he sang bass, to back up J.W.’s preaching.


Nobody could outdo his brother, Sam felt proudly, he could deliver a fire-and-brimstone message if the occasion demanded it, even if he didn’t particularly lean in that direction, and he was a devoted student of the Bible. But Sam had his own ideas about the Bible, his version was always a little different, and they had a great time debating abstruse biblical points on which each was equally well-informed and equally convinced that he was right. Sam taught Sunday school at Highland Baptist — a year or two later he would become the youngest Sunday school superintendent ever elected in Lauderdale and Colbert Counties — and J.W. tried to persuade him that maybe he, too, should become a preacher. But Sam recognized that he was as much drawn to the drama as the ritual, that he could never be constrained to espouse what he didn’t truly believe by the requirements of a particular denomination — and besides, he was absolutely convinced that life had something more to offer.


Sometimes it called out to him in ways he was not fully prepared to evaluate. For example, when church let out punctually at noon at Highland Baptist and everyone hurried home for their big Sunday meal, Sam was drawn inextricably by the sounds of the black church just half a block away. Armstead Methodist Chapel sat in proud and incongruous isolation in the midst of a white neighborhood to which most of its parishioners had to walk from all over the city. For sixteen-year-old Sam Phillips, fresh from his brother’s impassioned preaching and his own enthusiastic participation as a 110-pound bass singer in the Highland Baptist choir, not to mention the spirited renderings from the Stamps-Baxter hymn book offered up by his little quartet, Armstead Methodist was simply something he could not pass by. More often than not alone, occasionally with a girl if he could persuade her to lag behind with him after the Highland service, he stood on the sidewalk soaking up the sounds of joyous affirmation so similar in language but so different in effect from his own church ceremony. Particularly in summer, with the windows folded out and the heat only inspiring ever-greater fervor from both pastor and congregation, it seemed almost as if the life force had entered his soul. It was the purity of human endeavor, the raw beauty of the human voice, that the preacher’s words proclaimed, the congregation’s testimony echoed, the music celebrated — it was the individuated nature of spiritual and musical and creative expression, as he had first glimpsed it as an eight-year-old on the farm in Oakland at the Bend of the River.


IT WAS J.W. who first conceived of the idea of driving to Dallas to hear Dr. Truett preach. They had all heard of George W. Truett, he was one of the most celebrated orators of the day, past president of the Southern Baptist Convention, present head of the Baptist World Alliance, at one time an ambassador for President Wilson for world peace, and for the past forty-two years pastor of the First Baptist Church in Dallas, which under his guidance had become the largest church in the world. Through his work with the Southern Baptist Convention, Dr. Truett had helped foster the growth of the Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary in Fort Worth, and it was Southwestern Baptist on which J.W., after speaking with his hometown minister, Pastor Hacker, about his desire to be ordained, had set his heart, with the trip to Dallas to hear Dr. Truett preach intended as a first step toward that goal. For Sam, though, it was the route they took that was of at least equal importance.


They set out from Florence around midnight, the five of them, in Joe LaBaugh’s cramped 1937 Dodge coupe, with Sam, the youngest, sitting excitedly in the rumble seat. Joe was the old man of the group — he was close to twenty-five, while all the others, even J.W., were still in their teens — and with the help of their mothers they had loaded up the car with enough canned goods and Vienna sausage for a ten-or eleven-day adventure. All of the boys were faithful church members, all were, as Sam said, “of excellent moral character,” but at the same time they were all intrigued by the idea of seeing the storied sights of Beale.


And yet, as Sam quickly came to realize, “I think my conception was a little different than theirs.” Beale Street to them was “a place where all the niggers went on Saturday night to get drunk. In their minds there was absolutely no prejudice or bias [in this view], they were just looking at ‘the niggers’ in their place.”


To Sam on the other hand, drawn not just by the stories he had heard from Uncle Silas but by the true facts and life of fellow Florentine and “Father of the Blues” W. C. Handy, who had arrived in Memphis some twenty-five years earlier looking to make his way as a professional musician (“Look at the courage that man showed when he came to Memphis, a black man trying to make a name for himself in the white man’s world”), Beale Street represented the sum total of everything he had ever yearned for or imagined. For a boy who had never even been as far as Birmingham, Beale Street and the Mississippi River were nothing less than the spelling-out of his dreams and his destiny.


But, save for his brother J.W., who knew all about his views and shared them to a considerable degree, he was not about to reveal his feelings to anyone else in the packed little car, just as he was not about to challenge directly the assumptions of nearly everyone else he had ever known in the world in which he had grown up. As they drove up and down the rain-slicked street, the roughly five blocks that made up what was for Sam “the most famous street in America,” gawking and laughing like sin-seeking tourists, he took in the sights in silent wonderment. He saw one man strumming a guitar and another beating on a lard can with a broomstick, he saw falling-down drunks and men proceeding toward their goal with absolute sobriety. He saw so much pain and so much pleasure and so much life, and suddenly he had a vision, “almost diametrically opposed to everything I had been taught at Highland Baptist Church, of a world in which somehow sin did not exist,” in which sin could not exist, “because Beale Street was heaven, in so many ways. And I knew I was going to live in Memphis someday.”


THEY CROSSED THE RIVER, “that wonderful, untamable uncontrollable water — I mean, they can mess around with my beautiful Tennessee River, and that’s fine, but there are just some things that are not going to be tamed” — and camped out on the other side. The ground was soaked, but they found some rotten wood that would light and cooked their eggs and boiled some coffee, and nothing they had ever eaten in their lives had tasted any better. Then they grabbed a little sleep and set off for Dallas, a distance of some four hundred miles. They had to get in that night so they could find a hotel room, the only time they would sleep indoors the entire trip, and clean up.


They had hardly reached the outskirts of Dallas when a policeman stopped them for speeding. They were taken aback — Joe LaBaugh was the kind of driver who wouldn’t ordinarily have gone over the speed limit, if only out of concern for his tire wear — but when they explained to the policeman why they had come to Dallas, how far they had come, and how excited they were not only to hear the great Dr. George W. Truett preach but to see if this boy here, J.W., could find some way to work his way through Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, the policeman had them pull a little farther off the road and said, “Boys, let me pray with you.” Then they checked into a little ma-and-pa motel and cleaned up and got a good night’s sleep and showed up at First Baptist the next morning bright and early.


There to meet them at the door was a well-dressed man with a big smile on his face who greeted each and every one of the thousands who had come to attend service that day with an outstretched hand. That turned out to be the church’s world-famous music director Robert Coleman, the compiler, Sam knew, of the standard Baptist hymnal, the very one that they employed at Highland Baptist, and what struck Sam even more than the fact of his presence outside the church was his contagious enthusiasm for the job. He made every single soul who turned out that day feel comfortable, far from acting high and mighty, he made every one of them feel as if they belonged there just as much as he did himself. Then they heard Dr. Truett preach, and to Sam’s surprise he turned out to be an unprepossessing-looking little man in his seventies who you would never think to be capable of commanding multitudes. But when he opened his mouth to speak, he held his congregation of four thousand spellbound, and at the same time, he made every one of them feel as if he was speaking directly to them. Afterward they got a chance to speak for a few minutes with Dr. Truett, and he warmly encouraged J.W. to pursue his theological studies at Southwestern. It was, for Sam, an unforgettable experience. Dr. Truett possessed the kind of glowing personal magnetism that you could never summon up on a whim, and it was a breathtaking experience to hear him speak, almost as inspiring as some of the black preachers he had heard through the Armstead Methodist windows. But for all of his recognition that “Who wouldn’t want to sound like Dr. Truett from a stately pulpit,” he knew he was never going to be a preacher. For Sam the unquestionable highlight of the trip, its one true source of enchantment and allure, was Beale Street, with all of its irreducible radiance, its irresistibly beckoning glow.


SAM WAS ELECTED president of the ninth grade, the graduating class of the junior high school, that October, in the fall of 1939. He wasn’t able to be present for the election because he was working that afternoon. It seemed like he had been working constantly ever since his return to health some two years earlier, six days a week, first at the grocery store on North Seminary, then at the Corner Drug Store just down the street. He had even had his own seasonal business for a while, selling more than a dozen different types of drinks from a stand in front of the house. It was so successful that after a while he hired some help, whom he supervised from the swing on the front porch. His sister Mary’s son Phillip, not quite five years younger and more a brother than a nephew, teased him that he wouldn’t leave the porch, not even to go to the bathroom, for fear of missing a single transaction. “Uncle J.W. was the type, if he made a dollar, he’d spend two. If Uncle Sam made one, he’d save two. That was the difference in them!” He and J.W. worked at the post office, too, during the Christmas rush — he got permission to make special deliveries at night from the superintendent of schools, Mr. Powell. It seemed like everybody wanted to help them because they were so poor.


Mr. Powell was less happy to see him when Sam approached him in his capacity as a member of the combined junior and senior Coffee High School band. As one of its most junior members and by no means one of its more accomplished players, Sam was almost astonished at himself, but it was all part of his growing sense of civic responsibility, of responsibility to himself, really, and his own increasing belief that if he didn’t take the reins, who would? He made an appointment to see Mr. Powell, a dour, imposing figure whom few were inclined to address, to demand why it was that little Sheffield High School, across the river, had four sousaphones, braided uniforms, and gold belts, when Coffee High School, more than twice Sheffield’s size, had nothing but one beat-up old tuba and no uniforms whatsoever. Mr. Powell, six foot four and rail-thin, looked at Coffee’s second-string marching drummer as if he had been deliberately affronted. And who, he asked, was going to play that great big sousaphone — assuming the money was available and Mr. Stuber was willing to support this harebrained scheme. Not little Thomas Mitchell, certainly, the current tuba player (and a highly accomplished musician, who Mr. Powell noted was not making the request) — surely you couldn’t expect him to tote a thirty-nine-pound horn around on his back. No, Sam agreed calmly, once again surprising himself, he wouldn’t want to impose that on Thomas; he would give up drums and take on the sousaphone himself.


He still had to fight like the devil to make the case, but in the end he did, and before the sousaphone even arrived, he practiced assiduously on the tuba while contributing a new drum cadence for the band. He loved the marches of John Philip Sousa, every one subtly different in its own way, he loved being part of the band — with the sound swelling all around him it functioned as a kind of elixir, giving him that reassuring sense of being part of something bigger than himself whenever his mood was down. He never had any illusions about his musicianship — he never imagined that this was anything he might want to pursue in later life. He knew he wasn’t good enough, for one thing, but more than that, it didn’t satisfy his inchoate yearning for something more, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on but that took greater advantage of his innate gift for observation and decisive action, his sense of himself in a grander role that had yet to reveal itself to him.


At the end of that year, his leadership qualities were officially recognized for the first time when, just before graduation, he was presented with a copy of a little red leatherette book called I Dare You!, on behalf of the principal and the entire faculty. Written nearly ten years earlier and limited at first to a private edition for friends and family by its author, Ralston Purina founder William Danforth, it was a can-do (in fact, almost a must-do) collection of aphorisms, epigrams, and advice on the development of self, written in the heady, inspirational style of Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People. Perhaps as a result of the runaway success of Carnegie’s all-time best seller from the time of its first publication in 1936, Danforth gave the copyright of his little book to the American Youth Foundation, and the Foundation, which he had cofounded a decade earlier, published the book more widely to encapsulate its own stated aims — the physical, mental, moral, and social betterment of American youth. (Its motto was, “My own self, At my very best, All the time.”) I Dare You!, however, became a phenomenon in its own right as a result of both its giveaway in schools across the nation and its passionate adoption by businessmen, educators, church leaders, and impressionable youth alike.


It offered any number of different homiletic lessons — including the call to treat the body as a temple (“Good health makes happiness”), but its overall message could be boiled down to one central tenet: Dare to be different, dare to be great, dare to take on the challenges that life hands you without flinching. (“If you face problems aggressively, they are half solved already.”)


To live, in other words, was to dare. And Sam Phillips, who would cherish the book to the end of his life, as much for what it seemed by its presentation to recognize about him as for its articulated message, was fully determined to take that dare.


SAM ENTERED HIGH SCHOOL with a new self-assurance, and a new acceptance of both his strengths and his limitations. He was well aware that he was never going to enjoy the kind of popularity that J.W., or even the boy he’d beaten for class president in the ninth grade, Bobby Arello, possessed. If it were a popularity contest, they’d win hands down any day of the week — but that no longer mattered so much to him. It was his leadership skills, his self-certainty, his willingness to put his neck on the line for what he believed, without overly concerning himself with the possibility of rejection or defeat (“I Dare You, young man,” William Danforth wrote, “you who come from a home of poverty — I dare you to have the qualities of a Lincoln”) — that was all that really mattered. (“You can cure your weakness by vigorous action. Start something! Break a window, if necessary.”) At seventeen he had gone from a “bony,” nice-looking boy with an unusually penetrating gaze to a lean young man with the dashing good looks of a Hollywood matinee idol — not the dominating man’s-man Clark Gable appearance that his ruggedly handsome brother cultivated, more the sensitive, windswept appeal of a rising young star like Alan Ladd. He was voted “Best Looking Boy” in the sophomore class, and, Sam said with relish, his classmates often referred to his “lean and hungry look.”


He was no more conventional about his appearance, though — and no less meticulous — than he was about any other aspect of his self-presentation. He wore a coat and tie to school, the same belted corduroy sports coat every day, because he couldn’t afford a more extensive wardrobe, but he kept it scrupulously clean, and, with the open-toed sandals that he wore winter and summer (“I set myself out to be a little bit different”), he was confident that he made a sufficient impression. Sam was so particular about his appearance, according to J.W., that when their mother starched Sam’s pants in keeping with his specific instructions, he would stand on a chair and step into them to avoid wrinkling the crease. If Sam didn’t like the look of his eggs, Uncle J.W. told their nephew Phillip, their mother would give the eggs to J.W. and fry Sam some more.


Between band rehearsals and work six days a week, there wasn’t much time for play, but baseball was the one sport in which Sam maintained an abiding interest, not just listening to re-creations of the big league games on the radio but participating in the sandlot games that went on at Monumental Park down by the old Florence City Cemetery. He was drawn not so much by the heritage and history of the game, in which every other boy shared, as by the grace and elegance with which it was played, and, not surprisingly, he developed his own style of throwing, catching, and batting, some intricate little twist that he would build upon his study of the game’s finer points. He adopted much the same approach working for Dr. Babson at the Corner Drug Store, where he took particular pride in the flair with which he carried out not only his duties as a soda jerk but the free ice-cream-cone delivery that Dr. Babson promised his customers and for which Sam developed furious bicycle-pedaling skills.


At school he was introduced to the dapper new band director, twenty-six-year-old Floyd McClure, who wore spats and a homburg, drove a black 1937 Ford, had played tuba with the Tiny Hill dance band in Chicago, and possessed just as passionate a commitment to the band as Sam did. Perhaps even more so, because Mr. McClure was summarily fired for his fiery outbursts by the superintendent, Mr. Powell, several times in his first year — though each time he was rehired, and eventually the two men seemed to come to an uneasy accommodation.
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Coffee High School days. Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family





Although Sam was only a sophomore, his collaboration with the new band director was from the beginning a partnership of equals. “Sam was the backbone of the band,” said McClure. “Everybody looked up to him because he was a gentleman, because he was different, and because he did what he was supposed to do and didn’t make fun of people. I never will forget one time these two big boys fighting, and I was just standing there watching, and Sam looked perturbed at me, because I was the teacher, and [then] he got up and broke up the fight.”


With McClure’s seriousness of purpose and Sam’s growing confidence in his own abilities (“It’s tough for me to say I was somebody of real substance, but I demanded of myself a kind of orderly manner”), he was able to mobilize the by now seventy-two-piece band for rehearsals and special tasks alike, packing down the sod on the brand-new football stadium by marching back and forth for two days solid and, for the first time in their history, electing a band captain.


As captain, one of Sam’s first acts was to lobby Mr. Powell once again for new uniforms — they had their sousaphones, they had their full-size band, but they were still marching in what amounted to hand-me-downs, no match for Sheffield High’s pomp and glory. Times were tough, Mr. Powell said sensibly, just how did Sam propose to raise the money? Sam had been thinking about this for a good while, and he said he thought maybe they could get the John Daniel gospel quartet, who broadcast on WSM from Nashville every morning at daybreak and even performed on WSM’s Grand Ole Opry, to come in and do a show for a fifteen- or twenty-five-cents price of admission.


Mr. Powell was against it. On any number of grounds. To begin with, none of the churches would stand for it. Samuel knew very well that his own Highland Baptist Church was adamantly opposed to professional gospel singing, the Methodists felt the same way — it was simply too close to popular entertainment. Then there was the question of smoking. Mr. Powell was a ferocious foe of smoking in any and all of its forms, he would have nothing to do with an event that permitted smoking, or with a group that smoked themselves. Having no idea of the facts, but convinced that he could mediate any situation that might arise, Sam assured Mr. Powell that there was not a single smoker in the John Daniel Quartet, in fact they were adamantly opposed to it themselves. As for the churches, he was sure he could persuade them that these were good Christians, strong in the expression of their faith.


The day of the show he organized a parade. He got Mr. Goodman, who had a Model A Ford with a PA system and was hired to advertise every public event that came to town, to drive up and down Court Street, with the full marching band accompanying him. Mr. Goodman insisted that Sam sit beside him in the car and then surprised the boy by handing him the microphone. At first he was taken aback. He knew he couldn’t do as good a job as Mr. Goodman — this was what Mr. Goodman did for a living, and he was well aware that he didn’t have the voice or the diction of the older man — but he got the hang of it as they drove up and down the street, and the only thing Mr. Goodman told him was to hold the mike still and slow his tempo down, otherwise he was doing a wonderful job.


The concert itself was a great triumph. The John Daniel Quartet drove up in their elegant 1939 gray Packard, the first aerodynamically contoured touring car, and the group’s performance could not have been better, with old John himself on first tenor, not a great voice but he could really sell a song, his brother Troy on second tenor, and Sam’s favorite, Clyde Roach, singing bass. With the proceeds, the band was finally able to get its uniforms, nothing fancy, just cape uniforms that showed off their black-and-gold colors when you turned them out, kind of like that new comic-book hero, Batman, and they proudly marched up and down Court Street every three or four weeks for several months thereafter.


J.W. WAS PREACHING in earnest by now. He would substitute sometimes for Pastor Hacker, when Pastor Hacker was called out of town, and he would preach on occasion at the Pleasant Hill Methodist Church in Lovelace Community, too. If you walked past the house, you could catch him almost every afternoon sitting out on the porch in an old rocking chair, his feet propped up, studying his Bible. He continued his efforts to persuade his brother to give preaching a try, but Sam remained adamant that it didn’t suit him, and if J.W. got under his skin enough, he might accuse his brother of the one thing that concerned him about J.W.’s ministry, of not truly believing the words that he was preaching. But mostly the brothers got along. He and J.W. got up early on Sunday to stoke the coal-burning furnace at Highland Baptist in the wintertime. Both of them worked part-time at the Brown-Service Funeral Home, with J.W. for the most part serving as a highly effective “greeter” and Sam working the graveyard shift on weekends, occasionally sleeping at the funeral home and going out in the country with the regular driver to pick up a body.


One time they had to go all the way to Russellville, more than twenty miles away, to collect the body of a small child, and the mother simply wasn’t prepared to give her up. The driver, an older man who was good at his job but whose job was driving, deferred to Sam, and he never forgot the sense of obligation and accountability it taught him. It took him an hour and a half to reassure the mother; he told her he would sit in back with her baby, and if she wanted to come along she could, but he’d rather that she didn’t, and if for some reason he sensed that she needed to see her child again, they would just turn around and drive all the way back on that long dusty road. “I didn’t say everything’s going to be all right — I joined in [her] grief. Maybe I cried, maybe I didn’t, but I never rushed a person — because she would have picked up instantly if I was in a hurry [to] take her baby away from her.”


His other jobs were decidedly more prosaic. He went out on a bread truck at four in the morning and set bread out in front of all the little stores that took their delivery, then was home in time for Mama to fix him breakfast and to go to school. In the summer he made three runs a week for the G. S. Dowdy Candy Company — start out Monday mornings at 5 A.M. to load up the Mars bars, Baby Ruths, every type of candy you could think of, then roll across the countryside for two days to Iron City, Collinwood, Waynesboro, Linden, and Clifton, Tennessee, and get back Tuesday night to load up again Wednesday morning.


There was never any question in his mind that life was made up of hard work — but it needed to be work you cared about, something that was brought home to him when he would go to visit his father flagging the few cars still crossing the bridge to Colbert County in the early evening hours, at the start of his shift, after everyone had gone home to have their supper.


I couldn’t figure out how in the world my daddy could stay here and be so lonesome all night. I knew he didn’t want to be there. He wanted to be a part of nature. But he could not make a living on [the farm]. So he came there and worked twelve hours a day seven days a week, and the only consolation that he felt was this Tennessee River. It made him feel a little closer to what he loved, which was the soil, the water, trees, land. So I’d stay with him and wait until the last bus ran from Burns Transportation, which was the inner-city bus line then, and he had a pass because he was a flagman and I could ride to North Florence free. I did that many nights, then get up early, go to school the next morning.


As much as he felt for his daddy, as much as he recognized the role that external forces could play in anyone’s life, Samuel C. Phillips was not about to write off this earthly existence as nothing but drudgery and solitude. People were just too damn interesting — and there were just too many interesting avenues to pursue.


In the fall, when criminal court was in session, he would go down to the Lauderdale County Courthouse and plant himself on one of the hard oak benches just to listen to the defense oratory of George Barnett and George Jones every time he got a chance. They were the most eloquent speakers he had ever heard outside of the kind of preacher who could convince you against all the evidence that the world was about to come to an end so long as you didn’t happen to just look out the door — but, like Clarence Darrow, they were speaking up for the rights of the common man, for the weak and defenseless, for justice. It was the drama that captured him at first, but then he thought, What had led these people to become criminals? Was it the Depression? And it came to him in that moment that this could be his calling: not just the righting of wrongs but the study of humanity, in all of its diversity, in all of the multitude of its manifestations.


He felt much the same way when he visited Kate Nelson’s whorehouse on South Seminary on a Saturday afternoon. It was located right behind the big mule barn where they had the farmers’ auctions, and he observed every detail of its operation with delight, from the satisfaction of his own needs to how much the farmers “absolutely loved the idea of being down in the red-light district but not getting caught. I mean, nobody could deny a farmer the right to go to an auction!” And he watched with admiration the way Kate Nelson ran her business, not just the way she handled the men (“She was a master handler of men”) but the way she treated her girls.


“You have to keep in mind that this was during the Depression, when a lot of girls had to leave home because there wasn’t enough to eat. Now Kate Nelson could have made a living doing anything she wanted to — she was the best businessperson that I ever met in my life — but she chose to do that, and she took those girls in and nobody abused them and lot of them got married [out of] there, and I know that in her heart she was in that profession to help them as well as, of course, to help herself.” She didn’t go out of her way to encourage young men like Sam, but, recognizing the realistic nature of human need, Sam felt, neither did she turn them away. In fact, “she felt so sorry for some young people that didn’t have two dollars, that most of them — I know I speak for myself — got a discount.”


What probably tickled him most was the broad perspective the experience afforded him on the human comedy. Hanging around the adjacent pool hall afterward, he concluded that the men probably got more pleasure out of talking about the experience than they did from the experience itself. He felt no sense of guilt or hypocrisy. It was all grist for the exploration of human nature to which, in one way or another, he was determined to dedicate his life. From his point of view, “Kate Nelson was an exceptional person, an extremely decent person,” and a genuine asset to the community in any number of ways. “I mean, I was going to church, I was deeply dedicated, but the Bible says, Better to spill your seed in the belly of a whore than it is on the ground — and I took that to heart!” If others chose to interpret the Scriptures differently, well, let him who was without sin cast the first stone.


HE FORMED a kind of dance band the summer after sophomore year, the summer of 1941. There were so many great musicians in the marching band, it would have been a crime just to let all that spirit and enthusiasm go to waste, so he put out a call for volunteers — not for anyone who was just idly curious but for band members who were genuinely committed (the criterion was “not [so much] your great prowess as a musician but your dedication to it”) — and, lo and behold, he got solid interest from about fifteen band members who promised to attend at least two rehearsals a week, no matter what demand their other work put on them. They quickly developed a repertoire that included swing standards, a crude attempt at Tommy Dorsey’s “Boogie Woogie,” the very first record that came close to capturing some of the excitement he took from the music he had heard in the cotton fields, the Sammy Kaye novelty number “The Hut Sut Ralston,” and pop treatments of familiar compositions by Bach, Beethoven, and Tchaikovsky. They had scarcely played in public, though they were gaining a little bit of a reputation from the reaction of some of the parents who attended their rehearsals, when he got a call from the commander of the American Legion Post, Harold May: would they be willing to play the Post awards ceremony at the Teachers College outdoor amphitheater? Sam may have felt a certain amount of trepidation, but he wasn’t going to let it show. Instead, he accepted with the same alacrity that he encouraged in the band, acknowledging that while they might have no business playing the ambitious repertoire they were attempting, that was no excuse for holding back. “If you’re going to hit a wrong note,” he said, “hit it like you mean it!”


When they showed up at the amphitheater that his daddy had helped to build, though, he was surprised to discover that the show was going to be broadcast on the radio. Mr. Connolly, the general manager of local station WMSD, across the river in Sheffield, asked if he would be willing to announce the program, give the titles and composer of each number that they played, and he responded with a mix of confidence and not altogether disguised unease that he would certainly like to try. At the conclusion of the program, Mr. Connolly asked if he might like to do a regular program on the air — it wouldn’t pay anything, not even bus fare — and without hesitation he accepted. “I don’t know why. I had never thought about being in radio until that night. I said, ‘I could do it maybe two days a week.’ He said, ‘No I would have to have you five days a week if I put you on a program,’ and, God, it went through my mind, I have got to do this. I might even get our band on this radio station. Hey, I ain’t turning it down, no matter what. So I worked it out, and I did ‘Hymn Time’ on a part-time basis five days a week from five to five-thirty in the afternoon, for the Corner Drug Store, [where] I had worked when I was younger.”
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Jimmy Connolly on WMSD in Sheffield (soon to become WLAY), mid-to late 1930s. Courtesy of Dot Connolly West and the Sam Phillips Family





He loved the music of the old quartets, Stamps-Baxter, the Speer Family, the Chuck Wagon Gang, the Rangers, and, despite being scared to death at first, he knew he could put it across, even with — perhaps because of — all that “South in my mouth.” In any case his old boss, Dr. Babson, was more than satisfied with his new announcer: he told Jimmy Connolly this boy put it across much better than the regular announcer, with his highfalutin “radio” voice suggesting that he obviously didn’t give a damn. Dr. Babson liked the records he played and the conviction with which he introduced them. So after a brief trial period, his position was secure, and once school started up again, he would get out of band practice, catch the bus, wait forty-five minutes at the transfer point, and arrive just in time to go on the air at five.
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WLAY. Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family





In October he was elected president of the junior class, once again beating out Bobby Arello, the boy he had defeated two years earlier, who was recognized in the yearbook as the “Most Popular Boy” in the class. Probably the single most significant achievement of his term in office was gaining recognition for the students of East Florence, poorer even than the North Florence neighborhood in which he lived, which was in turn substantially below the standard of North Court Street or North Wood Avenue, where all the big homes were. Whether by intention or design, the East Florence students had always been left out of official functions like Junior Night, and Sam argued vociferously with the faculty adviser Miss Rogers that it simply wasn’t right and, when every practical objection to their inclusion, at least for this year, had been raised, managed to overcome them all one by one.


HE AND UNCLE SILAS listened to the war news from Europe with mounting concern. Uncle Silas’ favorite was Bob Burlingame, who broadcast every night on WHO, a 50,000-watt clear channel out of Des Moines. Uncle Silas, an inveterate news devotee, would sit in the kitchen, paying close attention to the detailed reporting, then give a word-by-word summary, if called upon by any member of the Phillips family who might have missed something. “You listen, Samuel,” he would say, “this guy will tell you more about what’s going on in fifteen minutes than you will hear a lot of times in a whole day.” Now, with U.S. involvement clearly on the horizon, they listened every night to Gabriel Heatter’s commentary on the Mutual network, too. It seemed to Sam that in his blindness the old black man could picture the world better than any of them, but in a way, he had come to believe, this could be attributed to radio’s special properties as well. Just as Uncle Silas’ stories had carried him away when he was a young boy, the capacity of a broadcaster’s voice to paint a picture, the way in which music — not just in the fields but across the airwaves — was able to set the soul free, was something he would never have thought to articulate before. He found his own radio work more and more gratifying — it wasn’t just a matter of playing the records, it was the way in which you presented them, in a certain rhythm, in a certain order, with a certain sound, that opened up new possibilities in both the material world and the imagination. And it only added to all the ideas he was turning over in his mind about communication — about the way he hoped to utilize all these lessons in defense of the common man once he was able to enter his chosen profession of the law.


One thing he had learned: there was no room for self-doubt if you wanted to convey to others the essence of what was important to you. The previous year a girl named Mary Lois Crisler had moved to town from Moulton, thirty-five miles away — her father repaired old woodstoves at the smallest hardware store in town, and the family was extremely poor. There were mock-trial cases every week in a course he took in commercial law, and every week, Sam beat everybody, whether for the prosecution or the defense — unless he happened to run up against Mary Lois Crisler. “Now, she didn’t have as many friends in the class as I did, but when she got through with her case, she whipped my ass every time — but that taught me something. Now, here was the woman that I just absolutely wanted to whip more than the rest of the class put together, but probably I got afraid. And didn’t know it. I got frightened to death that this woman was going to win and couldn’t admit it [to myself].” The lesson was clear: “You can’t let anybody get a hold of you and make something out of you that is not instinctively yours.” The result was “Mary Lois Crisler was about the only girl at that time that I reckon I ever thought I was in love with.”


One time he took her to a John Daniel Quartet show that J.W. was promoting for the DeMolay society, going out to Lovelace Community to borrow his brother Horace’s 1937 Dodge for their date and impressing Mary Lois with his knowledge not just of the music but his personal acquaintance with some of the members of the quartet. The highlight of the concert was Troy Daniel reciting an old poem called “Would Anybody Care?”


“If I had heavy burdens,” Troy recited with feeling, “That I must bear alone


If I had grief and troubles


That others had not known


If I in my heart’s deep sorrow


And nothing to compare


Would anybody comfort me,


Would anybody care?


If my life had been a failure


And I tried but could not win


If I became discouraged


And said, I’ll never try again


If my heart is sad and lonely


Filled with sorrow and despair


Would anybody cheer me,


Would anybody care?


It was a rich, full, and constantly engaging life, which he was confident would soon expand to an even greater engagement with the world, with his graduation from high school in another year and his subsequent apprenticeship to the law. His father had fallen seriously ill, and he and J.W. spent a good deal of time shuttling him back and forth to the doctor and making sure that their mother knew things were going to be all right, but he could see no serious impediment to his future so long as he kept his nose to the grindstone. Then on December 7 Pearl Harbor was bombed, and one week later, in the early-morning hours, after he and J.W. had stoked the furnace and gone home to change into their church clothes, Highland Baptist Church burned down. Everything was lost in the fire, but they had church that afternoon at Gilbert Elementary School, from which Sam had graduated five years earlier, and they started raising funds on the spot for the rebuilding.


Not three weeks later his father died, just days before Sam’s nineteenth birthday, and in rapid succession J.W., twenty-one now and no doubt eager to be out on his own, married a local nurse, an older woman he had recently met, and then, not long after, in the summer, inexplicably joined the Marines. He and his new wife were living in the Phillips family home, and after his enlistment his wife continued to live there, where she got her husband’s monthly check, leaving Sam the sole support of his widowed mother, his deaf-mute aunt, and Uncle Silas.


Sam was furious at his brother — and for a brief time despondent, too, at the way his own world had shrunk in a moment. He had never told his mother how much he wanted to be a criminal defense lawyer, and he didn’t tell her now, with no chance of even being able to complete high school, let alone go on to college. Instead, he went in and had a talk with Mr. H. A. Bradshaw, the head of the draft board and an old friend of the family as well as attorney for the Florence City Schools, explaining that he was going to have to quit school and in the end getting a hardship deferment that he didn’t feel quite right about. He turned J.W.’s actions over and over in his mind and felt nothing but bafflement at what he considered to be the irresponsibility of his choices. It was, quite simply, a betrayal, not just of Sam, but of everything they had ever worked for together. But J.W. was still his brother, and he recognized that if life had given him some hard knocks, there were others who had it much harder. He was not going to let himself be ruled by anger or disappointment. He was not going to let adversity defeat him. Somehow, he was determined, he would take up life’s dare and forge a destiny of his own.
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Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family





 


TWO | Radio Romance


He had just come in out of the rain the day we first met. His hair was windblown and full of raindrops. He wore sandals and a smile unlike any I had ever seen before. He walked into the small radio station studio where I worked, sat down on the piano bench, and began to talk to me. He was so young, so handsome with a gentle compelling [demeanor] that was so overpowering. I told my family that night I had met the man I wanted to marry.


— Becky Burns Phillips


SAM MET BECKY BURNS in September of 1942. He was still working only part-time at the radio station, still doing his gospel records show every day, along with all his other jobs, and he and the demure but outgoing seventeen-year-old, a Sheffield High School senior, barely five feet tall, fell into conversation immediately. Mostly they talked about radio, the one thing they clearly had in common, but before long the ideas, the plans, the dreams, and ambitions that Sam had harbored for so long seemed to come pouring out of him. For Becky, attractive, engaging, with a quick wit and a ready smile, it was as if her whole life changed in an instant. She had wanted to be an entertainer for as long as she could remember, but now her focus shifted to what life could offer her as a helpmeet, as a person dedicated to bringing other people’s dreams — her husband’s, her family’ s — to fruition.


Becky Burns had been performing with her older sister Earline on WMSD (the “Muscle Shoals District” station, which had only recently changed its call letters to WLAY) from the age of nine. They had started out on a children’s talent show. Earline, who was ten years older, played the piano, and Becky sang and played the ukulele while standing on a box so she could reach the microphone. Then their older sister, Erin, married Jimmy Connolly, the dapper Birmingham native who had originally hired Sam, shortly after his arrival at the station in 1935. Jimmy was a big fan of his wife’s kid sisters, and he gave them their own program, Dear Diary, which evolved into a scripted show, with an intro written by Earline and read by Becky leading into their performance of each song. The songs were love songs mostly, like Bob Crosby and Kay Kyser’s 1940 hit, “With the Wind and the Rain in Your Hair,” which, once she had met Sam, for obvious reasons she claimed as their own. She and Earline were paid in movie tickets at first, and the girls and their mother went all the time — they especially loved the Busby Berkeley musicals — and sometimes they would take Becky’s father after he got off work if they thought it was the kind of movie he might like.


Mr. Burns worked for the railroad, in the roundhouse, where they repaired the engines and freight and passenger cars, and with his brother he owned the intercity bus company, Burns Transportation, for which Sam’s brother Tom, who was married to Becky’s cousin Lucille, worked. It was a somewhat sheltered world, in which, as Becky herself realized, they were barely touched by the Depression. They had a player piano, a Victrola, and a Silvertone cabinet radio, and both parents played the piano themselves while encouraging their daughters’ ambitions. Erin and Jimmy Connolly had a little girl of five, but Erin took on a job at the station anyway and proved herself to be a whiz-bang salesperson. In addition to her radio work, Earline gave piano lessons, and because of the manpower shortage due to the war, Becky started announcing various nonmusical programs, even though she was still in high school.


For Sam it was a glimpse into a whole other world, a world that was by and large free from want — and free perhaps from the kind of burning ambition that came with it. It was Becky Burns’ voice, actually, that first drew him to her. His brother’s wife, the nurse, who was living with them by herself now that J.W. was off in the Marines, heard her on the radio and thought she was adorable, and Sam practically fell out of his seat when he heard the natural graciousness and confidence of her delivery. “She could pick up and sight-read anything and make you think she wrote it, she never did anything that sounded like it was being read, ever.” He envied the ease with which she was able to communicate, and when he met her not long afterward, he found that she was able to put him at ease in much the same way.


He and Becky started going out right away in the black 1937 Dodge coupe he had recently purchased. He was so proud of that car, he kept it like new, spit shining it out beside the house every time he got the chance. It seemed like he and Becky would never run out of things to talk about — they had such a common bond of radio, of music, of communication, but most of all they talked about the future. For Becky it was, for the most part, their future together, Sam’s and her future, but for Sam it was something larger. Sometimes they talked about Memphis. She knew how much that city meant to Sam, and she talked about its wide, clean streets, the civility with which people went about their business to the point where an anti-noise ordinance prevented them from even blowing their horns. Because of his job, her father got free railroad passes, and the whole family had been to Memphis many times — they had even stayed at the elegant Hotel Peabody, where Becky’s sister, Earline, asked, and was granted, permission to play the piano in the hotel lobby for all the cotton planters and people of quality. For Sam, “All the things she said about that beautiful city, how clean it was, no horns and — you know, I thought, that’s wonderful, but I believe Becky’s missed the whole point. I didn’t dare tell her that. But I [knew] the gravitational pull that I felt for Memphis.” And he knew that his Memphis was not confined to the lobby of the Hotel Peabody.


Becky had never met anyone like Sam before. She had never met anyone so sensitive but with so much belief in himself, too. “Well, you never knew exactly what Sam was thinking. He was a spiritual person, but his thoughts about God were so personal that he just didn’t talk about that at all, and you never really knew exactly what he believed, but he did think about it, I knew that he did.” She also knew how insecure he could be. On one of their early dates, he had to stop the car and pull over, because, he said, he was having a nervous attack. “He became ill, he thought he was dying — and he lay his head in my lap, and I tried to comfort him.” Dr. Duckett had reassured him that it was nothing serious, he told her afterward, but it only endeared him to her all the more — that he might actually need someone to take care of him. Because in every other way he was the most self-confident person she had ever met. “I don’t believe he ever questioned himself. I was always amazed at how Sam knew how to do everything, from the simplest to the most complicated — and I wondered where all that knowledge came from. It seemed he had an inner sense of being led.” On the other hand, if he didn’t know something, he’d go to whatever source he needed to find out. And, of course, he invariably had his own way of doing things —“he had his own way of putting a screw into the wall. He thought he was right about everything — and maybe he was. He was about a lot of things!”


Becky herself was an intensely religious person who had been brought up Lutheran but was leaning toward her brother-in-law’s Catholic Church — and it bothered her sometimes that Sam didn’t choose to share more of his own beliefs. He could have made a great minister, she felt, and part of her may have regretted that this was not the path he had chosen, but she never doubted his deep spirituality. She met his mother, his deaf-mute aunt, and Uncle Silas, and thought she could see where Sam got not just his sense of confidence but his sense of mission. “His mother nursed him through a lot of hard times when he was young, but she always made him believe that he was going to be all right and that his life was going to be good — he always needed someone to encourage him that way.” As for his aunt Emma, “they could just joust back and forth [in] sign language, and laugh . . . Sam was her favorite, and he could do no wrong, but she had a temper, and if anybody was giving Sam a hard time, they had to deal with Emma!” She might have been even more surprised by Uncle Silas, the blind Negro sharecropper who had lived with the Phillipses all these years, if Sam hadn’t told her so much about him — and if she weren’t as aware as she was of Sam’s determinedly democratic principles, his ability to “communicate with everyone, no matter if they were rich or poor, no matter what race.” There was no question of his closeness to Uncle Silas, or of the pride the talkative old man took in Sam, and she could see how Sam could very well have taken the lesson that he always said he had learned from Uncle Silas when he was young: “Whatever he believed, he could do.”


Becky began to use her program to send love messages to Sam. She made it hard on her sister Earline, because now “everything she wrote had to be about my love for Sam. We didn’t call any names, but each [song introduction had] to say the things that I felt in my heart for him. She worked so hard trying to get it like I wanted it, but it was difficult.” Soon she and Sam had another song of their own, Woody Herman’s “There Will Never Be Another You,” whose title Becky immediately embraced, even as she chose to ignore its bittersweet tone of nostalgic regret.
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Sam and Becky. Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family





Sam went to work full-time for the station when he got the SSL Hillbilly Jamboree, one of the station’s most popular programs, from 11:15 to noon every day. Jimmy Connolly asked if he thought he could handle it, and while he knew he didn’t have the smooth delivery or practiced diction of someone like Becky, he never hesitated for a minute. He was confident at this point that he was believable, that he could put the music across in a way that he knew people would respond to it, and he flung himself into it, the sequencing, the pacing, and making those worn-out old records — pressed with war-issue “shellac and mud” — sound as good as they possibly could. “Man, I made those records come alive! And when I got through doing that show, the cards and letters they would send in — then I knew I was on my way, I knew I wouldn’t be in the courtroom, but I could be talking to my courtroom out there. And getting people to forget maybe about some of the things that were difficult for them for a while.” He was reminded, too, of what radio had meant to him as a kid, hearing the Grand Ole Opry and the Stamps-Baxter program coming in on 50,000-watt KRLC out of Dallas, clear as a bell, or even listening to the gathering storms of war with Uncle Silas. “Radio took me away, not necessarily the location, it took my mind, and it traveled for me — let me tell you something, music will take you anywhere you want to go.”


With an eye to furthering his career, he took an Alabama Polytechnic Institute (later to be known as Auburn University) extension course offered at Florence State. It was given five nights a week, three hours a night, for six weeks, and was aimed primarily at certifying electrical engineers for the war effort, but it would permit him to get his Class C permit, something he needed in order to be able to engineer as well as announce his own programs. He knew he was in a little over his head, with all these highly qualified students, but he peppered the instructor, John Smith, the chief engineer at WLAY, with questions until he just about wore him out. Then when he got enough money for a bus ticket, he rode a Dixie Liner to Atlanta, where he took the third-class “phone ticket” exam that qualified him as a Class C engineer at the beginning of May.
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Decatur, Alabama, 1944. Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family





At the same time, he secured a variety of personal references from some of his old employers and longtime family friends. (“I have known Sammie Phillips for the past fifteen years,” wrote Charles Edgar Young, circuit court clerk of Lauderdale County. “He comes from one of the best families of Lauderdale County.”) Jimmy and Erin Connolly had left for Nashville some six months earlier when Jimmy got a job at WLAC, a 50,000-watt “clear-channel” station and a big step up in his career. Sam plainly thought that he could do better, too. In November he moved to radio station WMSL in Decatur, like Florence a town of fifteen to sixteen thousand, some forty miles upriver and situated on a high plateau. The station was another 250-watter, but it offered a five-dollars-a-week raise with the opportunity for advancement, and indeed Sam was soon promoted to production manager. In the staff picture taken around this time, Sam stands out from the others (four dark-suited older men, an apprentice engineer, and a businesslike-looking woman, also in a dark suit) with his upswept hair, his two-tone jacket, and his Ronald Colman mustache and jaunty smile.


Becky was still on the air in Sheffield, and with a little ingenuity on Sam’s part they set up a line between the two stations so they could send messages and records back and forth over the air. Every weekend Becky would ride the bus to Decatur, and she would even do a little announcing on Sam’s station. She knew they were going to get married soon, but she didn’t know when (“Boy, do I need a wife?” Sam wrote to her on November 17. “The answer is YES.”), and almost right away Earline and her mother started making a pretty new dress for her every weekend just in case Sam made up his mind. He had already picked out the minister, he had bought the ring at a little jewelry store in town, but, despite the increasingly desperate tone of his letters, he didn’t seem able to decide on a date.


In the end they got married on December 13, 1943, a Monday, with only her daddy in attendance and none of Sam’s family. Sam’s best man was John Slatton, the chief announcer, musical director, and news editor at the station, and Becky’s matron of honor was John Slatton’s wife, whom she barely knew. They spent one night at the Cornelian Hotel in town and then moved in with an old lady and her daughter. They had a big open room with their own bath, plus kitchen privileges. Becky had never done much cooking at home, but she did her best to cook everything just the way Sam liked it, exactly the way his mother made it. He was very particular about his food, and he tried to instruct her about the value of things when they went shopping together, how much more economical it was to buy the larger Number Two can of corn, which you could get two meals out of, than the Number One — he understood she had never had to worry about things like that. They traded out a lot of their meals — Becky wrote the copy for the two-spot-a-day ads for the G&W Cafe, and in return they got “regular cafe meals” — and before long they were practically running the station by themselves. When Becky’s announcing shift was up, she almost invariably stayed around, because what better did she have to do than listen to her brilliant, handsome, gifted, ambitious young husband’s program?


Then in the late spring of 1944 disaster unexpectedly struck. Sam had been exhibiting more and more of his “nervous” symptoms, he just couldn’t seem to turn his mind off, he told her, he felt like he was going to either die or go crazy. But he knew he needed help, and somehow or another — she was never sure quite how — he became convinced that he needed to go to Hill Crest Sanitarium in Birmingham, run by a man named Dr. Becton. This was the one place, he insisted, that would be able to deal with his problem. Becky was frightened, but even in his diminished state Sam expressed himself with such firmness and such certainty that she, too, became convinced that Hill Crest was the answer to their prayers.


So they traveled to Birmingham, where Becky arranged to stay with Jimmy Connolly’s brother Paul and his family, who lived just on the other side of the woods that adjoined the sanitarium grounds, and Dr. Becton persuaded Sam that what he needed was a brand-new form of treatment known as electroshock. Sam had no reservations about the treatment — he had read a lot about it since its therapeutic introduction in the United States and Britain in 1940 — but, he told Becky, he just couldn’t stand to be by himself in the hospital. So when visiting hours were over, Becky rolled under the bed and pulled the bedspread down to hide herself, then, with the coast clear, stayed with Sam all night, climbing out the window and taking the path through the woods to Jimmy’s brother’s house in the early hours of the morning.


After eight shock treatments and several weeks of hospitalization, Sam was pronounced fit to go home and reported back to work by the end of the summer, only to be told by the station owner, after what appears to have been a trial period of which he was unaware, that as of the first of the year he would no longer have a job, because, as Sam put it, he was “supposed to be crazy.” It was an injustice that remained with him all his life. He was firmly convinced that mental illness was no different from any other kind of illness, but the man who owned the damned station wouldn’t give him a chance. He was utterly crushed and uncertain as to how to proceed — he’d be goddamned if he would go back to Florence with his tail between his legs — but then he spoke with Jimmy Connolly, who said there might be an opening at his station in Nashville, WLAC, if Sam wanted to come in for an audition. Sam told him that, as much as he appreciated the tip, he thought he would try WSM, the home of the Grand Ole Opry, first. He knew he wasn’t the world’s greatest announcer, but he was sure he could do a damn good job on the Opry if given the chance.


True to his belief that you could fail only if you failed to dare, he did get his audition at WSM — he met with Artist Service Bureau head Jim Bulleit, with whom he had corresponded to book the John Daniel Quartet in Decatur the previous year, and with acting program director Ott Devine, who politely reinforced what Sam already knew: they had a stack of acetates from some of the greatest announcers in the country (with its clear-channel signal, the station reached virtually all of the continental United States at night, while the Opry, known throughout the world as the shrine of country music, had been broadcasting for more than five years now over the NBC network), and there was no chance of anything opening up in the near future. It was only then that he went over to WLAC, where Jimmy Connolly introduced him to the program director, Paul Oliphant, and F. C. Sowell, the general manager — and got the job.


WLAC, a CBS affiliate with the same broad reach as WSM, turned out to be a dream come true. Set atop the Third National Bank Building downtown, it afforded a spectacular view of all of Nashville from its twelfth-floor offices. The lobby alone was bigger than any radio station Sam had ever seen, and the elevator ride turned out to be a thrill in itself, while the control rooms were better equipped than anything he could ever have hoped for. At first he was confined primarily to doing news and station IDs in between the half-hour network-affiliated shows that made up much of the programming, but soon his role expanded into the same kind of announcing, deejaying, and engineering duties he had had in both Florence and Decatur.


He and Becky moved in with Jimmy and Erin Connolly and their seven-year-old daughter, Dot, to start off with. Sam and Jimmy went fishing all the time and stayed up long after everyone else had gone to sleep, playing checkers and talking about the dream they had of one day starting their own radio station. One time they played poker with some of the guys from the station, and when they came back, Sam had money sticking out of all of his pockets and from under the band of his hat. It was all good fun — Sam didn’t drink, he had, in fact, never touched a drop of liquor, and Becky didn’t worry about him in any way, except for his nervous condition, which so far, pretty much as the doctor had predicted, had given no indication of coming back. She and Erin fixed Sam and Jimmy’s lunch every day, and one day the lunch boxes got mixed up, and Sam discovered that he preferred Jimmy’s, and from then on Becky always fixed Sam vanilla wafers with peanut butter, Jimmy’s favorite. For the two of them it was almost like a storybook adventure. When one of the announcers went on vacation, Jimmy got Becky a job introducing records while he ran the board, and he thought he might be able to get her a job singing with one of the big bands in town, her lifelong dream.


Then Becky got pregnant, and they couldn’t have been happier. By now they had a little place of their own on Scott Avenue in East Nashville, and Becky fixed Sam biscuits every morning, just like his mother did. Sam loved everything about the busy, raucous atmosphere of the station — he particularly enjoyed Gene Nobles, a bent-over little man from Hot Springs, Arkansas, who suffered from rheumatoid arthritis and followed the horses with such passion that when his luck was running right, he was likely to take off for days at a time. He was thirty-one years old, a hard-drinking, eccentric ex-carny, who used carny double-talk, speaking, as he said, “from the heart of my bottom,” both to skirt the edge of propriety and to communicate with those in the know in his own “slanguage.” Within a couple of years he would make his real mark by introducing “race records” on his 10:15-to-midnight show, mixing in spirituals with swing at first and then adding to the mix, thus initiating the revolution for which WLAC would soon become known: the presentation of unfiltered r&b late at night to a national audience, both black and white.


There was probably nothing about his work that Sam didn’t enjoy, but, still, he knew it was only a stopgap solution, both because of the uncertainty of the position (he had been made well aware by Mr. Oliphant from the start that John Richbourg, the erudite announcer for whom he was filling in, was entitled to his old job when he got out of the service) and because, when you got right down to it, as great as Nashville was, Nashville was not the place he wanted to be. Besides, Jimmy made no secret of his own desire to move on — he was going back to Birmingham as soon as he got the chance. So when the opportunity arose, Sam jumped at it.


It came when Ray Mueller, a fellow announcer who had been at WMSD in Sheffield when Sam first started out, returned from his annual June vacation by way of Memphis, where he discovered there was an opening at WREC, one of Memphis’ premier stations and a fellow CBS affiliate. He knew how much Sam had always wanted to go to Memphis, and the position, he said, was made to order for him — they were looking for a part-time announcer and part-time engineer. Within days, Sam flew over for a job interview. It was his first airplane ride, and he was so nervous that another friend from work, a board engineer named Ira Trotter, accompanied him, ostensibly to visit the Memphis zoo — but with or without Ira Trotter, he was determined to go after this job with every fiber of his being.


HIS INITIAL MEETING was with Mr. Wooten, Mr. Hoyt Wooten, the station founder and owner, one of the pioneers in Memphis radio, who had built his own battery-operated transmitter for the first station he had put on the air, a little 10-watter he had begun operating out of his home in Coldwater, Mississippi, in 1921. Elegant, well-spoken, mustachioed, a fifty-one-year-old authoritarian figure disinclined to dispense either small talk or compliments lightly, Wooten grilled Sam on his engineering experience and was pleased to learn that in Sam he had found someone nearly as fanatic about sound as he was himself. Then Sam met Hoyt’s brother Roy, who was the program director, and another brother, S.D., who was the chief engineer. After going through a battery of tests, he was offered a job on the spot.


He didn’t hesitate for a moment. It didn’t matter to him in the slightest that it would mean going from a 50,000-watt powerhouse whose reach extended all across the country to a 5,000-watt station whose signal, however prestigious it might be, was confined to the mid-South. It didn’t matter that the studios were not quite as big as WLAC’s — they were just as up-to-date, with an integrated RCA system in all three of their control rooms in the basement of the Hotel Peabody. Everything was immaculate, everything was first-class — it was clear that Mr. Wooten was a perfectionist in everything that he did. And as for the Peabody, Sam thought it was the most beautiful hotel he had ever seen, you walked in the lobby and it just suggested the kind of Southern gentility and charm that couldn’t help but be entrancing to a young man of twenty-two from Florence, Alabama. But at the same time, with full acknowledgment of the duality on which he had always prided himself, he recognized that it was in fact just a block from Beale Street, even if to some that might have seemed like a world away.


HE STARTED WORK on June 26, 1945, uncharacteristically over-sleeping on his first day. But, he wrote to Becky with cheerful abandon, his boss, Roy Wooten “just laughed — he seems swell.” Becky was still stuck in Sheffield at her parents’. As much as Sam kept pushing, her doctor wouldn’t allow her to travel until Sam found them a place to live. It embarrassed Becky a little the way Sam was with her doctor, the same way he was with his own, even with the doctors at the sanitarium, his habit of addressing them by their first names, not disrespectfully but with the familiarity of a longtime colleague — but in this case on behalf on their unborn child he just accepted the verdict. He was living temporarily at the Hotel Peabody, until he could locate an apartment, and Mr. Wooten even let him advertise his search on the air. It was hard to find someone willing to rent to a young couple expecting a child — it was still wartime, and housing was in short supply. But then, after two weeks, he found this gracious lady — she was actually from Sheffield and knew some of Becky’s family, and she had a place out near the Kennedy veterans’ hospital on Shotwell (when the hospital went in, the street had been renamed Getwell, but everyone still called it Shotwell), “and she called and said, ‘Look, if you want to bring your wife, we got just a small house, two bedrooms, and I’ve got two children and a husband’ — and I just couldn’t believe it, and I went out to see her and I just couldn’t accept it — but I did, until we could find [a place of our own].”




[image: image]


Hoyt Wooten, 1944. Courtesy of Preservation and Special Collections, University Libraries, University of Memphis





He went back and collected Becky and all their things, and they moved in with the nice lady and her family, and for the first time Becky could see what Memphis actually meant to him. It was almost like his eyes lit up every morning, sparkling with the possibility of something she couldn’t even imagine, and yet she could — because she could see how it touched Sam. It was the city of his dreams; she understood that much. Nashville had only been a stepping-stone.


Sam’s duties at the station rapidly expanded. He started out doing much the same sort of thing he had been doing in Nashville, putting on his best announcer’s voice to give the station ID in between network broadcasts, doing a hillbilly show called Songs of the West under the name of “Pardner,” announcing some shows, engineering others. His day started at 7:15 A.M. when he came in to test the needles he would use to record the fifteen-minute network news at 7:30, which would then be broadcast over WREC half an hour later from the acetate he had made. Soon he started coming in at seven, after being given the job of maintaining the hotel’s PA system, which was in constant use, and in constant need of attention, because of all the conventions that took place there.


The first part of his day was over at 3:30, but then he had to be back at ten to set up for the big-band broadcast that went out on a network feed from the Skyway Ballroom on the hotel roof six nights a week from 10:30 to 11:00. All the best of the big bands (the white big bands, Sam was quick to note — there was no Duke Ellington, no Count Basie, “not one black person in any of the bands”) played the Peabody: Tommy Dorsey, Freddy Martin, Chuck Foster, the Glenn Miller Orchestra, and twenty-three-year-old Elliot Lawrence, whose elaborate, classically influenced arrangements only added to the challenge of creating a true “live” sound. Sam had only six mikes for as many as sixteen to eighteen instruments (not to mention the announcer and the vocalist), and he took special care with the rhythm section, since the drums and upright bass in particular were always the ones to get shortchanged. But he set up differently for every band, and he took a set of lead sheets down to the control room in the basement so he could know when a trumpet or a saxophone or piano solo was coming up and then be able to mix on the fly.


“You knew in your mind exactly where everything was [by the way] you set up the mikes, and I don’t say that everything was [perfect], but I wanted to make sure I got all the overtones and that nothing was wasted. I think it was probably one of the most enjoyable things that I ever did in my life. Here I was, this little upstart, I had no earthly idea I would ever even see a big band — and there I am, putting the biggest bands on every night. I had limited natural talent as an announcer, but I knew I had an ear for sound — and I worked my ass off.”


Becky listened to all his shows at home, particularly the big-band broadcasts, which were her first love. He knew she had been worried about him, hell, he had even been worried a little about himself, but here he was on the job, loving the job, and everyone seemed to be pleased with his work. By the end of the summer, they had moved into a little upstairs garage apartment on North Waldran, closer to downtown. It had a kitchen, a bedroom, a bath, a window that opened onto a little porch with a banister around it — the baby was due before long. It was, Becky felt, so “perfect, and I was so happy with Sam that I felt kind of guilty that my family wasn’t as happy as I was.”


At the beginning of October, as “a comparative newcomer to Memphis,” Sam shared his feelings about the city with its entire population via a kind of citizen’s “opinion editorial,” which the Memphis Press-Scimitar culled from readers’ letters under the banner “This Is True Liberty, When Freeborn Men Speak Free.” Longtime political boss E. H. Crump, who had run the city with an iron fist since W. C. Handy’s arrival in 1909, had recently come in for a good deal of criticism from the progressive Press-Scimitar, and particularly from a young housewife and mother of four named Lee Richardson. Mrs. Richardson had entitled her first opinion editorial “Women Arise: Let’s Run the Machine Out! Let’s Have Real Government Here,” and after a tut-tut reply from Crump himself (“This Is a Kindly City — Come on Our Boat Ride”) had followed up with an attack on the regressive poll tax and a broad-based assault on Crump paternalism, demanding, “Why should one of our private citizens have the sole right to spend the hard-earned money we gave as taxes?”


This was a point that the black community had been making for some time now. Unlike almost every other Southern big-city boss, Time magazine reported in 1936, Crump had always, “cultivate[d] and deliver[ed] a solid block of Negro voters,” inarguably a key element in his record over “30 years of bossdom [of] 60 electoral victories, no defeats.” New Negro leaders like Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters president A. Philip Randolph, who had called for a March on Washington in 1941 and was its director when it was finally realized some twenty-two years later, had recently written that the black population could no longer be bought off with “gifts” like Jim Crow schools, separate parks, and segregated public housing — the next you knew, Crump would be demanding credit for “free air.” “Negroes,” Randolph declared with the finality of inerrant truth, “do not want to be well kept slaves.”


Sam could certainly understand these arguments. They were in line with some of his deepest beliefs, and under other circumstances he might very well have been expected to address these same issues — though, as he would have been the first to concede, perhaps not as directly as Mrs. Richardson. But in this case his natural disinclination to mount an all-out assault on a seemingly impregnable position was further complicated by the fact that he actually admired E. H. Crump, seeing him as a despot, to be sure, but as a benevolent despot, who had rescued Memphis from the most virulent forms of racism, brokering a kind of temporary truce between the races and saving the city, in Sam’s words, from becoming “a real rough, mean old river town.”


And so, without in any way disparaging Mrs. Richardson’s liberal slant, Sam chose to express his unabashed love for his adoptive hometown, focusing on the can-do spirit that he saw at the heart of the community and the glorious things that were still in its future.


“In every progressive community or organization,” he wrote, in what could be taken as a brief for the purpose that would guide his entire life, “some one must dare and believe in a thing to the extent that he is willing to assume responsibility and obligation and thereby start the proverbial wheel to rolling.” In his view, Crump was that person, the man who had rescued Memphis from gangsters like Machine Gun Kelly and Pretty Boy Floyd and frontier lawlessness, the individual who had had “the will to dare and to do something about it. . . . All I can say . . . is that it is a blessing that we have a man in our town that has political and social representatives in responsible places that can help in getting the best for us.” In conclusion, he stated emphatically, “I am a native Alabamian, but I’ll take good ole Memphis any day and it’s all because it’s a great progressive town, and just watch it: it’s going to be greater.”


SAMUEL KNOX PHILLIPS was born October 30, 1945. Sam had picked out the name (the middle name, that is, by which he intended his son to be known), long before the baby was born. He just liked the sound of it — he appropriated it from a local probate court judge named Knox Longshore — though if the child was a girl, he was inclined to the more conventional Carole.


He and Becky doted on the baby. They had had to sell the Dodge to pay for the delivery, but Sam walked to work with his unmistakably jaunty gait, and when they went anywhere as a family, they all just rode the bus. Even the smallest things that they did together, Becky thought, were just so precious. Jimmy and Erin Connolly and their little girl came to visit not long after Knox was born, and Erin was distraught to discover that the baby was sleeping in a dresser drawer with a chair under it. Becky told her sister that cribs were expensive, but that she had placed plenty of soft covers underneath and what did it matter as long as the baby was happy. Later on, she listened as the men played checkers and talked long into the night about all of their plans, about the future of radio.
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Knox’s first birthday, October 30, 1946. Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family





Even after they moved to Birmingham at the end of the year, the Connollys visited at least once a month. Jimmy had gotten the job of general manager at WJLD, a 250-watter in Bessemer that covered the city, and he was starting up a new show called the Atomic Boogie Hour, a nominal hour of “race records” aimed primarily at the colored population (which, like Memphis, represented more than 40 percent of the total populace) and hosted by a personable white announcer named Bob Umbach. The logic was unassailable: there was an audience out there that wasn’t being served, an audience that, however separate its retail outlets might be, was buying the same goods as its white counterpart.


It was the same logic that would soon fuel Gene Nobles’ Midnight Special on WLAC in Nashville, and the show proved to be a success from the start, advertising “Jive, Jam, Boogie Woogie and Blues” to a listening audience that Sam was absolutely convinced was starved for something new, something different, something fresh. And not just a black audience either, he told Jimmy, there were white kids out there, listening, too, he felt like with the Atomic Boogie Hour Jimmy was on the verge of something big. Jimmy was not about to disagree, but even though the Boogie Hour’s time slot was rapidly expanding well beyond its original allotted time, he was more cautious about it than Sam. Jimmy was a radio man through and through — a great radio man, Sam knew, but one perhaps less devoted to the future than to the here and now, certainly one less devoted to the cause of human communication than to the fact of it. Sam just knew, though, that there was a new day dawning, that the race music you heard coming out on all the little labels and radio stations that were cropping up all over the country, all the records that were flooding the marketplace now that the war was finally over — records by novelty singers like Louis Jordan and boogie-woogie piano players like Cecil Gant and spiritual singers like Sister Rosetta Tharpe, not to mention the “gutbucket” blues of Arthur “Big Boy” Crudup — was more and more beginning to resemble the music that had inspired him, the music that he had first heard growing up in the cotton fields of Alabama.


J.W. AND HIS NEW WIFE, Dean, arrived in town in the fall of 1946 and stayed with Sam and Becky briefly before finding a place of their own. J.W. was “Jud” now. He had come back from service in the Pacific and married Dean Hensley, who had moved in with her family across the street from the Phillipses on North Royal when she started college in Florence in the fall of 1941. She had been waiting patiently for him ever since and, once he extricated himself from his impulsive first marriage, married him in August of 1945. J.W. had almost immediately put his gift for gab to use, advancing and announcing the John Daniel Quartet, who were still performing every morning on WSM and making appearances throughout the area, at which J.W. sold songbooks, costume jewelry, and other merchandise. It was John Daniel who christened him “Jud,” because, according to tenor singer Jake Hess (“W.J.” at the time), “every night he had to introduce the fellows in the group [and their onstage announcer], and it was confusing. There was a W.J. Hess, there was a J.W. Phillips.” So one night he simply called a meeting and assigned both men first names.
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Jud Phillips. Courtesy of Dean Phillips, Jud Phillips Jr., and the Sam Phillips Family





John Daniel quit the group in a quarrel with his brother Troy, and Jud became their de facto manager. When they got dropped by WSM, he brought them briefly to WLAY in Florence, but that didn’t get them enough exposure to promote live dates beyond a limited radius, so Jud got in touch with Sam, and Sam spoke to WREC program director Roy Wooten, not just because Jud was his brother but because he knew the group was good. They went on the air at the beginning of October, still the Daniel Quartet, but a couple of months later they changed their name to the Jollyboys, with Jud announcing and his wife, Dean, a gospel piano prodigy from an early age and a fervent believer in anything her husband set his mind to, playing piano behind them on both the radio and at all their live dates throughout Mississippi, Arkansas, and Tennessee.


Sam and Becky saw a good deal of his brother and sister-in-law, as much as it was possible to see anyone given Sam’s split sixteen-hour workday, but the two wives soon became aware of how different their husbands were, despite their closeness as brothers. Both were go-getters with a tremendous amount of ambition, both were dedicated to communication of one sort or another, with Jud’s eloquence, charisma, and overall bonhomie clearly outshining his brother’s, but the nature of his ambition still remained to be fathomed. As Dean and Becky knew, for all of their husbands’ pride in each other and genuine dedication to each other’s success, there was a tension underlying the relationship. It grated on Sam the way he felt Jud baited him, particularly about religion. It seemed to Sam that, for all of his knowledge and all of his oratorical brilliance, J.W. almost made a game of it — as often as not, seemingly, just to get his brother’s goat. All the Phillips siblings, Dean had come to realize, had something about them that allowed you to pick them out in a crowd, and both Sam and Jud, the only ones whose ambition seemed to have left the world of Lovelace Community behind, got along with every one of their siblings equally, except for each other. To Becky, who had heard about J.W. ever since she first met Sam but had never really known him till now, “Jud was a terrific communicator. He was so talented. And he was very smart. They both had so many great qualities. . . .” But they were at odds with each other so much of the time — over small things for the most part, she reassured herself, the way brothers so often are. The rest of the time they were as thick as thieves.


The Jollyboys Quartet stayed on the air until March of 1947, when Jud and Dean returned to Florence, where Dean’s father, Mr. Hensley, had purchased a Double Cola bottling plant in Sheffield for his son-in-law to run. Their son, Juddy (“Judson William”), was born early the following year, and in September of 1948 they moved to Petal, Mississippi, just outside Hattiesburg, where Jud ran a Double Cola and Sun Spot Orange bottling plant, once again funded by his father-in-law, and regrouped the Jollyboys, now known as the Sun Spot Quartet.


SAM AND BECKY moved into a house of their own in early 1948. Becky was pregnant again, and they were going to need more room once the baby came, so they rented the bottom floor of a two-family house on Vinton, at midtown, just around the corner from Mayor Crump’s home on Peabody. Sam saw Mr. Crump from time to time, out for his daily constitutional, and he would chat with him, and Mr. Crump would address him seriously and call him Mr. Phillips, and it really tickled Sam, gave him a sense that he had really arrived. And yet for all of his enthusiasm for his adoptive hometown, he had little time to socialize, and his sense of the city’s openness, friendliness, and freedom came almost entirely from work.


Mr. Wooten had by now recognized not just Sam’s engineering skills but his extraordinary dedication to whatever task happened to be at hand, so he put him in charge of the record library, too, which included recordings going back to when the station first went on the air, in 1926. Sam went through it slowly, culling out records that were no longer sufficiently suitable and alphabetizing everything on three-by-five index cards, which he laboriously typed out himself, noting the filter setting that should be used (since no standardized equalization curve yet existed, and every company chose its own) on every record played. Mr. Wooten would come in sometimes after listening to one of Sam’s shows on the meticulous high-fidelity system he had installed in his Whitehaven home and ask, “Sam, what [setting] are you playing this record on?” And Sam would give him a precise answer, letting him know in each instance what curve made this RCA or this Capitol or this Mercury recording sound best. Mr. Wooten never said much, Sam knew he wasn’t going to waste his breath on empty words of praise — but he nodded approvingly, and let him keep on doing it.


At first Mr. Wooten had questions about the way Sam was recording the Skyway Ballroom bands. He wasn’t sure that he agreed with Sam’s theory about miking the rhythm section, his strong belief that there was something almost “anemic” about the way they were so often recorded (with everything geared to the solos and the overall blend) compared to the way they could sound. With his mike placement Sam sought to restore some of the “bottom” that was so instrumental in propelling them along — each band required something different, and you never wanted to do too much to disturb the sound of the room, “but by bringing up the bass a little and getting it to where you could hear the drummer — I mean, you had to be really ready because you had to meet the different schedules of volume, the rhythm patterns were arranged into their music, and the bandleaders didn’t care for you [messing with their arrangements]. But they would come down to the control room the next day and listen to the transcriptions, and it got to where they really liked the contrast. And I got my boss to kind of agree!”


Mr. Wooten rewarded him with yet another show of his own, the Saturday Afternoon Tea Dance, which ran on Saturdays from 1:30 to 6:00, with just five minutes off for news, the longest record show on any of the established stations in town. It was a mix of all kinds of music, the smooth country of newcomers like Eddy Arnold, pop numbers, swing numbers like Artie Shaw’s “Summit Ridge Drive” (“It reminded me of the jug bands on Beale Street, if you can believe that — with a sound like he was playing, for a [washtub] bass, with a string and a broomstick and a lard can, and it just tore me up”), and old-time parlor tunes, too — he announced in between the records, and he used Benny Goodman’s “Let’s Dance” as his theme song. Sam was grateful to Mr. Wooten. “He was very good to me. But he wasn’t especially good to me. He had a commanding way about him. He was a great employer, but he wanted your undivided attention and your devotion to WREC because he was a radio man.”
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The Skyway. Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family





So here he was, a young man on the rise, just twenty-five years old and handsome as a movie star, modest and soft-spoken according to his fellow employees but as fanatic about sound as his hard-driving employer was. He was by now a proud father of two (his second son, Jerry Layne, was born on September 9, 1948), an attentive husband, a good son (he sent a portion of his combined $62.50 paychecks home to his mother and aunt every week) — in the little spare time he had, he would sometimes take his son Knox to watch the Double-A-league Memphis Chicks play ball at Russwood Park, where as often as not the two of them, the young father and the little boy, might shinny up a tree and watch the ballgame from outside the park, along with all the others, black and white, who either didn’t have the money or, like Sam, knew that there were more important things to spend your money on. He saw himself as a self-styled man of action, with the world, if not at his feet, seemingly stretched out before him, someone who had overcome adversity — and not just adversity of material circumstance but of personal demons as well. He might have described himself in his self-consciously self-deprecating way as “a little-town boy” who had found his way to the big city, but he was as taken with the elegance of his surroundings as the most genuinely ingenuous little-town boy might be.


“When I first saw the Skyway in 1945,” he would recall, “I thought it was the most beautiful club room I’d ever seen, just about the most beautiful room, period. The people at all the tables were all immaculately made up — you couldn’t have liquor by the drink then, but you could bring your own bottle, and some of these people would have flasks that must have cost $500 or $1,000. If you went to the Skyway and heard the band and danced and enjoyed yourself, you had been baptized in the upper crust.”


And yet, and yet . . . it wasn’t enough. For someone so dedicated to radically egalitarian dreams, for someone who had imagined himself like Clarence Darrow righting the wrongs of society, professional success and social veneer were not nearly enough. Even the music, he was forced to acknowledge, did not come close to measuring up to the music that he had first heard from the untutored sharecroppers on his daddy’s farm to whom purity of emotional communication, not perfection, was always the goal. There was none of the sense of openness and freedom that he had gotten when he first arrived on Beale Street as a wide-eyed sixteen-year-old just ten years earlier — it wasn’t even the kind of reaching out to others that had been brought home to him on that same trip by the example of George W. Truett’s illustrious music director, greeting each and every one of Dr. Truett’s thousands of parishioners with the most unselfish of selfish motives, because each and every one of them belonged. Instead, what he heard from all of the bands night after night was the turning of pages, all those dog-eared arrangements that, as great as they were, had been commissioned years and years ago and from which the imagination was no more permitted to wander than Uncle Silas would be permitted, or even choose, to join the ranks of those hidebound upholders of the “traditional values” of the Old South who thought they were excluding him even as they were themselves marching in purposeless lockstep.


It started tugging at him more and more: the original dream, however inchoate, that had brought him to Memphis, the sense that there were all these people of little education and even less social standing, both black and white, who had so much to say but were prohibited from saying it; the belief that somehow it had been given to him, in a manner that he had yet to determine, to bring it out of them, to coax out of them the inarticulate speech of the human heart. It hit him whenever he went down on Beale Street to buy records for the station library at Ruben Cherry’s recently opened Home of the Blues; it hit him when he heard the down-home sounds of brand-new blues sensations like John Lee Hooker and Lightnin’ Hopkins — he had never thought he would hear a gutbucket sound like that reach a broad popular audience — he knew how blacks responded to it in their own community, but this was through the medium of radio. And it was the revolutionizing of that medium that brought home to him most of all the change that he knew without any question now was coming.


A 250-watt Memphis radio station, WDIA, 730 on the radio dial, had in October of 1948 put the first Negro disc jockey in the Deep South on the air, and it was becoming increasingly clear that, while its programming for the moment remained mixed, the day that it would become the first all-black station in the nation was not far off. This was not altogether by design. WDIA had opened its doors in 1947 with an emphasis on hillbilly music but with the usual mix of local homemaker shows, network pickups, and block programming of shows of every sort, from soap opera to classical. Just the sixth radio station in Memphis, it was the product of a partnership between John Pepper, from a wealthy old-money family in Greenville, Mississippi, who had started a radio station in his hometown in 1939, and Bert Ferguson, an old radio hand who had joined Pepper in Greenville after a couple of years in Memphis at WHBQ. The new station was an utter failure at first, unable to find an audience until Ferguson attended a convention in Nashville, where one of the speakers brought up the idea of “targeted programming.” This was based on the idea that you pitched your product — and, perhaps more important, the advertising products you were selling — at a particular audience, and the one audience that Ferguson knew was absolutely unrepresented in Memphis (with the exception of the occasional spiritual program or half an hour of “sepia blues”) was the Negro audience, who comprised almost 50 percent of the population within reach of WDIA’s signal.


Not long afterward Ferguson got in touch with “Professor” Nat D. Williams, a history teacher at Booker T. Washington High School and a highly respected member of the community. Williams, who was integrally involved in every aspect of black life in Memphis, from MCing shows at the Palace Theater on Beale to running the talent show for the Cotton Makers’ Jubilee, the wildly successful black answer to the high-society Cotton Carnival (the Jubilee drew more than a hundred thousand, black and white, at its height), to writing a column, “Down on Beale,” for the city’s black weekly, the Memphis World, which combined informal social notes along the lines of Langston Hughes’ “Simple” stories with coverage of the incipient civil rights movement. But for all of his poise and accomplishments, when Nat D. took the mike on October 25, 1948, he was completely tongue-tied. It was four o’clock in the afternoon, and he had just raced out to the station from Booker T., where his teaching duties ended at 3:15, to put “Tan Town Jamboree” on the air.


“And when they stuck the microphone out there for me to start talking,” he told oral historian Ronald Anderson Walter, “I forgot everything I was supposed to say. So I broke out in a raucous laugh because I was laughing myself out of the picture. And of all things, everybody else in the place started laughing too, and that brought me back to what I was supposed to say.”


That laugh, WDIA historian Louis Cantor has pointed out, became his on-air signature, and the station was on its way, gradually adding more and more black programming until, by the end of the summer of 1949, it was virtually all black. One of the first new hires, in the late fall of 1948, was a young blues singer named Riley King, new in town, who had come over from West Memphis, where he had gotten a job singing at the 16th Street Grill contingent on his landing a daily radio spot to advertise it. He walked into the station, and Nat D. spotted him and asked what he could do for him. “I want to make a record,” he said. “I don’t know what made me say that,” King told jazz historian Stanley Dance, “because I didn’t go there to make a record but to get on the air.” Nat D. introduced him to Bert Ferguson, who had him sing a few songs and then offered him a job advertising Pep-ti-kon, a “blood-building” tonic that Ferguson and Pepper’s new patent medicine company, Berjon, was just putting on the market. He made up a jingle to sell the tonic (“Pep-ti-kon, sure is good / You can get it anywhere in your neighborhood”) and started out right away as “The Pep-ti-kon Boy,” with just ten minutes on Nat D.’s show, for which he received no pay but during which he could advertise his own appearances every day.


Sam was totally taken with all the unforeseen, and unforeseeable, possibilities that this new station was opening up, uncertain whether it might suggest new and expanded directions for the Atomic Boogie Hour or possibly even provide a revolutionary new template for the radio station that he and Jimmy continued to dream of starting up on their own. He told Jimmy about it, and Jimmy came to town and holed up in a hotel room for a few days, doing little but listen to the radio for the roughly twelve daylight hours it was on. He was as knocked out as Sam on both a practical and theoretical level, but with Jimmy the emphasis was always more on the practical. For Sam, on the other hand, it was almost as if destiny had come calling.


He didn’t believe in accidents, never had — but all of these things, Sam was now beginning to believe, were conspiring to push him in a direction that was becoming irrefutably clear. He had never doubted that he was meant for a higher purpose, even during his worst trials and tribulations that conviction had never wavered, and now it was finally starting to take form. He had staked out his belief from an early age, a belief not just in the possibilities but in the necessity of human communication, a belief in the potential of ordinary men and women to communicate, to do something — to be recognized for the achievement of something — truly great.


“It would have been so easy for me to have laid back with those bands I had worked so hard to get to do, but there was something not just tugging —[it was] surging in my soul. I didn’t know just what it was, but I had a good sneaking idea.


“Because I had heard the innate rhythms of [a] people. My conviction was that the world was missing out on not having heard what I had heard as a child. Memphis was the inducement — I mean, going out and hearing a black man pick a guitar and pat his foot and put a wood box under his foot to pat as he sings. These were elements that I knew were not going away. And all of these elements resonated for, I would say, maybe a year and a half, and I wouldn’t let myself think about it, as much as I wanted to — but then I said, ‘I’ve just got to open me a little recording studio, where I can at least experiment with [some of] this overlooked humanity. I don’t have any money, but I know I can build it with my own hands.’ I couldn’t not do it, not attempt to do it. Had I not tried, I would have been the biggest damn coward that God ever put on this earth. I was so committed in my mind, not to be a damn crusader, I guess ‘explorer’ is a better word. I said, I’ve got to have this little laboratory, I’ve got to have it, it’s just absolutely, I’ve gotta have it!”


He was a beautiful young man, beautiful beyond belief. But still that country touch, you know, that country rawness, slim with incredible eyes, and very, very particular about his appearance. He always wore a gold chain, and he always used a holder for his filter cigarettes, touches of elegance — what he felt from his experience was elegance — beautifully groomed, and terrible about his hair! Beautiful, chestnut-brown hair. And he would talk about this idea that he had — I knew nothing about the music. My association, my contribution, my participation was based totally on my personal relationship with Sam.


— Marion Keisker MacInnes


MARION KEISKER MACINNES (she was married briefly but dropped the MacInnes after the marriage dissolved) was a fixture on Memphis radio. Like Becky Phillips, she had started at an early age, on a children’s show called Wynken, Blynken and Nod, on which she had first appeared in 1929 when she was twelve. She graduated from Southwestern College in Memphis in 1938 with a degree in English and Medieval French, married, moved away, had a child, and returned to Memphis and radio in 1943. She was probably the best-known female radio personality in the city, at one point working on virtually every station in town, running from one to the other all day long to do advertising spots and popular quiz-show, dramatic, and comedy programs. In the usual manner of the day she did each of the shows under a different name (that way stations could own the name and keep the show going as a station feature, long after the role’s originator had left), but she maintained a strong identity as a “personality” in her own right, and it may have been this, or just her overall dedication, talent, and versatility that prompted Hoyt Wooten to hire her full-time in 1946. She could continue to do ad agency work for other stations, but otherwise she would be exclusive to WREC.


One of the shows she did was a network feed called Treasury Bandstand, an outgrowth of the nightly Skyway broadcasts for which the orchestra would come in every Wednesday afternoon to sell government savings bonds. The engineer for the show, the man who cut the transcriptions that were sent to New York for later broadcast, was Sam Phillips. Sam also engineered one of her two station promotion shows, Pleasure Hunting, for which she wrote all the copy and then read it with a male announcer named Bill Wilds, while Sam played the “cue records” she had picked out, which were intended to remind the listener of some of the features of that evening’s prime-time shows. Before long she didn’t want anybody but Sam playing the records. It wasn’t simply because of his engineering skills, Sam soon came to realize. “I mean, there’s a lot of people around there that could have played the records just as good.” It was, rather, because, “I mean, this is just the truth — she was in love with me. That was it.”


Marion would have been the last to dispute that characterization. A handsome, schoolteacher-looking woman in her early thirties, with light brown hair set in a permanent wave, businesslike glasses, and a brisk professional demeanor, she was a dedicated New Yorker reader and devotee of the theater, considerably better educated than most of her colleagues and not hesitant about letting them know it — but with Sam her manner softened as she listened to him talk more and more about this strange dream that he had, “as I understood it, to have a facility where black people could come and play their own music, a place where they would feel free and relaxed [enough] to do it.”
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Marion Keisker MacInnes at WREC, May 7, 1949. Courtesy of Preservation and Special Collections, University Libraries, University of Memphis





Sam for his part was glad to have someone with whom he could feel free and relaxed enough to unburden himself without self-consciousness or equivocation. Soon they were driving around together looking at potential studio sites, and then in October of 1949 Sam found it, a vacant storefront in a small row building on Union, less than a mile from the Peabody, with a little restaurant with a fifty-cent plate lunch right next door. It had last been an automobile-glass and medical supplies company, and Sam spoke to the owners, Mr. Hanover and Mr. Vigland, about the extensive renovations he would need to make before ever setting foot inside the building. He had the hardest time explaining it to them. As soon as he said the words “recording studio,” the two of them looked at each other in perplexity and asked what a recording studio was, and then, when he began to explain, seemed even more baffled. “But all of a sudden I knew these two old Jewish men were my friends — I didn’t have the nerve to ask them about the rent, I [just] figured I had to fascinate them in such a way that they might want me in there instead of another auto-repair shop or maybe a barber shop. So I thought about it overnight, and when we met the next afternoon [in the restaurant next door], I had my story in mind.”


They bought it hook, line, and sinker. When he got done describing just what his new venture would be, the bold experiment in human communication that it represented — he didn’t bother mentioning that it would be primarily for the purpose of recording black people, he wasn’t sure they were quite ready for that — they might not have fully understood either the purpose or the practical elements of a recording studio, but they knew that somehow or other here was someone trying to do something different, and “it sounded interesting to them.” Then they opened the door to the building, all grimy and littered with junk, and Sam knew he had found his cathedral.


It was approximately eighteen feet wide by fifty-seven feet deep, with room for an eighteen-by-thirty-foot studio, a tiny reception area out front, and a control room that would be raised up a couple of feet above the studio floor so that Sam could sit at eye level with his artists and that would be just large enough to allow space for a tiny commode and a slightly larger storage area. He stepped it off with the two owners, spoke to Mr. Vigland, the contracting half of the partnership, about the structural changes that would have to be made, and agreed to pay $75 a month rent, but on a month-to-month basis — he thought this was the greatest part of the whole deal. They wanted to make sure that if it didn’t work out, he wouldn’t have too hard a time moving out. In other words, “they wanted to help me — they were thinking of me as a young man attempting to do something that they had not heard of — but at the time I don’t think they thought my destiny was going to be what I hoped it would be.”


So everything was set, all the details had been worked out — but he still hadn’t told Mr. Wooten. And Hoyt Wooten was not the kind of person you just sprang things on. He demanded total loyalty and undivided allegiance; he would have to be convinced, Sam knew, that Sam’s attention would never stray from the job at hand, his radio job, the one that counted, at WREC. He was more than a little fearful about actually approaching him — he didn’t want to make an appointment because that would just make Mr. Wooten wonder what the appointment was about, but then he spotted him in the hotel coffee shop, having coffee, as he often did, with Mr. Plough, the owner of the pharmaceutical giant Plough, Incorporated, who lived in the hotel, and when Mr. Plough left he asked Mr. Wooten if he could sit down with him, and he told him what he wanted to do.


“I did not tell him that I had already rented the studio. I did not tell him that I was going to record black folks, because he was a good man, but he was raised up around Coldwater, Mississippi, and I just knew that that might be a little more than he could handle. But he wound up giving me some very fatherly advice.”


He reminded Sam that a little studio called Royal Recording had recently opened up and then gone broke just the previous week — it had been in the paper. What guarantee was there that the same thing wasn’t going to happen to Sam? Sam hastened to assure him that he had taken all that into consideration and that he had plans to develop a custom business — weddings, conventions, public events, things that people would want to keep a memory of — which would help him keep his head above water. Then Mr. Wooten said, “Well, is it going to interfere with your work here?” and when Sam asserted that it most definitely would not — he was fully prepared to continue working the same punishing schedule that he found so rewarding for as long as Mr. Wooten would have him — Mr. Wooten said, in that stern way of his, as if he suspected that you thought you had just pulled the greatest wool job in the world on him but you hadn’t, “Well, Sam, I’m going to give you permission to try to open that little studio, so long as it doesn’t interfere with your work.”


He began going to the little storefront on the corner of Union and Marshall, sometimes listed as 706 Union, sometimes as 706 Marshall, every day after work, remaining until he had to report back for the Skyway broadcast from 10:30 to 11:00, after which he often returned for another hour or two of hard, physical labor if he could manage it. Marion was there every day, too. There was more than enough for them both to do — Sam was determined to open the studio for business on Monday, January 2, 1950, the beginning of the second half of the twentieth century, and they were already well into November.


The first thing that had to be done was to get the ornate old tin ceiling removed. Mr. Vigland took care of that. Then, although he would have liked for the height to be a little greater, “I treated the ceiling with an inverted V. The floor was hard-surfaced, anything that bounced off of it went up there and would hit the V ceiling. I put up acoustic tiles, one-foot square, all of them glued to [the] Sheetrock that I put on top when I ‘firred down’ the ceiling.” He put horizontal Vs on the wall on the control-room end and verticals on the end between the studio and the reception area. It was all so the sound couldn’t “get away and get too echoey [but] at the same time we didn’t have all the deadening material that you might [ordinarily] put in a studio to where you just miss some of the overtones that you need to get.” The whole aim was to capture the sound of the human voice, to provide enough artifice to allow it to come through clearly and cleanly but at the same time to keep it natural, in all its glorious rawness, intimacy, and individuation.


It was not so much scientifically done (though Sam could certainly talk endlessly about the science of it) as spontaneously done by someone who believed in sound but believed even more in feel. Over and over he paced the studio, starting in the corners, working his way toward the center, clapping his hands and listening to the reverberation until he was certain that there was enough “liveness” in every square inch of the room, “to where it [would] sound real — R-E-A-L — when it went into the microphone.”


In all of this Marion was his altogether willing, if not always equally knowledgeable, partner. Together they constructed the floor of nine-inch linoleum squares, which they painted red. Marion painted the outer office green and white and all of the studio and control-room woodwork white, while Sam focused primarily on carpentry and electronics, building two little cabinet speakers himself and supervising the one or two “half-ass carpenters” he was able to afford. At some point Sam and Marion had begun a physical affair, and for Marion, there was simply no looking back. She did things she had never done before, throwing caution to the wind as she put herself entirely at Sam’s disposal. She risked her job, she risked her reputation. She borrowed $500 on her life insurance and gave it to Sam because there was no way to get money from a bank for this sort of venture. Eventually she made the “monumental sacrifice [of] giving up my child and sending him off to my sister.
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706 Union. Courtesy of Jim Cole





“I was totally amazed at myself. All I wanted was to make it possible for Sam to do whatever would make him happy. I knew nothing about r&b, I knew nothing about country, and I didn’t care whether I did,” she said thirty years later, describing a decade of her life in which she found her own behavior “unbelievable to me now,” without either rancor or regret. “I was totally enamored of Sam, I was his slave — that’s the only word to use.”


Sam didn’t fail to appreciate her contributions (“I don’t know what in the hell I would have done without Marion. She did so many fantastic things to help me — and everything she did, she did because she believed in me”), but as preoccupied, as obsessed, as he knew she was with him, he was equally obsessed with the studio, not just with all the details of its construction but with all the unmapped promises of its dream. Scraping together every last penny he could come up with, he acquired the equipment he would need to start the business: a Presto portable three-input mixer board, which sat at first on an old oak table that he set on the floor, where the control room would eventually go; a Presto lathe and turntable for both recording sessions and custom discs for anyone who wanted to hear the sound of their own voice; a little Bell portable recorder in a red case that he could use to record people, or events, on location; and a variety of microphones, a couple of “coke-bottle” Altecs, two or three of the old reliable RCA 77-D broadcast models, and some Shure 55s.


Some of the equipment he was able to work out a deal on with Hoyt Wooten’s brother S.D., who operated the W&W Distributing Company just around the corner. All of it was decent enough, but on some he just had to scrape by on what he could afford. The one thing he was not prepared to scrimp on was the sign that would announce the presence of the Memphis Recording Service to the world — well, two identical neon signs, actually, one for each of the plate-glass windows on either side of the door. He had chosen the name, as he had chosen every other element of his brave new enterprise, with a great deal of care. “I wanted it to sound big — I was so little, and Memphis, boy, I mean, Memphis, Tennessee, was bigger than the world.” The two signs, on the other hand, couldn’t be too big — the cost was going to come to close to $400, but they couldn’t be so big as to overshadow either the plainspoken premise of their title or the dimensions of the building. “I knew exactly how I wanted it. I wanted ‘Recording’ really scripted, and then ‘Memphis’ and ‘Service’ in block form.” He paid close attention to each and every detail, the warm glow of the red lettering for the two framing words, the specific angle at which the scripted middle word would be set in blue —“I’ll never forget going all the way across the street a number of times, all the way across Marshall and Union, and looking at that sign and thinking that was the prettiest damn thing I ever saw in my life!”


For Becky, who felt like she had scarcely seen her husband during the last two months but whose faith in him had never wavered, it was the realization of a dream that had become almost as integral to her as it was to Sam. “The one thing that amazed me about Sam more than anything else was that he knew how to do everything, from the littlest thing to the biggest — I don’t know how, but he did. He read a lot, and he learned everything he could about everything. There was nothing that he was afraid of. He was willing to try anything, because he just felt like he could do it.”
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Sam and Becky with Dean (Mrs. Jud) Phillips, Jud Jr. (in diapers), Knox, and Jerry (in his mother’s lap), 1949. Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family





She brought the boys down to see the finished studio and took a picture of Sam out front. When she pasted it into the scrapbook she was putting together for the two of them and the boys, she wrote a caption underneath that read: “A Man’s Dream Fulfilled — What Next?”
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Joe Hill Louis, ca. 1952. Hooks Brothers, Memphis, © 1993, Delta Haze Corporation





 


THREE | The Price of Freedom


I didn’t open the studio to record funerals and weddings and school day revues. I knew what I opened the studio for. I was looking for a higher ground, for what I knew existed in the soul of mankind. And especially at that time the black man’s spirit and his [soul].


IT WAS SLOW AT FIRST. It took him a while to even get any black people to come in, let alone come in with the idea of making a record. He didn’t have a record company, he didn’t have any deals lined up, he didn’t even know what he would do with the recordings that he hoped to eventually make. He just knew the strength of his belief that music was not confined to the drawing room, that there was something profound in the lives of ordinary people — that there was great art to be discovered in the experience of those who had been marginalized and written off because of their race, their class, or their lack of formal education. But to find it he had to keep the doors of his little studio open until he could win their confidence, until word could get out in the community that there was a white man looking not to exploit their talent but to free up their “innate soul,” to give them the opportunity to express the very things that they themselves most wanted to say. If he accomplished nothing else, he was determined at least to do that.


He went over to the Art Craft Printing Company on Union Avenue just a block or so from the Peabody and had cards made up, which constituted his only advertising. At the top of the card is the standard business information, at its center a stock image of a bow-tied, white-jacketed man who could very well be a radio announcer or a society bandleader at a stand-up mike, while below is emblazoned the slogan that Sam had come up with, set off with quotation marks, like a personal promise: “WE RECORD ANYTHING — ANYWHERE — ANYTIME.”


In the beginning there was little opportunity to make good on that promise. For the few customers who wandered in to make a “personal” record — a song, a recitation, a special message to a loved one — it cost $2 to cut a one-sided disc, $3 for two sides, with Sam operating the Presto lathe and Marion sweeping up the acetate shavings afterward. Marion directed as much business as possible to the studio; she brought in as many of the commercial accounts that she had been recording at the station as she could, and she brought all of the prestige that she had built up over the years with her radio work to help set the Memphis Recording Service apart. Because Sam was tied up at the station every day until midafternoon, she spent much of her day riding the streetcar back and forth between the studio and the hotel, doing her banking first thing in the morning and making sure she was back at the station in time for her signature show, Meet Kitty Kelly, but keeping the studio open for as many hours as she could, if only to give the new business a face.


The most reliable source of income at the start came from recording Buck Turner and His Buckaroos for the fifteen-minute show that Turner, a popular western-styled performer who had had an early-morning show on WREC since the late 1930s, sent out to some fifteen stations in Arkansas. Sam had recorded his shows at the station, but, after listening to the playback in the makeshift control room of the little studio that was still under construction, Buck (christened Bodo Otto) was so pleased that he offered to put some money into the business. It was Buck who had helped buy some of the initial recording equipment and put down a deposit on a spinet piano, investing approximately $2,000 in a partnership agreement that Sam started paying off almost as soon as it began, buying out Turner completely by September of 1952. Sam, sniffed Marion, who helped with the buyout, was “not a partner person in any relationship,” personal or otherwise, and Buck’s wife was not happy with the arrangement either, so there was little incentive for Buck to stay on once Sam’s half-hearted attempts to record him as a commercial artist rapidly came to naught.


One of the very few Negroes to come in at first, certainly the only genuine blues singer, was a dark-skinned young man who told Sam he had recently signed with Columbia Records and broadcast for fifteen minutes a day on radio station KWEM in West Memphis as Joe Hill Louis, the Be-Bop Boy. Louis, who was born Leslie (or Lester) Hill in Whitehaven, just on the outskirts of Memphis, had run away from home at fourteen and been virtually adopted by the wealthy Canale family, for whom he worked in various domestic capacities and by whom he had been given his nickname (in honor of heavyweight boxing champion Joe Louis) for his fighting prowess. He played all around town and could be seen on Beale Street almost every day, where he stood out from the other blues singers as a self-advertised one-man band (guitar, rack harmonica, and traps), but Sam had first encountered him when he stopped by on his way to a gig in Moscow, Tennessee, while the room was still under construction. He asked Sam what he was up to, and Sam replied, “I’m going to build a recording studio here once I get the building into shape.” “Man, that’s just what we need here in Memphis,” Joe said to him and, after a brief conversation, continued on his way.
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Buck Turner and His Buckaroos, Memphis Recording Service, 1950. Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family
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Memphis Recording Service. Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family





He kept coming around, and, once Sam had the studio up and running, he invited Joe to come in and record. When he did, “he sat down at his equipment and played me everything he knew, which was quite a lot.” Sam responded to the music — it was full of the crude, driving boogie sound of John Lee Hooker — but he responded to Joe even more, as “a complete individual,” as someone in whom Sam recognized a kindred spirit, “a loner but not lonesome. He was his own person. I never saw him look defeated or unhappy about anything.


“Joe was a sweet guy. He was the kind of person to just drop in and say ‘hi’ and then keep out of the way. He was always well-dressed, sharp, a dapper man. He was well-organized and very personable. He was a treasure to me [and] I just thought, ‘This is a guy that deserves to be heard, even though I realized that [because of the constraints of the one-man band arrangement] it was basically a novelty kind of thing.”


But he still had no idea what to do with the acetates he had recorded, and while one or two of Joe’s friends and musical associates started drifting by — veteran blues entertainers like Jack Kelly and Memphis Jug Band alumnus Charlie Burse and eighteen-year-old Phineas Newborn Jr., who held down the piano chair in his father Phineas Sr.’s big band and, with his sixteen-year-old guitar-playing brother, Calvin, was blazing a be-bop-inflected path on the Memphis blues scene — mostly it was just talk and playing in the studio so they could get used to each other and to the room.


With everyone who came in, he was the same: respectful, deferential, determined to overcome their understandable mistrust, their certainty that there must be a catch in this somewhere. If some grizzled old man came in with an oil drum and ropes, or just four strings on his guitar, “if I had had a million dollars, I wouldn’t have sent out and bought a string.” Because, for one thing, he wasn’t going to insult a man’s need, for another that man might have something completely different to say — with just four strings! On the other hand, if a seasoned professional came by with the idea that they were going to give this skinny little white man just what they thought he wanted — Cab Calloway, say, or Jimmy Rushing or Nat King Cole — Sam quickly disabused them of the notion that he was looking for anything but what resided in the deepest recesses of their own soul, he was looking for originality, he was looking for feeling. With all of them he listened attentively and told them honestly what he thought. Because most of all they had to believe in him, they had to believe in his sincerity, his commitment to them. Maybe nothing would come of it until their second or third visit. There was no charge, there was no rush, he assured them over and over again, in the face of their understandable suspicion that at any moment he was going to present them with the bill — they had to come to the belief on their own, they had to be comfortable with the idea that the purpose of this whole undertaking was to get them to express themselves.


“In a personality not really given to patience,” Marion observed, “he showed patience beyond belief. Say they were to come in at three o’clock in the afternoon, and they came dragging in at 3:00 A.M. — I mean, we would usually be there painting or working on [something], but Sam would just say, ‘Come on in.’ He never acted like he was surprised, never said, where were you, he’d just clear the decks and listen to them.” Occasionally he might suggest an “audition recording,” not to give them a copy, because he was not going to let anything go out of the studio until he was fully satisfied with it, but just to let them hear what they sounded like on disc, to try to win their confidence for the day when he might have somewhere to send their audition to. Marion noted how sometimes he would sit in the little half-finished control room, acting like he was busy while the musicians started fooling around with something just to pass the time, and then all of a sudden, “Sam would come in and say, ‘That’s it, that’s what I want.’ ” And the band, or the blues singer, would be totally taken aback and say, “But that’s trash, Mr. Phillips.” And he would say, “That’s what I want.” Because they had forgotten all about the idea of making music and were just doing it, without even seeming to give it a second thought.


It was as daunting a challenge as any he had ever faced, particularly because he had to spend so much of his time and energy on activities designed solely to stay in business, in anticipation of the day when he might finally have the opportunity to do what he had actually gone into business for. But he never wavered. He recorded weddings, church services, and conventions at the Peabody. He recorded radio spots for a faux–African herbal faith healer in his most mellifluous “announcer’s voice.” He persuaded the manager of Russwood Park, across from Baptist Memorial Hospital on Madison, where the Memphis Chicks played, to let him put in a PA system, and he took on the even more difficult task of persuading the owner of Memphis’ most prestigious funeral home, National Funeral Home, to allow him to offer a recording of the loved one’s service as a special memento for the grieving family.


It was, he was certain, one of the best ideas he had ever come up with — but selling it was another matter. He wrote down all of the positives about the experience, emphasized that he would not interfere with the intimacy of the service, promised that both he and the tape recorder, his little Crestwood or Bell, would be concealed behind a curtain, and the microphones would never be spotted — they could be hidden in wreaths, sprays, even behind the Bible on the pulpit. The recording, he insisted, would in no way intrude, but it would provide — and here was where he became an evangelist for sound — a permanent record that would STOP TIME, it would freeze things forever, just as they were, in a way that a photograph, with its necessary selectivity of detail, could barely suggest. There were, he maintained in his impassioned presentation, no negative aspects to this process — and the man bought it. The funeral director handed out Sam’s cards to the mourners when they came in to pick out a casket — he was clear on the fact that this was merely an additional service that was being offered, it was not something the funeral home itself was trying to sell, “but I would say more than fifty percent of the people we talked to as word of mouth got around wanted [the] recording.”


Overall the conventions probably brought in the most money, but the single biggest payday at the start was the School Days Revue, a talent show put on every year by Memphis’ schoolchildren at Ellis Auditorium. To sell his idea, Sam first had to persuade the stage manager at Ellis, who “had been there for a hundred years and was just not a very cooperative gentleman,” into allowing him to record the show. He and Sam had a prayer meeting on the subject (“I figured the knee route was better than the head route”) — but then Sam had the even harder task of convincing Mr. Raymond Skinner, the head of Forest Hill Dairy, the largest dairy in Memphis, what a public relations bonanza it would be if the family of each child who performed at the School Days Revue was presented with a record of his or her performance, song, recitation, tap dance, compliments of Forest Hill Dairy. It took three or four meetings with Mr. Skinner, but in the end “I got that order for three hundred dollars. And he didn’t ask me to take two ninety! I’ll never forget that three-hundred-dollar order.” But he would never forget Dr. Doyle Smith either, one of Memphis’ first orthodontists and a lay preacher, who hired Sam to accompany and record him at some of the little country churches where he preached. “He could have done it himself really — he was a real skilled person technically — but I think he wanted to talk to me on the way out. He paid good in the early days.”


All of these experiences, and many others, could well have been considered no more than annoying distractions — and Sam was beginning to grow increasingly concerned over his inability to even locate the commercial outlets he was seeking in order to disseminate his explorations of the black man’s soul. With his regular duties at the station he was now working sixteen to eighteen hours a day, and the “lean and hungry look” in which he took such pride was becoming even more lean and more hungry. But somehow he never swerved in his faith, it remained fixed in his mind that this was the course he had chosen, and simply choosing it, even if it should lead to certain failure, represented a kind of success in itself. Nor was there was any doubt in his mind that he gained something valuable from every experience. Whether marshaling his arguments to persuade the head of the National Funeral Home to permit him to record a loved one’s last rites, or addressing Joe Hill Louis’ penchant for playing all of his songs in the same tempo and the same key, he saw it all as a study in human nature — it was no different, really, from the challenge he had faced in persuading Mr. Powell to purchase sousaphones for the Coffee High School band. What it required most of all was a belief in himself, a belief in both the justice of the cause and his own powers of persuasion.
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