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Lightning is striking
Again and again and again and again


—­Lou Christie




INTRODUCTION


I was born with rock and roll.


One of my earliest memories is hearing Little Richard’s “Tutti Frutti” over the radio in our Brooklyn apartment, rolling on the floor in uncontrollable laughter and joy in its infectious, unbridled release and madness.


I grew up with rock and roll.


The music marks each stage of my awareness, a life lived in parallel with its intimations of immortality. It has charged and challenged the way I perceive and understand the world about me, continuously renewing vows taken at the junction where the spark of a vibrating guitar string jumps the gap to a magnetic pickup and becomes electricity.


I grow old with rock and roll, traversing its leap to faith over a lifetime spent in quest of Spinal Tap’s mystical 11, turning it uppermost.


The odds of being struck by lightning are 300,000 to 1. I think that’s an underestimate. I’ve been struck by lightning many a time, many a place.


Everywhere makes music. Everywhen makes music. But where and when space and time align, undercurrents spinning into whirlpools, stars binarying, trends signifying and amplifying, a mile marker notches the road map of musical cartography. An energy locus. In these key moments, each with its inner dynamics and outer radiances, flashpoints irradiate station and crossroad, border and bridge, the beginning of again.


Lightning Striking traces rock and roll’s geographic and temporal journey, its kulturati impact and shifts in style and identity, as it moves from epicenter to epicenter, the stopovers where music evolves and renews, distinct with elements of chance, cunning, inspired personalities, major players, hustlers, and bystanders.


The impulse to convert sound waves and microtones into repeatable scales, a heartbeat into recognizable rhythms, at times adding word-­based lyrics or “singing” beyond lyrics, defines cities of ethni-­ and filters emotions. Music accompanies, commemorates, backtracks, and soundtracks, fills silence in the air, and moves us consciously or unconsciously whether we’re listening or not. Shapes of sounds, how they’re made, their tonal quality, the instruments chosen to express, the blend of different sources and the way an octave splits its defining notes; this belongs to the moment. As Lerner and Lowe put it in their ode to dimensional mating, Who Knows Where or When.


Each time and place, no matter how unique, offers a similar narrative of invention and diaspora on the way to mutation. There is an onrush of accidental-­on-­purpose discovery, of insular triumph, and then archetype, after which decadence. Like the moral fable of empires, this ebb and flow spirals a staircase ascending or descending, depending on taste and circumstance. Musical generations usually have a life span of half a decade, with most of the action happening in the terrible twos. Catch ’em while you can.


These conflagrations usually begin as a consequence from what came before; reactively predicated. Old guard, new guard, each feeling they’re the guard dogs of future past. Nineteen seventies Nashville countrypolitan, with its sleek strings and carefully contained contraries, schisms into outlaw country; the pole-­dance of 1980s hair metal gives way to shambolic grunge in the 1990s. Does rock and roll even exist anymore or is it a continuum of revival?


Within each scenario, musically inclined characters intermingle, form alliances, give each other encouragement and head, dream up a mood and performance that reflects cultish identifiers, garb and gadget, guitar tone and preferred aphrodisiac; and gathers a like-­minded audience. Those onstage mirror those off, evening the odds. The moment calls forth a mood-­swing pendulum hardening into definable style, eventually becoming the cliché that will mark it in the future, even though it’s still a-­borning. Outlanders and immigrants infiltrate hit charts as they step into the spotlight, planting seeds of demise in their ascendance.


Change never arrives unbidden. Mainstream and substrata inextricably mix, helped along by wild-­card prophets and profiteers, who sometimes can’t stop long enough to realize what they’re doing, or realize it all too well, understanding after the fact.


Most social histories, this one included, usually work from the top down, the visionary artists who embody transformation. Brian Eno, speaking at the Sydney Luminous Festival in 2009, upends this concept with what he calls scenius, “… the intelligence and the intuition of a whole cultural scene. It is the communal form of the concept of genius.” He adds, “Let’s forget the idea of ‘genius’ … let’s think about the whole ecology of ideas that give rise to good new thoughts and good new work.” Not only epic characters, but those hovering off-­frame, there for the instamatic and then gone.


Wishing I could be there.


I’ve always been drawn to a scene, its shared togetherness, its come-­hither weave, its stars, its character actors and bit players. To feel the adrenaline rush of excitement and possibility as convergence coalesces into where-­it’s-­at. What was it like on Fifty-­Second Street in Manhattan, when jazz clubs lined the block in the late 1940s, and the high-­flying sounds of be­bop came out of the Onyx and the Three Deuces; or when, after hours, the goateed gang would gather at the Baroness Nica de Koenigswarter’s suite at the Stanhope Hotel and she would ask them their three wishes. How did it feel carrying an acoustic guitar along that much hitchhiked song-­and-­cinema intersection of Bleecker and MacDougal in the folk sixties? The something’s happening here that Buffalo Springfield caught in the air when Los Angeles rioted on the Sunset Strip? Or more revealing to my own lifeline, what was it like tripping in San Francisco on that New Year’s Eve ushering in 1967, when the Grateful Dead, the Jefferson Airplane, and Quicksilver Messenger Service headlined the Fillmore. The poster on my New Jersey wall from that show, bought at an East Village psychedelic shop, made me want to journey there, to see its beacon firsthand.


Then, as luck and the alignment of the stars would have it, I entered my own scene, which centered on CBGB, a small Bowery bar in Manhattan in the mid-­seventies, and became the place I’d always wished I’d be.


What was it like? The had-­to-­be of there. To play your part. Going somewhere as it meets arrival, crossing the porous border between past and future when music is remade in its own image.


By then, everyone is bemoaning shoulda-­been-­here-­when. When it was only spending the night at the local, cold beer, importuning, watching who cavorts in front of you. At the Cavern, the Grande, CBGB, the Roxy, other stations of my particular cross to bear. My route chosen; or did my route choose me, from the music I learned to play, the space-­time crossroads where I grew up, when I came of age, race-­religion-­gender, my fault lines and high times, the reveal of who I’d be. “Definitions define limit,” Mayo of the Red Krayola taught me on The Parable of Arable Land in 1967, all my yet ahead. I identify rock and roll when asked, but that’s just ancestry. I sing all kinds, as Elvis will say in a couple of pages.


You can’t be everywhere at once. Sometimes it doesn’t matter if you’re there or not. Kool Herc on a Bronx playground, Fugazi at D.C.’s 9:30 Club, Green Day at Gilman Street, that Happy Mondays all-­nighter at the Hacienda in Manchester; Lagos, Kingston, Koln. Maybe next pilgrimage. There is always refraction, heard and misheard from afar.


You, making a loud noise in the night.


A strobe of incandescent bolt.


Count the seconds from flash to thunder. That’s how long it lasts. And then the storm.


Lightning. To be filled with light.
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CLEVELAND


1952


Start a riot.


The Arena on Euclid, March 21, spring’s first full day. The Moondog Coronation Ball, hosted by WJW disc jockey Alan Freed (“He spins ’em keed / He’s HEP that Freed”) has brought Paul Williams and the Hucklebuckers, Tiny Grimes and His Rockin’ Highlanders, Billy Ward’s Dominoes, Varetta Dillard, and Danny Cobb to town. The highlight will be the crowning of a teenage king and queen chosen from the audience, and a chance for Freed to connect with his Moondoggers, the increasingly biracial tune-­ins to 850 AM for his late-­night slot starting at 11:15.


The bill promises a raucous time, but except for the Dominoes, who have the coital “Sixty Minute Man” topping the r&b charts the year before, most are between or awaiting hits, another night on the endless road, Flexible bus by the backstage door on the way to the next stop. Three nights ago they were an hour outside of Cleveland in Meyers Lake; tomorrow they head up to Detroit, where Williams was discovered. Paul provides the house band, named after his 1949 dance hit, “The Hucklebuck,” based on a riff by Charlie Parker from Bird’s 1945 session for Savoy, “Now’s The Time.” Tiny Grimes, a four-­string tenor guitarist, has Parker solo over his 1944 “Romance Without Finance,” also on Savoy: the bebop roots of rock and roll. What Freed—­Blues, Rhythm, Jazz—­spins has bebop’s frantic energy, but it never leaves the dance floor.


Freed plays records supplied to him by Leo Mintz, whose Record Rendezvous on Prospect Avenue has been recycling used jukebox 78s since 1939. He specializes in releases of the many independent labels fanned out across the country, musics not fit for the pop charts: blues, country and western, salvation, crackpots. In 1951 Mintz sponsors Freed on WJW’s 50,000 clear channel watts, covering most of the upper Midwest, starting from the premise that you play the records, I sell ’em. Alan insists on featuring original r&b hits before they are made over by white artists, pumping up the show’s frenzy with howls and hollers, keeping time on a phone book, and finds a crossover audience of white listeners that want the real thing. Shared publishing royalties and promotional payments might be involved, along with other tempting inducements, but that’s the music business as usual. Who knows where a hit begins?


The broadened appeal requires a signifier to set it apart, to reflect newness and novelty. Rock and Roll: fraternal syllables made for each other, twin r’s, the first clipped, the second a sigh of breath. Countless are the sightings: a Male Quartette at “The Camp Meeting Jubilee” in 1910 (rock and roll me in your arms); Trixie Smith in 1922 with “My Man Rocks Me (with One Steady Roll)”; the Boswell Sisters’ “Rock and Roll” in the 1934 movie Transatlantic Merry-­Go-­Round; Buddy Jones’s 1939 “Rockin’ Rollin’ Mama”; Wild Bill Moore’s 1948 “We’re Gonna Rock, We’re Gonna Roll.” Freed and Mintz take the mate and give it a married name.


It would’ve been a memorable show. Varetta Dillard, on crutches, undeterred by a childhood congenital bone illness, sassing it up, her next year’s hit of “Mercy Mr. Percy” in the wings. Danny Cobb, born in Greensboro, North Carolina, winner of a talent contest at the Baby Grand in New York in 1950 when he was nineteen. He’s the “boy singer” in Williams’s band, a shouter in the Wynonie Harris tradition, and he’s already cut a record, also on Savoy, with Williams: “I’m So Happy.” He has a Latin tinge, the mambo-­phonic of “Hey Isabella” coming in 1955 and burlesque humor with his 1957 “Hey Mr. Warden,” where he requests dinosaur eggs for his last meal. Search and ye shall find.


Clyde McPhatter is the voice of the Dominoes, though bassist Bill Brown takes the lead on “Sixty Minute Man”—­I rock ’em roll ’em all night long—­and takes leave of the group after it’s a hit when Ward’s penny-­pinching discipline proves unbearable. Billy handpicked the group, played piano and arranged, but he had been in the military and ran His Dominoes like a drill sergeant. Members were confined to their hotel rooms after a show, chronically underpaid, required to drink a glass of milk each night. In the wake of their un-­appearance at the Cleveland Arena, they release “Have Mercy Baby” in April, a secular conversion from the gospel “Have Mercy Jesus.” A year later Clyde will quit the Dominoes to lead the Drifters; his replacement is an ex-­boxer named Jackie Wilson.


Grimes is an interesting anomaly, a tenor electric guitar player—­four strings, “ ’cause I couldn’t afford the other two”—­amid all the honking saxophones, a progeny of Charlie Christian who doesn’t adhere to the roughened guttural amplification of Chicago blues when he goes r&b. He has a 1949 hit with the Scottish chestnut “Loch Lomond”—­You take the high road, I’ll take the low road—­and it’s a choice many jazz musicians have to make postwar, to go for the hit parade or explore the new innovations coming out of West Fifty-­Second Street. Grimes has a deft and dexterous touch on the guitar, easily able to keep pace with Art Tatum’s keyboard flourishes in the early forties, but r&b wants it simple, subtracting notes where bebop multiplies the harmonies. Tiny burlesques his presentation by having his Highlanders wear kilts, prompting tenor saxophonist Red Prysock to quit in protest.


The saxophone’s insistent bleat holds sway in these post-­swing dance bands. Illinois Jacquet’s “Flyin Home” stokes the frenzy of Arnett Cobb, Big Jay McNeely, Sam “the Man” Taylor, Willis “Gatortail” Jackson, and Prysock, an animal wail that will find purity of expression in free jazz. Freed uses Freddie Mitchell’s growling “Moon Dog Boogie” as his theme. Williams’s baritone showstopper is “The Twister,” where he plays one note over and over as the microphone lowers, he bending down, down, until he’s writhing on the floor, one continuous squeal, biting the reed, crowd eating it up. He is barely through his first number when the fire marshals arrive with the police in tow.


“Suddenly I looked up,” Williams remembered to the Plain Dealer twenty years later. “The doors seemed to be moving. Just like they were breathing.” A newborn’s first cry. The Arena has a 10,000-person capacity, but Record Rendezvous keeps printing tickets, until twice that number are impatiently jostling for entrance. Glass shatters as the crowd pushes its way into the arena. Fistfights break out, knives brandished, arrests made. It takes three hours for the Arena to clear.


MOON DOG MADNESS is the next day’s headline, along with threatening legal action, but when Freed goes on the air that evening, apology quickly dispensed with (“I was hired, just as the band were hired … to allow the Moondog name to be used in connection with the dance”), he asks his listeners to telegram or call the station to support the music he champions, adding that WJW’s management has just added a Moondog Matinee, five to six each afternoon, and extended the evening show. “So you see, Moondoggers,” he proudly says; “it all goes to show ya, that you can’t push people around.”


Two months later the Moondog Maytime Ball returns for three nights at the Arena, accompanied by fifty extra police officers, with the Dominoes headlining along with H-­Bomb Ferguson and the orchestras of Todd Rhodes and Freddie Mitchell. Two years later, Freed is on his way to New York City, WINS, television, movies, holidays at the Paramount. Seven years later he’ll pay the price for having a ball, the mortal sin of crowning rock and roll.
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MEMPHIS


1954


Levi. That’s what they nickname him—­his real name unusual, not a Johnny or an Eddie—­inside the covenant ark that is Sun Studio. The Levites are the tribe of Aaron, overlooking the Promised Land, poised to enter. Can he?


“We were hittin’ it that time, Levi,” the stocky, jocular stand-­up bass player encourages, flashing a grin at the jumped-­up teenager barely able to contain himself. “That’s just fine, Levi,” the engineer-­producer-­studio owner adds from the control room. Levi nervously strums at his acoustic guitar while the electric guitarist on the other wing of their arrayed isosceles fiddles with his amplifier.


He’s chosen, in this birth moment before choice is made. His twin brother, stillborn; he knows it could have been the other way around. It makes him want to honor his mother twofold, to be both himself and sibling for her. When he drives past the neon reds and blues of a record-­yourself facility on Union Avenue in his truck, delivering for Crown Electric, Levi thinks that he would like to make a disc of himself singing for her, perhaps one of her favorite songs, “My Happiness.” It’s from the late forties, and hard to say where he learned it, from the Steeles (Jon and Sondra), the Marlin Sisters, the Pied Pipers or Ella Fitzgerald. He accompanies himself on guitar.


Or maybe he just wants to hear how he looks in the mirror of a microphone. He’s heard Johnny Bragg of the Prisonaires this summer of 1953, the group brought to 706 Union from the Tennessee State Penitentiary in Nashville under armed guard to record. As “Just Walkin’ in the Rain” gathers airplay around Memphis on the black-­slanted radio stations, on the jukeboxes and off the porches of shotgun houses, he can sense the exalt and release of the song, its quality of mercy. Like Bragg, like the Ink Spots’ high tenor Bill Kenny, Levi’s voice floats along the upper registers. He sticks close to the Spots’ “That’s When the Heartaches Begin” until he twists the melody aloft in the last chorus. He will use this beguile to his advantage.


The woman at the front desk of the Memphis Recording Service is impressed when he walks in. Thinks he’s cute. His mix of bravado and uncertainty, his shy demeanor. His sideburns. The studio owner is out in the back, or maybe on an errand; the story gets murky after so many years. She thinks he’s cute as well, heartbreakingly so, because he’s a married man, and not to her, even if she’s more partner and helpmeet than he cares to admit.


“I sing all kinds,” the boy says when asked what type of song he likes, as much bravura as prophecy. I don’t sing like nobody. She watches over him in the studio. There’s a hint of sneer when he sings share mid-­song; then, much as Hoppy Jones did in the original version, he sidles into the talking part of “That’s When the Heartaches Begin”: That love is a thing that never can share / And when you bring a friend into your love affair … , and she feels his persuasion even behind the glass partition. That’s the end, he says, as the acetate runs out of cutting room. She hears begin.


Good ballad singer, she notes. Hold. She doesn’t know why, but when she writes that word, she gets a thrill.


Levi stops by the studio as the fall wears on, perhaps wondering if they might invite him inside to do more, striking up a conversation with the secretary, coyly turning on the charm, peeking around the corner to see if the man in the control room might come out and notice him. But the engineer-­producer-­studio ­owner has his hands full, his mind on other things, bills piling up and even glimmerings of hits revealing the dog-­eat-­cat nature of the record business at his level. His Sun label has scored with “Bear Cat” by Rufus Thomas, a local radio personality, and now he’s being sued by the publishing company of Big Mama Thornton’s “Hound Dog.” He’s not going to win in court.


She brings the boy’s name up every once in a while, and the studio owner only half-­listens, because his ears are somewhere else. He’s trying to tune his sound, like he would dial the frequency of a radio signal to broadcast to another galaxy. Or at least another kind of music.


In the first month of 1954 the boy comes back to cut another acetate. He’s more plaintive-­country on “I’ll Never Stand in Your Way,” a pop hit for Joni James, his guitar jangling slightly out of tune. He’s trying to impress. The second song is another wistful number, Jimmy Wakely’s “It Wouldn’t Be the Same Without You,” and by the callous romance of the bridge, he has entered the song’s seduction, letting it tell his voice where to go. Chords to follow.


They’re cutting up. Letting off steam. Playing the fool. It’s Memphis hot outside, even at night, and there’s no air-­conditioning inside the studio and they’ve been here for a few hours and they have no other place to go. They’ve run out of ideas.


The engineer-­producer-­studio ­owner had been given a demo by a song plugger in Nashville, where he’d been recording the Prisonaires in their home jail. The tune was a country-­ish weeper called “Without You,” not really his meat-­and-­taters, but he couldn’t get it out of his head. The secretary brought up the name of the boy again. Well, why not?


He calls him into Sun on June 26 and sits around with him, just the boy and his guitar, not even bothering to record him. Levi doesn’t seem to bring anything to “Without You.” Over the course of the afternoon he sings everything he knows and it’s still not enough. The engineer-­producer-­studio ­owner listens with an intimation of probability yet to be realized. But there’s something plaintive there. He can sense the boy’s eagerness to please, and to displease.


A week later the studio owner is sitting around at Taylor’s, the corner luncheonette, with a guitar player from a cowboy-­country band he’d recorded a month earlier. He admires the guitarist for his serious demeanor; his professionalism, the way he runs the Starlight Wranglers, even though the lead singer sounds like every lead singer in a country band: two parts Hank Williams, one part Red Foley, a dash of Ernest Tubb bitters.


The engineer-­producer-­studio ­owner thinks a full band might overwhelm the kid. Maybe try him with just a guitar and doghouse bass. He’s not ready to commit to a full session. Maybe, he says to the guitarist, go see what he’s about? Invite him over to your house. Take him away from the studio, somewhere he might be more at ease.


Levi comes over to the guitarist’s apartment on July 4. It’s a Sunday, a day off from their day jobs, and because of the Sabbath, there’ll be no fireworks till tomorrow. He’s dressed in pink pants with a black stripe along the leg, white bucks, hair slicked into a ducktail. Whether the boy turns out promising or not, the guitarist knows an opportunity when he sees it, a chance to get on the engineer-­producer-­studio ­owner’s go-­to list. He’s a married man, with responsibilities, and his attention to detail extends to meticulously learning his instrument, borrowing equally from Chet Atkins and Merle Travis on the country side, and Tal Farlow on the jazz, applying his technique to a pick-­and-­fingers that double-­stops and inverts chords. Derived from country, with this hint of jazz, he’s enjoying the propulsion of an amplifier. He’s ready to turn up. The bass player, who is uncharacteristically noncommittal as the kid runs through his repertoire, has his own get-­up-­and-­go, slapping at his instrument as if he’s behind a trap set.


They go into Sun’s studio the next day, July 5. They start with ballads, which is how they perceive him, a “Harbor Lights” to the lilt of Bing Crosby; and Leon Payne’s “I Love You Because.” Levi leans toward “Because” songs—­the guitarist’s wife, Bobbie, remembered he also tried “Because of You” and “Because You Think You’re So Pretty” when he visited—­but he’s yet to understand the more complex reasons of why; the how-­to of his own need. And he knows that if he doesn’t do something soon, shows what he’s come to feel is his calling, he’ll be back driving his truck, and the engineer-producer-studio owner will turn his attention to someone else, and he will be the road not taken. This might be his last chance. The tape is rewound after each attempt, erasing history being made, until it meets its maker.


The tension is too much. Levi starts scrubbing at his acoustic guitar, a song coming into his line of hearing, making fun of himself and the expectant air. The bass player picks up on it, slapping his bull fiddle, the electric guitarist decorating and counterpointing and underlining. It’s “That’s Alright Mama,” an old Arthur “Big Boy” Crudup r&b stomper kicking around since the mid-­forties. They’re banging away, enough rhythm to go around even without drums, when the engineer-­producer-­studio ­owner sticks his head out of the control room and tells them to keep going.


Going, going. Then gone.


Now he’s really making a record for his mother.


They work on it another few times, trying to keep the sudden inspiration intact and aim it with intent. A delicate matter. A record can be a live performance, but it also has a focal point when it becomes something to be listened to over and again, often in far-­removed circumstances. The Take. When it becomes a record. An early attempt has guitarist Scotty Moore moving downward on his answering phrases; he’s learning his part before forgetting it and letting himself fly free. The bassist—­Bill Black—­allows the smack of the bass strings to ricochet off the neck, matching the thrum of Levi’s guitar, which is driving the tune, and which will be the first heard sound of this new whatever-­it-­is. In the control room, where he’s raised his console so he can sit and look his musicians in the eye and ear, Sam C. Phillips checks his input levels, adjusts his rheostats, finding the exact tonal placement to bottle the urgency he’s hearing.


Lightning in a bottle. Phillips knew what it was like. In both 1944, and then a couple of years back, he had undergone electroshock therapy. In each instance he had overstressed himself, driven himself into exhaustion and a frenzy that looped back on his ability to keep ahead of his rampant ambitions. It’s no wonder Sam likes his new Echosonic slap-­back unit, the repeat like the jolts to the cranium he’d experienced when he pushed himself into his personal red zone, wondering about committing full-­time to running a record label called Sun in the face of practical responsibilities. After a few more volts, he had made his decision.


It’s the sound of electricity as much as the singer, he realizes. He’s studied how Les Paul achieved his sonic breakthroughs, the space-­age ping-­pong that will send the electric guitar into inter-stellar orbit, though Sam hasn’t got the patience to meticulously overdub and manipulate the speeds of his tape machine. Where Les is precise, pinpointed, Sam wants it pinwheeled; a blurrier sound, live and spontaneous as if it’s being made up on the spot right in front of the speaker. With this Levi, he thinks he’s come upon the preternatural voice that will make his sound work.


Elvis Aron Presley, out in the studio trying to come to terms with this sudden revelation, this acknowledgment of who he will be, doesn’t know what to think. But then he doesn’t have to. His voice has come easy to him, sometimes too easily; and he can feel the music shiver up and down within him, jiggling his leg, rippling his shoulders, causing his head to snap on his vertebrae. He likes the feeling.


He’s been making the rounds of amateur nights at Memphis clubs while hoping for an opportunity to sing with a newly formed gospel quartet, the Strongfellows, from the family tree of the Blackwood Brothers Quartet, though until a member leaves, he’s the fifth wheel. The Blackwoods, one of the premier gospel groups in the region, are based in the local Assembly of God church. In attendance, Elvis witnesses firsthand the slow burn of a congregation on the way to deliverance, the preacher’s ability to raise the holy spirit, one parable at a time.


And he sharpens his look, bold enough to wear forbidden colors for boys, to deploy the come-­ons of girls, his lips pouty, his dark eyes shadowed in invitation, enhancing the importune of his voice.


They finish the song in time for Sam to take it over to his disc jockey pal at 560 WHBQ, “Daddy-­O” Dewey Phillips (no relation, in the disclaimer forever attached to Dewey’s name). They’re of like minds, Sam and Dewey, to the point of starting a record label—­It’s the Phillips “HOTTEST THING IN THE COUNTRY”—­in 1950 to put out one of Sam’s first discoveries, Joe Hill Louis. That naïve venture may have come undone in a matter of weeks, but Sam liked to stop by Dewey’s broadcasts from the “magazine floor of the Hotel Chisca” at the corner of Linden and Main in the wee hours, where they’d wind each other up while Dewey motor-­mouthed and slapped on the r&b discs for his mixed-­race audience, shouting out choruses and sponsors. Tell ’em Phillips sent ya! is Dewey’s catchphrase, but he needs something to send. Sam uses him as a bellwether. “That’s All Right Mama” rings Dewey’s bell; he plays it over and over as the phones start pealing. Dewey invites a nervous Elvis—­who has taken refuge in a nearby movie theater—­down to the station and asks what high school he’s from. “Hume,” he replies, race revealing. Dewey and Sam have long straddled the color line, but it is less than two months after the Supreme Court has decided the merits of Brown v. Board of Education. The South and its adjacent compass points are getting used to its implications. Red Hot and Blue is Dewey’s show, integration as a given-­and-­take. Substitute “white” for “hot” and his American flag unfurls, just like the music on this hybrid acetate.


“Hell, that’s different,” Sam Phillips drawls with some satisfaction over the intercom at Sun Studio. “That’s a pop song now, nearly ’bout.”


It makes all the difference. Nearly ’bout. What does Phillips mean by that, in the first month he’s done gone deduced what rock and roll could be, what it sounds like if he flicks record on the tape machine at just the right moment? His apocryphal wish fulfillment—­“If I could find a white man with the Negro sound, and the Negro feel”—­is too reductive, too easy. For Sam, the music’s sui generis starts with what is called rhythm and blues. And what is called country and western. Big-­band orchestras and Appalachian balladry and show tune standards and gospels of all persuasions.


The entanglements resist ancestral genealogy. Song form and performance have been intermingling for decades now, the brazen masks of minstrelsy giving way to Bing Crosby insinuating black rhythms and Charlie Patton repertoiring vaudeville favorites and Charlie Christian plugging in with Benny Goodman and bebop borrowing from Broadway and radio waves intersecting at the twist of a dial. It’s too late to turn back the clock.


It’s a pop song now. It has to cross genres, appeal to suspiciously segregated self-­identifications and situations, divine universal truth and lure appreciation even before realization is made aware. Not as it easy as it sounds, or will as Sam finally hears what he’s been looking for, listening for, whenever someone comes knocking on the door. You never know. “Anything, Anywhere, Anytime,” it says on Sam’s business card. Anything goes.


The tunes are around, and have been for a while, pretty much ripe for the plucking. Best-­selling vocalists rule the pop charts, graduated from swing orchestralia and ballrooms, known to snag catchy hits from the underclass of the music business, removing offensive elements of arrangement and suggestiveness and discordance, and covering—­in the truest sense of the word, as in to overlay, to conceal, to render invisible—­the original inspiration, hits once removed. Patti Page’s “Tennessee Waltz” (Pee Wee King), Georgia Gibbs’s “Dance with Me Henry” (Etta James’s “Roll With Me Henry”), the Crewcuts “Sh-­Boom” (the Chords). Mostly, though, the renegade genres are ignored, left to their own roadhouse devices. This allows each music to push its eccentricities to the fore, since it doesn’t need to attract outside listeners. It’s preaching to those already inside the church, holding their own rituals and hollers and transcendental experiences. The chitlin’ circuit keeps swallowing its own tail. R&b, c&w: they have their separate-­but-­equal itineraries, parallel one-­nighters that add up to all-­nighters.


Sam’s not content with that, and he’s not alone in seeing how the winds drift. Everyone wants to cross over to the pop charts, though there’s a worry that the indie business is still too small time, nickels and dimes, table scraps and leftovers from the major labels’ myopia and red ink in the ledger. You have to be one hit ahead with the distributors, to have the ready cash to let a disc jockey know you appreciate their efforts on behalf of your coin-­flip into the marketplace. Modern, of Los Angeles, and Chess out of Chicago have their way of doing things. Atlantic—­operating out of New York—­is even more connected to the main stem of the music business. But Atlantic’s Jerry Wexler was looking for a black man that might translate to a white audience, and in hindsight realizes Sam had a more expansive vision: Elvis, a white man, as “conduit.” In a 1993 interview with WGBH in Boston, Wexler calls Presley “the greatest cultural boon… . He gave [the American People] the great present of black music transmitted through his own sensitivity.” (Wexler and Atlantic’s Ahmet Ertegun will acknowledge this when Sam eventually opens the bidding for Elvis’s sale to a larger label. Atlantic offers thirty thousand dollars, which they don’t have, soon to be topped by RCA Victor’s deeper pockets.) Either way, both he and Phillips were hoping for a two-­way street that crossed the color line.


It wasn’t always like that at Sun, at the triangulate of Union Avenue as it intersects with Marshall. When he opened his door in January during the first month of the new half century, putting in the neon tubing that advertised Memphis Recording Service in each window, infrared to ultraviolet to catch the passing eye, he drew from the other side of the Illinois Central tracks. It made a break from mixing genteel orchestras downtown at the Starlight Ballroom atop the Peabody Hotel, pushing the drums as much as he dared, or recording commercials, overseeing remote broadcasts, or setting up his equipment discreetly at funeral parlors to capture the last rites of the bereaved. He was reminded of his initial thrill, the hustle and frantic bustle of Beale Street, where he’d stopped as a sixteen-­year-­old on his way to a religious revival in Dallas, his first time out of Alabama. He found a curious salvation, like he had felt standing outside Silas Payne’s Methodist church in Florence when he was a little boy, hearing the black redemption within, an offering of hope even to the hopeless.


Sam loved sound. He was a listener, first and foremost, hoping to hear something he’d never heard before. He’d built the future home of Sun himself, putting up the acoustic tiles and the angular ceiling, bouncing and damping reflections off the walls and floor, wanting it to be just live enough, with a clarity and harmonic resonance so he could manipulate the balance and the attack. He didn’t watch the clock. He believed you make your best records when people feel at home, when they were just themselves, possessed. Usually it happens when you least expect. Here comes Joe Hill Louis, a one-­man band ambling into Sun in the summer of 1950. He’s more street singer than measured performer, one step up from the jug bands that used to gather in Handy Park. He evokes in Sam the same fascination as W. C. Handy “discovering” the blues on a lonesome railroad platform in the slide of a knife along a guitar string. There’s nary a street corner on Beale that doesn’t have its sidewalk sideshow. Sam only has to unlock his door.


Joe Hill Louis is knocking even before Phillips is open for business. “That’s just what we need here in Memphis,” says Louis, who plays guitar and drums and a harmonica, looking around the half-­finished recording room where Sam is sheetrocking and clapping his hands to see how the sound reverberates. Despite (or perhaps because of) his three-­instruments-­for-­the-­price-­of-­one, Louis has already recorded for Columbia, and has a show on WDIA, Memphis’s leading black station, where he’s known as “Be Bop Boy” though he’s yet to flat a fifth. He usually sets up outside the ballpark of the Memphis Red Sox—­the black baseball team—­and “Boogie in the Park,” recorded in mid-1950, is like a spikes-­high hard slide into second, his harmonica solo riding a choppy electric guitar rhythm; flip it over and “Gotta Let You Go” works a single chord until Joe feels like changing it, beyond bars. Released on Sam and Dewey’s shot-­in-­the-­dark It’s The Phillips label in a pressing of perhaps three hundred, “The resulting 78 RPM disc,” relates primitivo fan Jim “The Hound” Marshall, “is so rare today you would need to trade a kidney, two Russian sex slaves and a kilo of real Chandu opium for a copy, if one ever came up for sale.” Sam Phillips never lost faith in Joe Hill Louis, however, recording and leasing his songs to Modern, Chess (on their Checker subsidiary), and finally, when he took the plunge and opened Sun, bringing him back to his auspices with the double-­sided some-­time of “We All Gotta Go Sometime” / “She May Be Yours (But She Comes to See Me Sometime),” adding a piano and drummer to Joe’s solitaire.


Another performer not far from the streets to sit before Sam’s microphones in the first months of the Memphis Recording Service is Charlie Bourse, whose tenor guitar in the Memphis Jug Band was accompanied by a foot-­tapping so insistent that they had to put a pillow under his foot when the group cut records for Victor in the late 1920s and into the 1930s. His unissued and ribald “Shorty the Barber” may have to wait thirty-­five years to be released, but it shows Sam’s instincts on overload: the spontaneity and quick release of emotion preceding expression.


“Memphis was the inducement,” he tells Peter Guralnick in The Man Who Invented Rock ’n’ Roll, describing the ultimate simplicity of “hearing a black man pick a guitar and pat his foot and put a wood box under his foot to pat as he sings.” Or, as Guralnick will distill from Phillips’s “original dream … 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.” The less preconceived the better. “The perfect imperfection,” as Sam will define it in years to come, after he has perfected his creation tale.


He’s drawn to oddball characters: Harmonica Frank, who blows his harp out the side of his mouth or his nose, Doctor Isaiah Ross with a boogie vengeance. In fact, Sun in its first years is all about the boogie. Sam’s taste shoves at the beat, slightly faster and on the verge of recklessness. One of his first masters to find a home is from the blind pianist Lost John Hunter (and his Blind Bats), who hyperdrives “Boogie for Me Baby” (“Not Recommended for Radio Broadcast” it says on the 4-Star label, which picks up Sam’s recording), crow-­flying a Memphis street grid back to Handy Park. There’s Willie Nix’s “Baker Shop Boogie,” Hot Shot Love’s “Wolf Call Boogie,” Earl (Michigan’s Singing Cowboy) Peterson’s “Boogie Blues,” the last fiddle-­borne, steel strings and yodeling. It’s as close to straight country as Sam comes, flirting with operating in a new market, even if it resembles the confined stockade he’s been operating in over the past couple of years. There has to be something more.


At first Phillips tries to play by the rules. He’ll make records and sell them to the independent labels that have set up shop in the underbelly of the music business; but by 1952, tired of being caught in the crossfire of the Hatfield-­McCoy family feud that is the brothers Chess and Bihari, Sam is forced to take his masters and matters in hand. It’s nothing personal, just the way business is wagered when everyone’s looking for an edge, on the edge, where the minorities cluster.


The major companies—­RCA Victor, Columbia, Capitol, Decca, maybe MGM—­have sway over popular tastes, but a network of mostly Jewish schemers and dreamers have furrowed deep into ethnic neighborhoods, working from the jukebox up: Jules and Saul Bihari of Modern and Lew Chudd of Imperial from Los Angeles; Leonard and Phil Chess in Chicago; Herman Lubinski of Savoy spreading out from Newark; Syd Nathan of King castled in Cincinnati. Sam feels like a gentile when he deals with these finaglers; but he respects the drive of their ethnicity, the same qualities that attract him to the blues and its dogged need to make itself heard. He’d make Yiddish records if there was a market. But there’s not, especially in Memphis, so he’s recording race records, rebranded rhythm and blues by Jerry Wexler in 1948 when he is a cub reporter at Billboard before becoming Atlantic’s resident philosopher-­executive. R&b is now a sales hierarchy with its own star system, rewarding the ability to get a record on the streets as soon as possible, before the next disc ships and the returns start to come in. No room for error, it’s cash in motion, like the title of that other music trade magazine, Cash Box, which gets the flow of capital right. Nickel and dimes into the slot. You have to make them want what you’re hawking before the next record plays.


The Biharis are first to come calling at Phillips’s studio, on a field trip to Memphis in mid-1950, arranging with Sam to record a local disc jockey. Riley “B.B.” King comes by his signature initials in stages, from Singing Black Boy to Beale St. Boy to Blues Boy to Bee Bee, until he’s a grown man and assured performer who needs no explication. He’s on WDIA, sponsored by Lucky Strike cigarettes, and has been playing around town since he arrived from Indianola, Mississippi, in the late forties. B.B. is the last in a long line of medicine show attractions—­WDIA has its own Pep-­Ti-­Kon patent elixir—­as well as a harbinger of streamlined urban blues. Phillips shakes hands with Saul and Joe, cuts four songs in the summer of 1950, and sends them to Modern for their blues-­slanted RPM label, expecting to get his promised share of royalties. Even at this early stage, “B.B. Boogie” is a deft display of King’s command of the guitar, and demonstrates that Phillips knows how to forefront a straining guitar amplifier. King is perfecting the tight-­throated impassioned vocal delivery that will carry him to the Regal Theater in Chicago for a classic concert on November 21, 1964, and then enshrine him as the leading ambassador of the blues through a long and storied career that lasts into the next century.


But Jules and Saul know a handshake isn’t legal tender, and Sam has neglected to do the paperwork. What deal? they respond. It’s at this time, feeling betrayed, that Phillips partners with Phillips and puts out Joe Hill Louis’s record, though it’s immediately apparent that neither Sam nor Dewey is equipped to oversee a record company, not helped by Dewey’s car accident in September under questionable and compromising circumstances (he’s critically injured, and a nineteen-­year-­old not-­his-­wife in the front seat with him is killed). Sam has to swallow his pride and make amends with the Biharis, continuing to record B.B. in a series of formative releases while nurturing his own dreams of independent production. He’s learning his studio. By King’s “She’s Dynamite,” recorded in May 1951, he’s figured out his sonic reflections, and has a room that sounds like he means it to, plenty of low end, mid-­highs emphasizing guitar and voice, maximum drive.


Fit for an automobile, and Jackie Brenston’s “Rocket 88” is the Oldsmobile awaiting. The song’s image heralds a dawning era of space exploration, the decade that will orbit the first satellite around the earth, when automobile styling reaches for the futuristic, the tail-­fin sci-­fi scenarios of atomic power and alien invaders. Bandleader Ike Turner has traveled with his Kings of Rhythm up from Clarksdale, Mississippi, to the Memphis Recording Service on a tip from B. B. King, driving all night to make his session on March 5, 1951. Guitarist Willie Kizart’s amp falls off the roof mid-­journey, and its raspy cracked speaker underpins “Rocket 88.” Ike is set to sing it, but Phillips feels Brenston, the writer, is better suited; he sounds like Joe Liggins, or maybe his brother Jimmy. Grudgingly, Ike takes his seat behind the piano, which despite his later reputation as a guitarist, is his main instrument, and assumes the role he will grow into as a talent scout and record producer. “Rocket 88” is released under the name of Jackie Brenston and his Delta Cats, much to Ike’s displeasure, especially when it becomes a runaway hit in May 1951 and takes the top spot in Billboard’s r&b charts the next month. Ike’s vocal on the formulaic blues “Heartbroken and Worried,” cut at the same session, shows Turner is perhaps better suited to masterminding than stepping out front. The Ikettes and marriage to Tina awaits.


Perennially in the running for the coveted title of first rock and roll record, “Rocket 88” is still within the jump-­blues tradition, however accelerated it may be (it’s lasciviously followed by Connee Allen’s “Rocket 69” for King). And though it’s Sam’s first bona fide hit, it creates a further schism between him and the Bihari brothers. Leonard Chess has been courting Sam as Memphis increasingly becomes a hotbed of blues artists, and snatches it for his label. This time it’s the Biharis who walk out in a huff.


Phillips had been recording the pianist Rosco(e) Gordon with an eye toward placing him with RPM. He thought he had an ongoing deal with the Biharis, but they’d only begrudgingly released a Joe Hill Louis disc, and were sticking his other discoveries in the waiting room. Sam was getting impatient, still disgruntled at the way he’d been treated. When Leonard showed an interest in what Sam had going on, Phillips gave him “Rocket 88.” The Chess label was just getting off the ground, hitting with Muddy Waters, and Leonard made a deal to go 50–50 on anything Chess picked up. Sam couldn’t afford to remain exclusive; along with respect, it came down to cash flow. He hoped to supply records to both companies, but the V-8 success of “Rocket 88” prompted the Biharis to sever ties with Phillips. Gordon wound up on Chess with “Booted,” a slurred and sleazy threat of retribution disguised as a twelve-­barroom blues, with Roscoe’s stride-­back piano and a greasy saxophone solo, and the Biharis called in their bets. Gordon had signed contracts with anyone who fronted him an advance, knowing royalties only meant a new car every so often, and that came with white-­wall tires. Take what you get might be all you get. Gordon took from Chess, and Modern, until Houston-­based Don Robey’s Duke strong-­armed his contract, especially attracted by a member of Gordon’s band, Bobby “Blue” Bland, who would become one of the most assured singers to stand “Two Steps from the Blues.” Adding insult to injury, Jackie Brenston moved over to the Biharis, joined by Ike Turner as talent scout and producer.


Losing Howlin’ Wolf was the final blow. Later, when he looked back over the many artists he had found, or found him, those hours spent in the control room waiting until the musicians locked into the sweet spot within the space he had fashioned to accommodate their out-­of-­body experience, snatching emanation from the air, Phillips would have an especial affection for Chester Burnette. Wolf was an older man, in his early forties when he came to Sam, growing into the title character of his “Getting Old and Grey.” In grit voice, he is The Howling Wolf, stalking the stage, head pivoting in conqueroo frenzy, overcome with the music coursing through him. The records he makes with Sam are a reading of the blues backward to before the blues began, when it was just a lament set to music, even as it points forward to the crackling electric pulsation of Chicago’s south side. Chester had sat at the feet of Charley Patton on his way to lycanthropy, learning his howl from the blue yodel of Jimmie Rodgers, and made the transition from solo country blues to a full city band after he moved to West Memphis in 1948. Phillips heard him on Wolf’s weekly Saturday broadcast over KWEM, and from their first single, the ghostly “Moanin’ at Midnight,” with Wolf’s gruff harmonica set against guitarist Buddy Johnson’s distorted outbursts, Sam knew he was in the presence of something supernatural in its feral intensity. The flip side of Chess 1479, Wolf’s debut released in September 1951, is “How Many More Years,” featuring Bill “D’Struction” Johnson’s shortcut-­through-­the-­graveyard piano, Wolf baying this most definitive of blues that will count down each of his many subsequent years.


But Sam is once again caught short. The Biharis, claiming Wolf’s signature on a piece of paper, have come to town with Ike Turner to competitively record him. In early 1952, they barter with the Chess brothers, Roscoe Gordon going to RPM and Wolf traded (along with a future draft choice) to Chess. Any hopes Sam might be able to continue recording Wolf are dashed when Leonard and Phil give Howlin’ a new car and three thousand dollars in cash and convince him to move north, Sam receding in the distance.


Not that he doesn’t have a lot going on. Even if the history of Sun cuts off at 1954, the range of incantatory artists that walk through the doors of 706 Union, and that Phillips will then begin to release on his Sun label in 1952, would suffice to mark him as a worthy conduit of classic blues. Sleepy John Estes connects the prewar with postwar by strapping on an electric guitar for the first time; Sam discovers James Cotton playing with Howlin’ Wolf, before recording him solo with “Cotton Crop Blues” for Sun, after which Cotton takes his harmonica to Muddy Waters’s band in Chicago; another harpist, “Little” Walter Horton, presages Little Walter (Jacobs), though loses his diminutive when Jacobs’ “Juke” hits the r&b charts for Chess. Phillips has another “Little” up his sleeve in Little Junior Parker’s Blue Flames, as well as Little Milton, who has been brought to Sam by Ike Turner, and has a knack for replicating blues styles from Fats Domino to Elmore James.


Style is one thing; copyright is another. Big Mama Thornton’s “Hound Dog” is barely a hit in January 1953 when Phillips releases “Bear Cat (The Answer to Hound Dog),” yowled by Rufus Thomas and given a raunchy extended guitar solo by Joe Hill Louis. As soon as it enters the charts Don Robey unsurprisingly claims the lion’s share of the profits for his Lion Music publishing company, making Phillips once again aware of his vulnerability, the scissoring he faces as an independent label owner. In the ensuing cat fight, Rufus scratches back with “Tiger Man (King of the Jungle)” but despite its tribal drumming (a rhythmic feel picked up when Elvis covers Little Junior Parker’s “Mystery Train”) and chest-­thumping vocal, the record falters.


Two recordings from these Old Testament years, B.E. one might calendar them, are the heaven and hell of Sun. The Prisonaires were doing hard time—­their collective crimes ranged from murder and larceny to involuntary manslaughter—­but the cell tier lament of “Just Walking in the Rain” finds leader Johnny Bragg gazing past penitentiary bars to the repentance of clouds shedding tears. Pat Hare isn’t sorry at all. “Cheating and Lying Blues” (aka “I’m Gonna Murder My Baby”) is a malevolent threat made good a decade hence in Minneapolis when, in a drunken frenzy, he kills his girlfriend and a police officer. “I just thought you’d like to know, Jury,” Pat shrugs before a vindictive burst of guitar tells you he wasn’t sorry he did what he had to do. Recorded May 14, 1954, Sam dares not put it out. He has gone as far as he can with the blues.


Harmonica Frank Floyd’s “Rockin’ Chair Daddy” is as much a throwback in time as it is clairvoyant. Phillips had nurtured a soft spot for Frank, a white one-­man stomper like John Lee Hooker, since 1951 when he’d sold some masters to Chess—­“Swamp Root” and “Howlin’ Tomcat” sound like they could have been recorded anytime in the previous three decades, drawled talking hokum and feline yowls. Three years later, on his only Sun single, “The Great Medical Menagerist,” Floyd puts it in the past: Step right around closely / I’ll tell you all about a wonderful medicine show I used to work with, selling soap and ladies a wonderful tonic you give to husbands and then moving sleight-­of-­hand to the next come-­on. Now he’s a “Rockin’ Chair Daddy,” Oh shove, boot it now … Rock to Memphis on Vance and Main! It’s released the same month as Elvis’s debut.


Rock is all the rage; everyone wants a piece. It’s been a by-­word in r&b since the 1940s, and now it’s a handy signifier for anything up-­tempo, perfectly angled toward country music’s roadhouse wing. Country boogie has been around since 1945, when Arthur “Guitar Boogie” Smith transcribes the piano’s left hand over to guitar, and it’s driven home with the Delmore Brothers’ succession of “Freight Train Boogie,” “Hillbilly Boogie,” “Barnyard Boogie,” and finally “Stop That Boogie” in the late forties. Hank Williams will not live to see the onset of rock and roll, but his spirit pervades the music’s emergence, its backseat-­of-­a-­Cadillac on the way to eternity, the clean slate of a new year and a roughshod resolution. There’s a lot of song-­swapping between the country and r&b charts, despite segregation’s resolute divide; both drink from the same fountain. Rockin’ is something they can agree on, each to their own. Everyone’s getting a band together to hop on the wagon.


One of the first is Bill Haley, a disc jockey from Chester, Pennsylvania, who, beginning in 1951, starts cherry-­picking r&b hits like “Rocket 88” and country-­frying them. With his fabricated spit-­curl and overeagerness to please, Haley is an inelegant pioneer, but his Comets—­whose guitars fill in for horn stabs and whose drums are the focal point—­bear down on the rhythmic backbone of their versions. If he fails to override Big Joe Turner’s “Shake, Rattle and Roll,” his 1953 “Crazy Man Crazy” cracks like a whip. It’s got two guitar breaks, one played by steel guitarist Billy Williamson that underlines Haley’s country roots (his band started out as the Saddlemen). In early 1954, Decca producer Milt Gabler channels his experience recording Louis Jordan into Haley’s “Rock Around the Clock,” with its nod to Hank’s “Move It on Over” and a flurrying guitar break by session player Danny Cedrone, who dies from a fall before the record is released, having devised one of rock and roll’s most essential solos. The courtship between country and r&b is well on the way to consummation.


If there’s a matchmaker, it’s the electric guitar. It’s already allowed the blues to transition from rural jukes to the booming clubs of Chicago’s South Side. Now it’s time for country music to plug in. When Sam McGee attempted to bring an electric guitar to the Grand Ole Opry in 1940 with Uncle Dave Macon, he was told it was too “modern” by Opry head George Hay. But in wartime you need to get louder to be heard. A year later Ernest Tubb liked the pierce of Fay “Smitty” Smith’s electric enough to let him solo on “Walking the Floor Over You.” Arthur Smith’s acoustic version of “Guitar Boogie” was followed with a more popular electric interpolation. Western swing bands started featuring the instrument, following the Dust Bowl migration to California and the defense plants, where they found savvy guitar makers to further its technical capabilities. In 1932, Adolph Rickenbacker had converted George Beauchamp’s idea of a vibrating string amplified by a magnetic pickup into the Frying Pan, a Hawaiian-­style lap guitar. Following the evolutionary solid-­body path, Paul Bigsby, a motorcycle tinkerer, takes up the challenge of building a guitar for Merle Travis; Leo Fender, a radio repairman, debuts a solid-­body Esquire with one pickup in 1948, and tops it with the two-­pickup Broadcaster in 1950. AM to UHF, in 1952, the model changes its name to the Telecaster.


All are taking a cue from Les Paul’s railroad tie, a “log” that Gibson has now metamorphosed into a gold-­topped signature model.


There are now a school of players to show off its potential: Paul himself, Travis, Joe Maphis, the tag team of Jimmy Bryant and bar-­swooping steel guitarist Speedy West. Amps to match. The guitar’s volume makes drums essential; soon the stand-­up bass will need its own magnetic field, taking on the shape and swiveling ease of a guitar (Fender is prescient with the Precision in 1951).


The classic lineup of a rock and roll band. Keyboard optional.


They need a b-­side. Flip the coin. If “That’s All Right” draws from the Tigris of rhythm and blues, they’ll salute country music’s Euphrates. After all, Scotty and Bill are first and foremost a cowboy band, though apart from the trappings of brocaded gunslinger wear, they’re more country than western. The Starlight Ramblers, with Scotty on guitar and Bill on bass fiddle, don’t usually stray far from country familiars and their regular Saturday night gig at the Bon Air Club on the corner of Summer Avenue and Mendenhall Road. Their sole Sun single, recorded June 1, 1954, is credited to leader Doug Poindexter, who deadpans his way through “Now She Cares No More for Me” and “My Kind of Carryin’ On,” and is none too happy when Scotty and Bill bring Elvis onstage with them at the Bon Air to play both sides of his new single.


“Blue Moon of Kentucky” started out as a waltz, one-­two-­three with a swirl and lilt to the dance step. Elvis and Scotty and Bill divide the moon in quarters, emphasizing the crescent and the full, and the melancholia of Bill Monroe’s original begins to lift. Sam turns up the echo on Elvis, filling the ands of each 4/4, adding urgency in place of an accenting high-­hat. “Blue Moon” has been getting faster the whole session, and now they’re in full gallop across the Cumberland Gap. On the way to rock and roll.


When the record is released two weeks later, on July 19, Sam takes out a half-­page Cash Box ad, lauding the ménage à trois he foresees with Elvis: Pop, Hillbilly, R&B. A Hit! All Three Ways, he enthuses, and heads out in his car to work the record throughout the Southeast, throwing all of Sun’s spare resources into promotion, one disc jockey and distributor at a time. His efforts, and Elvis’s surprising agility as a live performer, apparent from his first formal appearance on a show headlined by Slim Whitman at Memphis’s Overton Park on July 30, rise both sides of Sun 209 to regional commotion, breaking out of Memphis to Nashville and heading south, making a joyful noise on the charts as September enters its equinox.


The records that follow—­the Sun Singles, as they are gathered in folkloric myth, much as the opening five books of the Pentateuch Bible—­still sound alive with the wonder of discovery. Phillips resists the temptation to expand the band—­Elvis is comfortable with Scotty and Bill, and each musician has more than enough room to play their part. In the control room, Phillips makes sure the sound fills all frequencies. With both Elvis and Bill holding down the rhythmic pulse, Scotty’s guitar embellishes gaps and emphases with arpeggios, counterpoint runs and slides, quick interjections, and on the ballads, languorous melodic duets with Elvis’s vocal. He is accomplished and sensitive, aware Phillips wants him to keep it frugal, yet his solos and riffs will accessorize the licks of rockabilly as it becomes a formalized style. Scotty and Bill breathe with Elvis, wherever he adjusts the beat, keeping up with his nervous strumming and bursts of self-­discovery.


They succeed “That’s All Right” with another forties r&b shouter, “Good Rockin’ Tonight.” The song has come a long way since Roy Brown wrote it on a grocery bag and tried to sell it to Wynonie Harris, a tale better related over a shot-­and-­beer at the Circle Bar on Lee Circle in New Orleans. It’s a telling choice: the phrase-­of-­the-­hour in its title, the heard-­the-­news invitation of c’mon and rock; the repeating rock! in the coda like the whack of a drum. The b-­side, as expected, is country-­inflected, though “I Don’t Care If the Sun Don’t Shine” is from the Disney soundtrack of Cinderella, bongo clip-­clops and Dean Martin nonchalance, a singer who influences Elvis as much as Bing Crosby. There’s a developing prototype even this early in the game. By the time of “Milkcow Blues Boogie,” the third single and released on Elvis’s twentieth birthday, with its staged slowpoke beginning and Hold it fellers, that don’t move me, let’s get real real gone for a change, the awareness of what they’re doing has been cast into a working mold. It’s a change, all right. They’ve figured it out. These are not cover versions, despite their crossover. They sound like nothing heard before, a mutation, a cross-­breeding that splits off its own taxonomic line. Let’s milk it!


The new music needs an Elvis: I don’t sound like nobody, a double-­negative underlining his across-­the-­board appeal. He hiccups his way through “Baby Let’s Play House,” a minor hit for Arthur Gunter earlier in the year, and even chuckles at his presumption when he baby-­baby-­baybees toward the end. It’s his most mannered vocal yet, down to the pink Cadillac he throws in. A local drummer, James Lott, fills out the sound, and it makes the national c&w charts, proving Sam is onto something with staying power.


Scotty gets a lot of room to stretch in these early Sun singles, and his tempered playing isn’t confined to his instrument. He is savvy enough to sign a “complete” management contract with Elvis on July 9, 1954, stipulating his duties are to “book him professionally for all appearances that can be secured for him, and to promote him, generally, in his professional endeavors.” But he’ll never receive his promised 10 percent. Elvis’s rapid rise, and Moore’s musical responsibilities within the Blue Moon Boys, mean he has no choice but to cede control. Phillips approaches booker Bob Neal, a local promoter who uses his radio outlet on WMPS to advance shows, hoping to extend Elvis’s range of motion, especially with his recent success on the KWKH Louisiana Hayride. Elvis appears in Shreveport on October 16 after driving all night from his regular appearance at the Eagle’s Nest off Lamar Avenue in Memphis. Announcer Frank Page makes mention of his “new distinctive style.” There’s already screams of delight from the audience. How’d he derive that “rhythm ’n’ blues style, that’s all it is?” “Well, sir,” Elvis demurs, “to be honest with you, we just stumbled upon it.” “Well you’re mighty lucky,” says Page. “They’ve been looking for something new in the folk music field.” Behind Elvis, there’s an ad for cigarettes: Be Happy Go Lucky! The bull’s-­eye of Lucky Strike. And he is.


By the time they finish at the Hayride in December, Neal is prepared to take over full management, but he too will be left in the dust. Elvis has come to the attention of one Dries van Kuijk, a Dutch immigrant who has entered the country under shady circumstances and has reinvented himself as Colonel Tom Parker. After a long career as a carny and a shyster, he has parlayed management of Eddy Arnold, who fires him in 1953, into a similar position with Hank Snow, overseeing the package shows on which Elvis appears and taking note of the fact that Elvis is creating more of a stir than the headliner. The Colonel has an in with Snow’s label, RCA Victor, and as Presley’s star novas over 1955, he takes over as Elvis’s intermediary. Soon Sam can ignore no longer the rumors that Parker is negotiating with other companies. Though initially resistant, Phillips needs operating capital; if he’s going to give up his sensational discovery, he wants over-­the-­top dollar. Sun asks for the moon, and RCA Victor gives him the green cheese.


Elvis’s final single for Sun is “Mystery Train,” originally recorded for the label by Little Junior’s Blue Flames in 1953, and one of the songs that first points Elvis in the direction of the Memphis Recording Service. Herman “Junior” Parker’s original (if it can be called that, rewriting the Carter Family’s “Worried Man Blues” in another example of black-­and-­white back-­and-­forth) has a lope that emphasizes the off-­beat, as if the train is putting on the brakes approaching the station. Elvis and Scotty and Bill up the chug, borrowing the rhythmic feel of Parker’s “Mystery Train” flip, “Love My Baby,” and its guitar pattern by the redoubtable Pat Hare. Sam is perfectly poised between his past and future. Presley and Phillips’s collaborative sensibilities are so in tune that it’s realized in one take. The train arrives, picks up its passenger, and leaves the station, bound for who knows where?


Sam looks out his door, at the hillbillies encamping, wanting him to give a listen, gift them the same chance he offered Elvis, and thinks that if he did it once, he can do it again.


America awaits, standing on a corner, impatiently looking at its watch. Elvis washes in with the cultural tide of a national craze for Davy Crockett, his frontier buckskin and coonskin, a teenage soundtrack spread by the shiny new medium of the 45 record and television’s hypnotic beamed cathode across the nation. He is prefigured by movie heroes rebellious and yearning, trying to articulate their own smoldering screen presence: James Dean, Marlon Brando, Montgomery Clift. In 1955 Bill Haley’s “Rock Around the Clock” high-­noons at number one for eight weeks, western swing honky-­tonk as r&b, courtesy of the movie Blackboard Jungle and its rebellious juvenile delinquents smashing big-­band 78s. By 1956 the pop charts are porous, blues and country crossing over, the occasional pop hit returning home with them. Now that the major labels have taken notice, bringing their resources and monopolies, the stakes are immeasurably higher. RCA has paid an unprecedented $35 million for Elvis, plus $5 million for the rights to his Sun output, and they want to make sure they recoup their investment.


They send him to Nashville, to record under the supervision of Steve Sholes, the head of RCA’s country music division, who has been with Victor Talking Machines since the age of eighteen when he began as a messenger in the Camden factory. Sholes adds master guitarist Chet Atkins and pianist Floyd Cramer to the Blue Moon Boys core of Scotty and Bill and D.J., hoping to keep the mystery train of Elvis’s sound intact while expanding its parameters, but he’s clearly feeling his way. RCA’s studio is larger and less compacted than Sun, and the engineers have to jerry-­rig a slap-­back that adds more distance than Sam’s tight manipulation of echo. The song Elvis wants to record is “Heartbreak Hotel,” written by Tommy Durden and Mae Boren Axton, derived from a syndicated story in the newspapers about a small-­time crook killed in an El Paso liquor store robbery named Aaron Krolik, who had written in his unpublished memoirs that he’d walked a lonely street. Like playing Monopoly, Durden and Axton put a hotel at the end of it, and present it to Elvis, along with a third of the publishing. RCA doesn’t have much faith in its doom-­laden atmosphere, the minimal walking bass and Cramer’s tinkling piano making it an odd choice for a lead-­off single. It’s a sleeper, and takes some getting used to after all the ruckus Presley has been causing, but its controlled smolder speaks to Elvis’s confidence. He’s relying on his own instincts, at least in the studio. The rest of it, the outside clamor, is best left to others.


In an irony not lost on Phillips, “Hound Dog” puts Elvis over the top, a genuine phenomenon bordering on fad. Elvis twice removes it from Big Mama Thornton, referencing a version by Freddie Bell and the Bell Boys he had seen in Las Vegas, more novelty than curt dismissal, giving him plenty of wiggle room. He’s the Pelvis: a rhyme scheme boon to headline writers everywhere. D.J.’s rat-­a-­tat-­a-­tat-­a-­tat-­a-­tat-­a-­tat-­a-­tat, the clattering hand claps, and Scotty’s punchy breaks (there’s an out-­of-­nowhere phrase opening the second that jolts his solo into overdrive) are abetted by the double-­A side, Otis Blackwell’s “Don’t Be Cruel.” Both go to number one in the summer of 1956. The echo is gone, as are any doubts about his omnipresence. As Elvis says about fifty-­two seconds into “Don’t Be Cruel”: Mmmmmm… .


Up north, in an outer borough of New York City, I’m just starting to become aware of the radiophonic static emanating from a friend’s older brother’s room, the transistor blare from the corner candy store where the teenagers cluster. I’m cresting nine years old, learning (and eventually abandoning) the accordion, “Lady of Spain” to “Mattinata,” and getting my worldview from Mad magazine. I only experience Elvis when he appears in full figurehead, as a phenomenon and changeling; as the face—­the poster boy, the cover girl—­of this new music called rock and roll.


Removed from his home swath of Southeast, the Texarkana backtrack he traverses with Scotty and Bill and D.J., making regional inroads and leaving western-­and-­bop nascent rockers in his wake (in Texas, the Buddys Holly and Knox; in Virginia, Gene Vincent; in Detroit, Skeets MacDonald), Elvis ignites in a hallelujah frenzy, his canon of song barely keeping up with his sudden ascent. He is both missionary and celebrant, caught onstage in dot-­matrix photos, suspended stop-­time before pandemonium breaks loose, clutching the microphone, guitar slung to one side, knees knocking inward, on tiptoes, drawing out the held breath of expectation. Girls scream; boys ape mannerisms. He invites controversy, a presumption of guilt or innocence that forces everyone to take sides. Colonel Tom prints up buttons that say “I Love Elvis” and “I Hate Elvis” and knows it doesn’t matter. Either way, it’s Elvis. He only needs one name. He is the music come into being.


Television’s network outreach, still a novelty, allows his hip-­shake instant access into the American living room, especially on the vaudeville-­like network variety shows that partner Elvis’s savant stage presence with a skeptical and soon-­won-­over host. No matter how they patronize him—­Milton Berle ruffling his coiffure, Steve Allen dressing him in tux-­and-­tails and making him croon to an actual hound dog, Ed Sullivan swording him at the waist—­he good-­humoredly goes along, knowing that as soon as he counts off the future can begin.


Tommy and Jimmy Dorsey are first to welcome him to the new medium, introducing him on their Saturday night Stage Show on January 28, 1956. The oft-­contentious brothers have seen it all before with Frank Sinatra, the swagger of youth and the hysteria that follows, this brash arc of a rising star; it’s too early to tell how long the new kid will be around, but they bring him back week after week, six times in all, as Presley adapts to the confines of stage and camera. He debuts with an unexpected “Shake Rattle and Roll,” not his first RCA single, ducking back into the circle of the group for Scotty’s solos, his legs twitching. Moore takes two: for the first break it’s Elvis who pulls the band along, for the second they push back and he’s assailed by the music, shaking in frenzy. He may look convulsive, but he’s learning his moves, and how far to take them. By the time he plays “Hound Dog” for Steve Allen on June 5, just over four months later, he’s dispensed with his guitar altogether, now a confident dancer with a microphone stand for a partner, on his way to being an all-­around entertainer. He sets the microphone low so he has to lean into it, legs spread or bent at the knee, hands flailing and flopping, exuding command. It’s only been two years since he was invited into Sun’s inner sanctum. When he performs “Hound Dog,” complete with bump-­and-­grind coda, he knows what squeal each move will encourage, what ripple of excitement ensues. He also does “I Want You I Need You I Love You,” a song that could have been a hit in any era before him, doo-­wah vocals from the Jordanaires and an air of propriety. As threatening as he might seem, he’s also family-­friendly.


He grooms himself for the movies almost immediately. His first film is Love Me Tender, a western vehicle in which his character doesn’t survive, though the title song, with its elegiac strummed acoustic guitar—­all my dreams fulfill, even this early in his career—­will live forever. The follow-­up Jailhouse Rock profiles his bad boy persona—­“I guess that’s just the beast in me,” he admits to Judy Tyler—­set to choreography inspired by his stage tableaux. Lieber-­Stoller’s witty libretto—­You’re the cutest jailbird I ever did see—­allows Elvis to pole-­dance within the first twenty seconds of the title song. He is a helluva dancer.


And rock and roll’s graven image. There is a candid photo by Alfred Wertheimer of twenty-­one-­year-­old Elvis in full, playful seduction, touching tongues backstage with a comely beauty, turning on the charm in the same way he can look at his pubescent audience and make them feel they’re also alone with him in a dark stairwell, on the verge of surrender. He’s not on his own in his subversion of the adolescent pop parade. The We Three Kings of Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley, and Little Richard teenage accordingly, without losing their leer. Elvis’s original sin is that he creates his own birthright. I don’t sing like nobody. He doesn’t write songs; he doesn’t need to. Early on his mannerisms, his vocal depths, his immediately recognizable voice, and his looming animal presence overwhelm his choice of material. He doesn’t have to do more than be Elvis, “Jailhouse Rock” or “Viva Las Vegas,” translating O Solo Mio with “It’s Now or Never” (his own favorite recording), letting loose with “Hard Hearted Woman” and “Burnin’ Love,” or wandering the proscenium handing out sweat-­soaked scarves to eager supplicants, supremely himself without hardly trying.


He realizes he need only let adulation have its way with him; the battle is won over. The only difference is in how much he cares, or cares to care. During the televised Singer Special in 1968, known henceforth as the Comeback, garbed in black leather (anticipating Robert Mapplethorpe), his radiant charisma once again compressed into the atomic nucleus of the small screen, he takes Scotty’s guitar and throws himself into “Guitar Man” to prove he doesn’t need to prove anything, even as he must. His contemporaries have long been rendered golden oldies, trapped on the revival circuit. He might have joined them, indifferent to his movies after Kid Creole in 1958, content to be a caricature in whatever setting they care to overlay him—­the hot rods and hot bods of Roustabout and Spinout, Blue Hawaii and Fun in Acapulco. He plays the same part, bad boy gone good, the girl got. To always know triumph, that conquest is never in doubt, no matter what you do, is to know ennui.


It’s why, in the end, he only has to uncloak himself to his congregation, to spread his cape and accept his diadem, and then return to a castle keep in which whims are anticipated, indulged, confined within a protective entourage and his long-­shadowed legend.


In 1972, I see him at a press conference, paving the way for his first true appearance—­outside of a television studio—­in New York City at Madison Square Garden. As Colonel Tom hands out souvenir pens to the assembled, Elvis politely answers stock questions with answers that reporters have already filled-­in-­the-­blanks. He shows off his “championship belt” from the Hotel International, claims his fitness derives from “vitamin E,” and he’s “only an entertainer,” as if that “just” allows him to sidestep artistic responsibility, an aw-­shucks downplaying the concentrated projection his charismatic stagecraft requires.


“It’s very hard to live up to an image,” he says at one point. Yet when he enters to the heraldry of Thus Spake Zarathustra (the cinematic “Theme from Space Odyssey 2001”; Elvis as alien monolith), sparkle-­toned by the flash of thousands of Instamatics, there is little doubt he only need manifest presence to provoke salutation. He rushes through the early rock and roll hits to get to what he cares most about—­the anthems of Mickey Newbury’s “American Trilogy” climaxing with the “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” Paul Simon’s “Bridge Over Troubled Water”—­and leaves the audience with a heartfelt “Can’t Help Falling in Love,” the last youuu embracing the mirror that he holds up to the faithful, fairest of them all, before “Elvis has left the building,” as he does for the last time on August 16, 1977.


Two score years later, once and future divinity assured, at each anniversary of his death the Elvists, as John Strausbaugh dubs them in Reflections on the Birth of the Elvis Faith, gather outside the gates of his Memphis estate, Graceland (thank you for the food on our table), arrayed in their own station of the Elvis crossing: the hillbilly cat, the gold-­lamé 50,000,000 Elvis Fans Can’t Be Wrong superstar, the caped-­and-­spangled Las Vegas showstopper, offering ritual sacrifice. As He did, or is assumed, given the hagio-­homage that encloses and shadows his afterlife.


He loved to sing, with a magnificent instrument of a voice, and it’s fitting that his last recordings return him to a single room in Memphis removed from the outside world, surrounded by empathetic musicians, where he might reconnect with why he drove past Sam Phillips’s studio in the first place, to uplift that which was his alone. In 1976, a year before he dies, a remote recording truck parks outside the Jungle Room of Graceland and brings-­back-­alive his leonine way with a stirring chorus, the ripples of vibrato rounding each phrase. “The Last Farewell” sums his gift of song: For you are beautiful / I have loved you dearly / More dearly than the spoken word can tell.


Home at last.


On December 4, 1956, an impromptu quartet gathers around a piano in Sun’s studio. Given their collective belief in the hereafter and the answered prayers that have risen them to the top of their calling, they stick close to gospel go-­to’s: “Down by the Riverside,” haphazardly remembering words to “Blessed Jesus (Hold My Hand),” fragmenting “As We Travel on the Jericho Road” and “Little Cabin Home on the Hill,” a tent revival of “I Shall Not Be Moved,” picking vocal spots when they close-­harmony “Peace in the Valley” (“In D,” Elvis calls over to Carl Perkins), hootin’ and hollerin’ along, clapping and applauding themselves when they make it to the end of each song.


Slowly they gravitate toward the secular, as they themselves have: from Chuck Berry’s “Brown Eyed Handsome Man” to an affectionate stab at “Don’t Be Cruel,” Elvis joining in to poke fun at his renown, telling a story of how he’d seen the singer from Billy Ward and the Dominoes (Jackie Wilson) mimic him in Las Vegas—­“I was under the table when he got through singing”—­and yet proud of how he’s the center of attention here among his peers.


The harmonic convergence is not lost on Sam. All four are comfortably at ease within the familiar confines of Union Avenue. The holidays are approaching. It’s Carl’s session with his brothers—­Elvis had noticed the Cadillacs parked outside the studio when he drove past, deciding on a whim to stop by. A relatively new Sun artist, Jerry Lee Lewis, is playing piano on the session. When Elvis shows up, Phillips places a call to Johnny Cash to come on down, join the party, get his picture taken with the gang for the Press-­Scimitar. And puts on a fresh reel of tape.


In Sun’s New Testament, this will become the Gospel according to Carl, Johnny, Jerry Lee. All will be no strangers to sin and its come-­round-­the-­bend salvation, each outsize bio-­discography overflowing with defiance, blasphemy, contrition and atonement, reinvention and ultimate sainthood. Perkins is no stranger to “the Devil’s playground,” mixing whisky and beer. Johnny comes to Sun wanting to cut gospel records. Jerry Lee has done time in the Assembly of God’s Southwestern Bible Institute. They know how to implore the Lord, and then ask for living proof.


In Elvis’s wake the hillbillies have started showing up at Sam’s door, asking for a few precious moments to show what they can do, even if they’re not sure what is being asked of them. The “country” music that has given Presley his renown sounds nothing like what is happening on the other side of the state in Nashville. There’s nary a fiddle or pedal steel to be heard, at a time when the country charts are piling on arrangements, veering toward sweeteners, corn sugar instead of corn likker. Sam is more than willing to give the most talented a shot in the dark, but he wants to get to the core, subtracting, down to as few instruments as possible.


He makes the most of their shortcomings, as do the bands. Luther Perkins may play an elementary guitar, and you have to watch him during takes in case he wanders off the mark, but John R. Cash (Sam makes him less foreboding by adding–­ny to his first name) stays down in the baritone with him. Their metered resonance, Johnny’s strummed acoustic guitar, and Marshall Grant’s bass pretty much doing what Luther does, bare-­bones Cash’s dry, laconic delivery. He writes his songs out of snippets of conversation he hears, even if it’s the cross-­talk between his selves. There is threat—­for every lie you’re gonna “Cry Cry Cry”—­as well as avowal. In “I Walk the Line,” paper weaved between the strings of Johnny’s guitar mutes the sound, more snare brush than pick, like a scratch that needs to be itched. The song keeps changing keys in unsettling directions: up a pair of fourths, down two fifths, back where you started and not sure how you got there. The verse enters on the V chord, Johnny humming, Luther moon-­walking the line.


The directness of Cash’s plainspoke, more talk than sing, moved with him to Memphis in the summer of 1954 after his discharge from a four-­year “miserable” stint with the air force. A chance meeting with Gus Cannon (of Cannon’s Jug Stompers and “Walk Right In” fame) while selling appliances door-­to-­door introduced him to the blues, though his own music was resolutely in the country tradition. He sat outside the Memphis Recording Service until Phillips took notice of him. Sam wasn’t interested in Cash’s religious bent, but was intrigued with “Hey Porter,” a homesick poem written for the military newspaper Stars and Stripes, as well as the couple of musicians from the local Chrysler plant that Johnny brought with him, soon to be the Tennessee Two. They clip along at a fast clickety-­clack, railroad rhythms. Coupled with “Cry Cry, Cry,” which Johnny obligingly pens when Phillips asks for an “up-­tempo weeper” for the b-­side, it climbs the country charts over the summer of 1955. It’s the same instrumental configuration as Elvis. At this point, Phillips is still wary of adding drums, and with his ricocheting slap-­back echo, he doesn’t need to. There is enough sound bouncing around to keep up the tension.


In “Luther Played the Boogie,” recorded in 1958 at the tail of Cash’s career with Sun, Johnny looks fondly back to when We were just a plain ol’ hillbilly band / with a plain ol’ country sound… . But he knows the secret of his success. Perkins twins Cash’s vocal range, his cadence, even his taciturn man-­in-­black persona, which Johnny begins to fashion with “Folsom Prison Blues,” his second single. More Pat Hare than the Prisonaires, he wants—­he deserves to be—­behind bars. I killed a man in Reno / Just to watch him die. “Play it strange,” Cash tells Luther. Perkins likes the key of F; he doesn’t have to worry about open strings, and when you’re in the guitar’s lower register, it all licks the same. The introductory phrase of “Folsom Prison Blues” is one of the classic guitar openers of all time; please learn should you be in the vicinity of a C chord.


He’s a volatile man. Johnny takes his first two Sun singles to the Grand Ole Opry in early 1956. With only the four songs, he encores seven times, repeating them over and over. He’d like to join the Opry, but he has to be on the road most Saturday nights. They’ll give him an ultimatum to show up or not if he wants to be part of the WSM broadcast. He answers by dragging his microphone stand along the footlights at the edge of the stage: “I was just having fun, watching them pop,” even as he goes pop, on his own terms, the satisfaction of a network television show that will broadcast weekly from the Ryman Auditorium starting in 1969.


He tells this tale on a break from recording a Highwaymen record in 1994, in Los Angeles’s Ocean Way Studios along with the other members of the Mount Rushmore of country music: Waylon Jennings, Willie Nelson, Kris Kristofferson. Outlaws all. It’s there I get a glimpse into the coiled spring that is John Cash, no -­ny. I’ve set up a table with a microcassette recorder in between two chairs. He sits in one and it’s broken; we put it to the side and bring over another. We speak for a while, and then he’s called in to do a take. When he returns, he sits down, only to find it’s the broken chair again. He gets up, flings it across the room where it splinters against a wall, and calmly retrieves a replacement. Now where were we? My Johnny Cash story.


Carl Perkins has to await his just reward. When recognition comes, nearly a decade after his initial success, he finds himself far more influential than he might’ve dreamed at the disappointing moment he lay in a hospital bed after an auto accident that severely injured his brother, and prevented Perkins from making his first television network appearance following the runaway success of “Blue Suede Shoes,” his second single for Sun, and truthfully, a bigger hit than anything Phillips has put out before. Sam hardly has a chance to miss Elvis, seeing in Carl the same claim to fame; perhaps more so, given that he doesn’t really like “Heartbreak Hotel,” that it’s too sepulchral of a song. By the time Carl makes up his date on the Perry Como show in late May 1956, he’s got a million-seller in hand, and at least during the first part of the year, has the RCA executives worried that they’ve signed the wrong Sun star.


Perkins comes to Union Avenue after hearing Elvis sing “Blue Moon of Kentucky,” recognizing in it “a country man’s song with a black man’s rhythm,” the same blend he intuited when he’d grown up as the son of a poor sharecropper in the Lake County cotton district of northwest Tennessee, learning his first chords from “an old black man that lived right down this little dirt road from me on the same plantation.” As a teenager he played along with the single-­string picking of Tommy “Butterball” Paige from Ernest Tubb’s band, listened to Arthur “Guitar Boogie” Smith and the Delmore Brothers, and especially liked Bill Monroe. “His kind of country music was uptempo, and you could lay that boogie lick in there.”


Forming a band with his brothers, Jay on rhythm guitar and Clayton on bass, he was making the rounds of roadhouses and honky-­tonks when he went to see Presley at a high school gymnasium in Bethal Springs, Tennessee, about fifteen miles from his hometown of Jackson. Perkins was surprised at the carryings-­on of the many teenagers in attendance, and resolved to seek out Elvis’s record company, arriving in Memphis in October 1954. Unlike Presley, he had a drummer, probably to cut through the noise of a bar in full clamor, using his guitar lines to punctuate his vocal, though you can hardly hear W. S. Holland on “Movie Magg,” which Phillips releases on his Flip subsidiary in February 1955, about as country as can be; the b-­side, “Turn Around,” is replete with mournful fiddle and caterwaul vocal. It’s only after Elvis is on his way to RCA that Perkins has a chance to go into the studio with Phillips’s full attention.


They cut “Blue Suede Shoes”—­a title suggested to Carl by Johnny Cash when they’re on tour together, a favor returned when Perkins picks “I walk the line” out of a Cash conversation about being married—­on December 19, 1955. Cash Box calls it “a lively reading on a gay rhythm ditty with a strong r&b styled backing.” It hits Billboard’s Hot 100 the same week as Elvis’s RCA debut, “Heartbreak Hotel.” By March, Carl is riding high on all three—­country, r&b, and pop—­countdowns, but the first day of spring finds him recovering from a broken shoulder and head injuries in a Delaware hospital, unable to capitalize on his big break. Though many see it as a critical loss of momentum, Carl’s failure to take advantage of his breakthrough, to challenge Elvis in his first glow of ascendance, has more to do with Perkins’s amiable maturity. He’s not really teenage, despite his attempts to attract a younger crowd as rock and roll locks into its chosen audience. He tries to skew more youthful, with Sam even speeding up Carl’s vocal on “Your True Love” to configure him as a pop adolescent. Yet he doesn’t have Cash’s sonority, or the new boy Jerry Lee Lewis’s manic energy, and he slides down the hierarchy of Sun until, in desperation, he signs with Columbia in 1958. By the early 1960s he’s considering dropping out of music entirely.
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