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TO MY PARENTS,
from whom I inherited a love
of both Christmas and Elvis
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Kids love Christmas, and Elvis was always a big kid at heart.


To Elvis, Christmas at Graceland was a time for family and friends, a respite from the road and the recording studio. It was a time to sing gospel songs around the piano and give out extravagant gifts.


All of this was in contrast to Elvis’ poor roots in Tupelo, Mississippi, where money was tight and his family was forced out of the two-room house where he was born, when his father couldn’t continue the payments.


“My Mama and I used to plan Christmas for days, even when we had no money at all,” Elvis remembered. “We weren’t the only family who was thankful to have a Christmas basket of groceries.”


Christmas remained his favorite holiday, and some of his first performances were in Christmas plays in fifth and sixth grade. It was the holiday closest to Elvis’ heart.


“I believed in Santa Claus until I was eight years old. Some of the kids at school told me there was no such thing. Mama explained it to me in such a way that Christmas didn’t lose its magic,” Elvis said in 1961.


When Elvis finally became “Elvis” and started dyeing those dirty-blond locks jet black, he gave out more than Cadillacs. When he had money, his friends had money. And Christmas was special—an opportunity to give out hand-picked gifts and be himself with friends and family. “It was like being in fairyland and Santa Claus was my first cousin,” remembered Billy Smith, Presley’s cousin, about Christmas celebrations at Graceland.


But lavish decorations and gifts were beside the point, he told Jim Kingsley of the Memphis Commercial Appeal Mid-South Magazine in 1966.


“There is a lot of difference in Christmases today and when we were growing up in East Tupelo,” Elvis said. “[But] honestly, I can’t say these are any better. We are just in a better position to spend. But that’s not the important thing. It’s the friendships and the devotion that really count. Everything is so dreamy when you are young. After you grow up it kind of becomes—just real.”


On the following pages we look at the holiday music Elvis recorded and its roots. We also dig into the archives and tell some of the Elvis’ favorite holiday stories and memories. And just like at a Christmas party the King of Rock ’n’ Roll himself would have loved, we’ve even brought out a few Yuletide desserts and cocktails and left a few cookies on the plate for Santa.


Whether your Christmas is blue or white, we hope you’ll enjoy this very Elvis Christmas.


Robert K. Elder


Chicagoland, 2021





“I’d like to tell everybody that they’ve made this the best Christmas that I’ve ever had. We’d like to thank everybody for all the presents and Christmas cards and birthday cards that came in. I got exactly 282 teddy bears during the Christmas holidays. We have the walls lined with them. I’d like to tell you that we deeply appreciate it—that we’re sorry we couldn’t give everyone a new Lincoln, but they wouldn’t sell us that many!”


(ELVIS ON THE ED SULLIVAN SHOW, JANUARY 6, 1957)
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ELVIS’ CHRISTMAS ALBUM, SONG BY SONG
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STRICTLY SPEAKING, ELVIS RECORDED ONLY TWO CHRISTMAS albums during his lifetime. That’s it. About two dozen tracks from Elvis’ Christmas Album (October 1957) and Elvis Sings the Wonderful World of Christmas (October 1971). And even on the first 1957 holiday offering, four of those songs were taken from his gospel EP Peace in the Valley (April 1957). There were assorted singles and EPs, but the core of Elvis’ Christmas canon was collected on these two albums, released fourteen years apart.


And the recording sessions—driven by commercial concerns and marred by professional doubt—weren’t always easy, as you will learn in the pages to come. Yet these songs have endured because they carry Elvis’ undeniable spark and boundless energy. Even the hymns still sound alive, a showcase for Presley’s range and vocal presence.


While Elvis covered a lot of holiday standards, he and his songwriters added some originals to the holiday airwaves, notably “Santa Claus Is Back in Town” and “If Every Day Was Like Christmas.” Today, along with his rendition of “Blue Christmas,” they get abundant holiday airtime and have been remixed and repackaged endlessly.


One holiday album, If Every Day Was Like Christmas (1994), came with a special edition pop-up model of Graceland. In 2008, RCA brought in contemporary artists, including Martina McBride and Carrie Underwood, to sing along with Elvis on Christmas Duets. Elvis’ holiday tracks were even reimagined and reengineered—complete with strings—for Christmas with Elvis and the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra in 2017.


As evidenced by this book, Elvis’ holiday appeal is as enduring as the songs themselves.
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ELVIS’ CHRISTMAS ALBUM (October 1957)



Elvis’ first holiday record proved to be a tough recording session—even though he was only recording eight tracks for the full LP. The rest of the album would be rounded out by songs from his gospel EP, the four-song Peace in the Valley released in April of 1957. Those songs—“(There’ll Be) Peace in the Valley (For Me),” “It Is No Secret (What God Can Do),” “I Believe,” and “Take My Hand, Precious Lord” (sometimes credited as “Precious Lord Take My Hand”)—would amplify his love of religious music and help reshape his image.


But the sessions weren’t always a picnic. His producers struggled to find the right material and Elvis ran the risk of further offending the recording establishment, as he was covering three songs made famous by Bing Crosby.


Elvis was attempting to carve out his own niche in a crowded holiday music market, but upon release some stations were refusing to play Elvis’ Christmas Album. Dick Whittinghill, a DJ at KMPC in Los Angeles, said that despite getting requests to play songs from the album, he put his foot down. Whittinghill said, “That’s like having Tempest Storm give Christmas gifts to my kids.” (Tempest Storm was known as “the Queen of Exotic Dancers.”)


Some critics railed at changes in the musical landscape and the transforming power rock ’n’ roll seemed to have over the youth of 1957. “If the carolers outside your door this Christmas season come decked out in dovetail haircuts and Victorian sideburns, you’ll know that Elvis Presley’s latest album has had its usual fallout effect on the nation’s teen-agers,” wrote Associated Press feature writer Hugh Mulligan.


Mulligan preferred the offerings by Frank Sinatra, Perry Como, and the Strasbourg Cathedral Choir. Comparing Elvis’ efforts on his first Christmas record to these standards, Mulligan wrote, “As Samuel Johnson might have put it: The wonder is not that he did it badly but that he did it at all.”


Yet the album worked. Despite the fact that Elvis’ Christmas debut “had been so roundly reviled by the critics,” as biographer Peter Guralnick wrote, his fans stood up for him. On December 8, 1957, Miami Herald columnist Gwen Harrison gave over her Tops in Pops column to fans, after she wrote a particularly scathing review of Elvis’ Christmas Album. The editor’s note recorded that Harrison had “unwittingly walked into a hornet’s nest,” especially when Harrison’s review went off the rails and attacked Elvis’ complexion and noted that “though his lipstick and nail polish didn’t match” in the album’s photographs, “his make-up mercifully hid the pimples that show up in some former photos.”


Mrs. Agnes of Miami Beach was among those who came to Elvis’ defense, writing: “That boy is a good boy. Why don’t they go after some of the kings and queens of Hollywood, some with five or six divorces to their disgrace?… But a kid like Elvis, every move he makes they put a bad meaning to it and broadcast it. Newspaper men and women write the most fool things.… Elvis has a fine broad pair of shoulders and I guess he can stand all the fool stuff that is written.”


Elvis’ Christmas Album became a perennial best seller, despite selling only two hundred thousand copies in its first pressing. It came with a booklet of glossy photos promoting Elvis’ third movie, Jailhouse Rock.


“Taking into account its many later-day variants and iterations, [Elvis’ Christmas Album] became probably the steadiest long-term seller of Elvis’ career,” according to Guralnick and Ernst Jorgensen in their discography accompanying The Complete Elvis Presley Masters Collection box set.
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By contrast, the EP Elvis Sings Christmas Songs—released the same week in October 1957—sold a half million copies. The EP featured only four of the modern songs, “suggesting that many teenagers either still didn’t own long playing phonographs or couldn’t afford the higher purchase price of the album,” wrote Guralnick and Jorgensen.


In 2013, Elvis’ Christmas Album received the Diamond Award from the Recording Industry Association of America, which marked ten million in domestic sales for the album.




TRACK LIST


ELVIS’ CHRISTMAS ALBUM


SIDE 1




1. “Santa Claus Is Back in Town”


2. “White Christmas”


3. “Here Comes Santa Claus”


4. “I’ll Be Home for Christmas”


5. “Blue Christmas”


6. “Santa Bring My Baby Back (To Me)”




SIDE 2




1. “O Little Town of Bethlehem”


2. “Silent Night”


3. “(There’ll Be) Peace in the Valley (For Me)”


4. “I Believe”


5. “Take My Hand, Precious Lord”


6. “It Is No Secret (What God Can Do)”











“Santa Claus Is Back in Town”



WRITTEN BY JERRY LEIBER AND MIKE STOLLER | RECORDED SEPTEMBER 7, 1957


Elvis’ first Christmas album was already underway when songwriters Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller were summoned to the recording session. The song-writing pair had already proved their chemistry with Elvis, who had just recorded hit versions of their songs “Hound Dog,” “Love Me,” and “Jailhouse Rock.”


When Leiber and Stoller entered the Radio Recorders studio in Los Angeles, a smiling Presley greeted them, “My good luck charms are back!” Presley’s manager, Colonel Tom Parker, was less cheerful.


“Where’s the song?” Parker asked.


But there was no song. They had just driven to the studio after getting a call from Freddy Bienstock, the music wrangler in charge of choosing Elvis’ recording catalog.


“Write it now,” Parker scowled.


So Lieber and Stoller hid themselves in a closet-like mixing room with an upright piano. Deciding to go with a straight-ahead, twelve-bar blues structure, Stoller pounded out the music while Lieber started singing the line “Hang up your pretty stockings…” And the song was finished within eight to fifteen minutes, depending on which songwriter was telling the story. When the partners emerged, Lieber said, “Okay, we got it.”


“What took you so long?” Parker growled.


“Writer’s block,” Lieber said, but the joke didn’t crack the Colonel’s stony facade.


When Lieber and Stoller played the song for Elvis—originally titled “Christmas Blues”—they could tell Parker thought it was too bluesy for Elvis’ inaugural holiday record. But before Parker could object, Elvis said, “Now that’s what I call a great goddamn Christmas song! I told you these guys would come through.”


Elvis recorded the song in just a few takes and Lieber and Stoller’s last-minute addition ended up leading off the album. The song’s sexy swagger took Santa out of his sleigh and put him into a big, black Cadillac.


“At first, people were shocked,” remembered his longtime drummer, D. J. Fontana. “He was a little ahead of his time, especially on the rock ’n’ roll-style Christmas things he did.” Elvis stuffed some innuendo and playfulness into the song, making the listener wonder what, exactly, Santa was back in town for. Elvis’ suggestive delivery of the line about “coming down your chimney tonight” was certainly enough to get him put on the Naughty List.


“For me, ‘Santa Claus Is Back in Town’ lives on as one of Elvis’ great blues performances,” Lieber later said. “It took him back to his Beale Street roots, a place where he was always comfortable.”
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ACTOR KURT RUSSELL WOULD COVER “SANTA CLAUS IS BACK IN TOWN” FOR the 2018 Netflix movie The Christmas Chronicles. This wouldn’t be Russell’s first run-in with the King of Rock ’n’ Roll. At age ten, Russell had one of his first acting jobs working on-screen with Presley in 1963’s It Happened at the World’s Fair. Russell has two short scenes with the young Presley and kicks him in the shins—twice.


“We had a great time, working on that picture. We were on location at the Seattle World’s Fair… but I noticed crowds of girls flocking to the set. It was my first time seeing an actual mob scene. It was bizarre,” Russell later told Turner Classic Movies. “He was not just any singer, he was the singer of the twentieth century. His personality, his sex appeal, and his singing style honestly transformed American culture. He just had so much energy.”


Later, in 1979, Russell would play Elvis in the TV movie Elvis, directed by John Carpenter. If that weren’t enough, he would play an Elvis impersonator in 3000 Miles to Graceland (2001), wherein his character is kicked in the shins by a small boy—a nod to his screen time with Presley.






“White Christmas”



WRITTEN BY IRVING BERLIN | RECORDED SEPTEMBER 6, 1957


Covering this Irving Berlin song, made into a blockbuster classic in 1942 by Bing Crosby, was a risky proposition. Crosby’s “White Christmas” was an omnipresent holiday hit, and covering it was tantamount to Presley swiveling his hips over hallowed ground.


In his biography As Thousands Cheer: The Life of Irving Berlin, writer Laurence Bergreen tells the story of Berlin hearing the Presley cover for the first time.


“He immediately ordered his staff to telephone radio stations across the country to ask them not to play this barbaric rock-and-roll version,” Bergreen wrote.


On December 3, the Associated Press newswire circulated the story that disc jockey Al Priddy had been fired for playing Elvis’ “White Christmas,” which KEX, his radio station in Portland, Oregon, had banned. The song “is not in the good taste we ascribe to Christmas music,” said manager Mel Bailey. “Presley gives it a rhythm and blues interpretation. It doesn’t seem to me to be in keeping with the intent of the song.”


The story of Berlin’s rage and the fired DJ has been repeated (notably in the liner notes of 1994’s If Every Day Was Like Christmas), although there have been questions about the tale’s veracity. As Elvis researcher Shane Brown pointed out, there’s little evidence in the press or the music trades of this ever happening.


“We don’t question these stories until something suddenly makes it fall apart—and the thing that makes it fall apart is that there is no mention of it until 1990,” Brown wrote.


It didn’t help that, according to Elvis scholar Johnny Saulovich, “thirty years later, Priddy more-or-less admitted the entire thing had been a publicity stunt, and never stopped drawing a salary.”
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