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PRAISE FOR PETER GURALNICK


“Elvis steps from the pages. You can feel him breathe. This book cancels out all others.”


Bob Dylan


“Peter Guralnick’s two-volume life of Elvis Aron Presley … is not simply the finest rock-and-roll biography ever written. It must be ranked among the most ambitious and crucial biographical undertakings yet devoted to a major American figure of the second half of the twentieth century.”


New York Times Book Review


“Riveting … A masterwork.”


The Wall Street Journal


“Nothing written about Elvis Presley comes close to the detail, authority, and uncondescending objectivity that Peter Guralnick has brought to his two-volume biography … Hypnotic.”


USA Today


“Supple and altogether splendid … Guralnick writes evocatively, empathetically … He paints this world with perspective, respect, and great decency; it is one of the book’s triumphs.”


Time









[image: A man types on a typewriter at a desk with papers scattered around.]









[image: A man stands outdoors with a group of seven people including women and children, trees and a car in the background under a bright sky.]










PROLOGUE



Finding the Colonel




I may not type good, but they sure do know what I mean up there.


— Colonel Parker to photographer Al Wertheimer, summer 1956





THIS BOOK goes back nearly thirty years. It goes back to the day that my wife, Alexandra, and I (and our friend and intrepid fellow traveler Ernst Jorgensen) were ushered into the repository of what amounted to a large part of the Elvis Archives, a nondescript, echoey warehouse not far from Graceland, in which all of Colonel Parker’s vast collection of — well, of everything — resided. We were there at the invitation of Jack Soden, CEO of Elvis Presley Enterprises, who had extended his invitation with no preconditions after reading the first volume of my Elvis biography, Last Train to Memphis. And there we discovered an astonishing wealth of information, not just about Elvis, not just about Colonel’s own remarkable life and career — it was, instead, a painstakingly preserved curation of nearly every aspect of what Colonel liked to call The Wonderful World of Show Business, all stored in the original dented file cabinets and battered black cube-shaped steamer trunks in which it had been accumulating for the past fifty or sixty years.


I can’t begin to tell you how it felt — it was a little like entering Ali Baba’s cave, as every sort of unlikely, and sometimes ungainly, treasure revealed itself: gas receipts tracking the Colonel’s early travels with Elvis (and Eddy Arnold before him); contracts, itineraries, and court documents; box-office reports detailing the size and makeup of audiences in theaters, arenas, and makeshift venues across the country; oversized scrapbooks that chronicled every moment, it seemed, of Elvis’ public life; and, of course, letters, tens of thousands of letters. With an open invitation from Jack (I was by now working on the second volume of my Elvis biography), Alexandra and I went back again and again over the next three or four years.


That was the genesis of The Colonel and the King — though I suppose it could be said to go back even earlier, to a letter I wrote to Colonel in the fall of 1994, as I thought about our own correspondence of the past few years and the book that he said he was still planning to write, though his efforts appeared to have stalled. (Yes, like every other writer, even the Colonel, it seemed, could be blocked).


“You know,” I wrote to him, “I was thinking about one aspect of our last conversation: your letters. I really believe this would make a great book. You could tell your story through a selection of letters; they would convey not just the events themselves but the flavor of the events, the way you approached them; and you would not have to worry about putting together a whole new narrative. … Anyway, you may think I’m crazy, and if so just throw this suggestion out the window.”


That was my mistake. “Your letter of November 8 read and carefully noted,” Colonel replied with typical promptness six days later. “When you state: ‘you may think I’m crazy’ your suggestion is a little late.” Oh, well. I guess after corresponding and sparring with him all this time, I should have known better.


Colonel’s own book was always going to be called How Much Does It Cost If It’s Free? In its quizzicality, its surface humor, and, unquestionably, its deeper meaning, it represented Colonel perfectly. (Just to set the record straight, he was always “Colonel”; he had claimed it as his first name since his initial elevation to the honorary title by the governor of Louisiana in 1948, unless you — or he — were referring more formally to the exalted status of his station, though, truly, there was no consistent rule.) The first reference to his book appeared in a Look magazine article in 1956 entitled “The Great Elvis Presley Industry,” in the course of which he offered an alternative, almost instantly discarded title, “The Benevolent Con Man,” and was described by reporter Chester Morrison as someone “with a reverence for money” and the willingness “to work hard for it.” On the other hand, the writer, with uncommon writerly astuteness, got the impression that “if [he] didn’t get any fun out of making money, the hell with it.” And, as Morrison might have further suggested, you had to get up pretty early in the morning to fool the Colonel. In fact, that was pretty much impossible, because Colonel got up earlier than anyone.


Soon after alighting upon that treasure trove of arcana and memorabilia (purchased by Graceland, along with the entire contents of Colonel’s house and office in Madison, Tennessee, just a few years earlier), I told Jack Soden that we really had to do a book made up of Colonel’s letters (it would have been a follow-up to our first shared project, Elvis Day by Day, which stemmed from the same source), and Jack without a moment’s hesitation agreed. But then a number of strokes of fate intervened, including Lisa Marie Presley’s sale of the Estate, and here we are thirty years later. And Jack is still at the helm at Graceland.


Originally it was just going to be the letters. I figured I could simply supply commentary, illuminating time, place, and circumstances, with a little bit of background on the various people involved. But then it occurred to me that the letters presented more than just an entry point into Colonel’s external world. They in fact offered a reading-between-the-lines glimpse into Colonel’s inner life as well, and if I wanted to take the opportunity to explore the story further (and I did), I needed to start thinking about a biographical portrait that could fill in some of the blanks.


It was around this time that I began talking to Colonel’s widow, Loanne Miller Parker, about the book. I had known Loanne for nearly a dozen years at that point, but it was her unvarnished enthusiasm for the project, her willingness to help in any way she could, that set me off on paths I’m not sure I would ever have found on my own. Because Loanne had been not only a devoted (and I mean truly devoted) wife and companion for the last twenty-seven years of Colonel’s life, she had also worked with him almost from the day they first met. She had been secretary and executive assistant as well as his companion on every one of Elvis’ tours from 1971 on, where she soon took on an official role as RCA Record Tours secretary. She kept meticulous records and meticulous personal journals — and, while she admired Colonel as unreservedly as she loved him, she was determined to share them, if only to reclaim for him the place in history she knew he deserved. She remained resolutely cheerful right up till her death in 2020, but even when it was clear how difficult it must have been for her at times to call up some of the most painful personal details, she maintained an unswerving dedication to the truth, making no attempt to influence the way in which the story would ultimately be told.


Most of the earliest memories come from Loanne’s recollections, not in her own voice, of course, but in Colonel’s, as she recalled almost eidetically the tales her husband told her in his old age. They portrayed a bright, rebellious boy, a lost, lonely boy strangely desperate for affection, as he grew up in Breda, a bourgeois waterway city in the Netherlands, in a family that he never really felt part of. Many of the stories describe his search for a place in the world for himself. They invoke families who sought to adopt him, pranks that he devised to entertain and win the admiration of others; there was even a roving band of “gypsies” who took him in and taught him that you had to learn to survive by your wits in a world that was stacked against you.


He never explained to Loanne or anyone else just where this deep-seated sense of displacement came from, how he came to feel so alienated from both homeland and family — throughout his life he would always remain attached to the memory of his mother, whom he last saw when he left Holland for good at nineteen, but occasionally he would explode in altogether uncharacteristic bursts of emotion about his father, declaring angrily that he was a bad, bad man. He never told her anything more, Loanne said, though I wonder sometimes if this was a confidence she was simply unwilling to betray. It was only when he arrived in America, most likely as a stowaway on the Holland America line, that he found himself for the first time in a place that could accommodate his dreams, though tellingly, once again, even in America, many of his earliest memories describe seeking refuge, finding a family, a home, a safe haven, where he could at least temporarily feel secure.


I met Colonel in January of 1988, but, really, it was through our subsequent correspondence that I first got to know him. It was like a crash course in Colonel, in which from the start I was at a distinct, and unrecoverable, disadvantage. With all the goodwill in the world (though certainly with an agenda of my own), I told Colonel straightforwardly enough about the biography I was just beginning to write and my hopes that he might help me dispel some of the myths that had grown up around Elvis, and he just as straightforwardly — well, no, there was nothing straightforward about it. It was if I were playing chess with a grandmaster, and if at any point I might have thought I had gained some small advantage, he invariably blocked me. But not without first offering the same polite demurral: that if he were to help me, how could he refuse any of his other friends who might want his help — surely I could understand that. But then he always went on to offer some kind of help or point me in some useful direction, then adding, “But that’s all I can tell you.”


He invited me to his gala eightieth birthday celebration in Las Vegas in 1989. At the end of the evening, I approached him with all due deference just to thank him for his kindness. “I put you on the list,” he declared with what appeared to be some asperity. I thought he might have misunderstood, or simply misheard, me, so I thanked him again — and again — until finally it dawned on me that what he was saying was: HE HAD PUT ME ON THE LIST.


And so he had. Which meant that, without his ever explicitly acknowledging it, he had given me not just the opportunity but his own personal imprimatur to meet perhaps two dozen of the most elusive and central figures in Elvis’ life, and now it was up to me to make the most of it.


Loanne told me a number of times that Colonel almost — and I stress the word “almost” — decided to put his faith in me and submit to an actual, no-questions-barred series of interviews. But he didn’t, and this may well have simply been kindness on Loanne’s part. “He was so close,” she told me, but at the last minute, she said, he would always pull back. But then, of course, as I learned from Loanne and everyone else, that was just Colonel’s way. Actor George Hamilton, who went to Colonel for advice as a twenty-one-year-old newcomer to Hollywood and found a mentor for life, put it like this: “The Colonel always had a joke and a punch line which kind of framed him up.” He tested you, and then, once you had proved yourself to him, he never doubted you — but he never stopped testing you either. It was the very act of helping you out, Hamilton said, that served as your admission into Colonel’s large extended family, a family whose other members you might never meet but who, like him, were all a cherished part of Colonel’s self-created world. With me it was something else, something far less, certainly, but I soon came to realize that the hoops he had me jump through (really just verbal hoops, but still … ) were simply in service of my gaining admission, as he wrote to me, to his “file of literary friends that I know I can trust.” And while I might have hoped to gain admission to another, more inner circle, if one existed, I was certainly grateful to take my place in that carefully designated file.


In the course of my research, through a series of small serendipities, I was able to discover a number of other members of that “extended family” that George Hamilton spoke of, for whom Colonel became brother, uncle, substitute father, friend, and to whom he revealed himself in ways that he almost never revealed himself to the world. There were the Kufferaths, whom he met at twenty while serving in the army in Hawaii. The Bonjas in Alhambra, California, were the large family (there were ten children) of Colonel’s longtime lieutenant Tom Diskin’s older sister Helen and her husband, Ben. A teenage Brenda Williams and her mother, Clannie, initially met Colonel and his first wife, Marie, because they lived practically next door to them in Madison. From Colonel, Brenda said, she “got a standard of living. There were standards you were expected to [uphold] to represent yourself and your family. You just knew that the Colonel loved you, he was always respectful and tried to help, and you were the same with him.” And you can see that same sense of closeness, that same unguarded yearning for connection, in his relationship with Abe Lastfogel, the powerful head of the William Morris Agency, a poor Jewish boy whose formal schooling, like Colonel’s, had stopped at an early age. To outsiders the two must have seemed an unlikely pair, but each found something in the other that allowed them to connect with unfettered affection (“love” was a word frequently, and not lightly, invoked in their correspondence), and their loyalty to each other as both colleagues and friends never failed to stand up to outside challenges and frank expressions of professional disagreement (at least on Colonel’s part) to the very end.


But most of all, there was Elvis. From the start, from the time that Colonel first saw him at the Louisiana Hayride in January 1955, Colonel placed his full faith and confidence not so much in the boy’s talent as in the boy himself. Colonel Thomas A. Parker was at that moment one of the foremost figures in the country-and-western field, the top manager in the business, but at a time when no other country music promoter or major record label was prepared to make a serious investment in this nineteen-year-old regional phenomenon’s career, Colonel was ready to set everything else aside in pursuit of a future that it seemed only he and the boy could see. The impact on them both was incalculable, but it was the unconditional trust that each placed in the other, the close intimate relationship that grew up from the start, that would remain forever a unique element in both their lives.


“Believe me when I say I will stick with you thru thick and thin and do everything I can to uphold your faith in me,” Elvis telegrammed Colonel with rare and undisguised emotion when the sale of his Sun contract to RCA went through. “Again I say thanks and I love you like a father.”


And when, less than eighteen months later, all their plans and dreams had succeeded beyond even their own wildest expectations (it’s hard to believe either could have imagined how much more was still to come), Colonel wrote to Elvis: “I know that you have a certain quality in you the same as I have that can feel our way thru most any snowjob except if we lend a foolish ear. … I know that you understand me better than any-one for you have a very carefull Eye. I am a great deal like you, very sensitive, but only people I love can hurt me.”


It was a bond that would never be broken, even long after it might have been better for them both if one or the other had chosen to break away. It was as if each had come to believe that without the other they would not be complete. “It’s still Elvis and the Colonel,” Colonel said after Elvis’ death, with none of the cynicism that is so often attributed to him (and I must admit, until writing this book, that I would have attributed to him). “It will always be Elvis and the Colonel,” he told Loanne. “I’ll never stop trying to keep his name alive.”


I didn’t know Colonel in his heyday, when he could project a kind of imperious sangfroid, however self-amused and self-aware (and, yes, sometimes cruel), from a seat of unassailable power. I only knew him as an old man, of course — but there was never any question, he was still Colonel. I’ve tried to paint a picture not only of the Colonel that I knew but also of the Colonel that I knew him to be, with his mind running a million miles an hour, with his zest for life, in all of its multifarious possibilities, creative challenges, and clarion calls to battle, still undimmed. In the process, I encountered a good many challenges to my own preconceptions, and plenty of surprises along the way — but what would be the point of writing a book, of writing anything, just to end up where you’d planned on going all along?


My intention has always been the same: to present Colonel in the same freewheeling spirit that he presented himself, with all of his manifold contradictions boldly intact. Most of all, I hope you can see Colonel and Elvis in their fullest flowering, in the early years of their partnership, each in search of that ineffable goal in which they both so wholeheartedly believed, each in his own way uncompromisingly committed to its attainment. Surrender yourself, if you can, to their unremediated dream, set aside the myths that have grown up around them both, and give yourself over to an empathetic (and I don’t mean credulous or uncritical, just human) reading of history. And when you read the letters, try to keep that same guideline in mind: read them as you would read any other unpunctuated teletype-scroll stream-of-consciousness outpouring of words and emotions, and remember Colonel’s joyful adjuration to his old pal from Tampa, newspaperman Paul Wilder: “It is of course these funny letters and my feeling that One must enjoy his work or grow stale keeps me on the go, I can always bring myself right back into a happy medium by remembering how lucky we are, so let it snow let it snow I will always be somewhere to receive it.”


A FEW WORDS ABOUT THE LETTERS


FIRST AND FOREMOST, I think it goes without saying, they speak for themselves.


Their bombast, their wit, the sheer energy that went into producing tens (and tens) of thousands of letters from a man whose education ended in Holland in the fourth or fifth grade unquestionably comes through, as he jousts, jokes, threatens, cajoles, introduces clever wordplay and parables to prove a point, sometimes all in the same letter, more often in a sequence of letters that show off his various epistolary styles in rapid succession.


I had originally thought I could present each letter complete and unedited — but that proved to be impossible. Colonel was simply too swift in his translation of thought to page, his manner of letter writing so often free of orthodox punctuation that I felt I couldn’t allow every run-on sentence to simply run on without one or two signposts for the unwary reader. So I have added the occasional comma, even a period or two (for some reason Colonel seemed to have an unreasoning aversion to periods) — but always with a firm commitment to Colonel never to interrupt his free flow of expression. And I should note that long after personal secretaries took over the main task of typing Colonel’s letters (this started sporadically as early as 1955 but did not become commonplace until the 1960s), not even their commitment to more orthodox forms of spelling and punctuation could still the wholly unorthodox impact of his words.


You will also notice from the ellipses that I have edited some of the letters for length. This is simply because, as much as the letters can be both instructive and entertaining in turn, Colonel was not a man of few words, or even a few million. He seemed to believe that once you’ve made your point, it never hurts to make it again. Not always, but often enough that here at least I think even Colonel might agree he could use some editing. Though, as he counseled his great and good friend Abe Lastfogel affectionately, in a multifaceted letter that did not need to be edited at all, “If this letter is too long, read it a little at a time.”


What I have not done is tamper with Colonel’s spelling or syntax in any way. That would be an insult to a man who invented his own unique form of expression as he went along; even his malapropisms (whether deliberate or inadvertent) make a point. This is a man of unadulterated originality, announcing himself in his adoptive language without hesitation or self-consciousness, and he needs to be permitted to speak both for, and as, himself, with all of his associative modes of articulation preserved intact.


And just remember the message that underlies so many of these letters: It’s all about process. You can’t lose a deal you never had. And if you can’t find the fun in it, it really isn’t worth doing.
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BOOK ONE





HOW MUCH DOES IT COST IF IT’S FREE





THE IMPROBABLE STORY OF COLONEL TOM PARKER
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PART I





BEFORE ELVIS













ONE



Boyhood




I was born with an adult mind in a child’s body. I was frustrated a lot because I knew how to do things that my body couldn’t carry out because of my small size. Because I didn’t think like a child, no one understood me — in fact, I think they were afraid of me because I was different. I didn’t want to be like other children my age, and wouldn’t even try, so I was punished.


— Colonel Tom Parker, recalling his childhood in Breda, North Brabant, the Netherlands





HE WAS a strange child.


Born in Breda, Holland, in 1909, Andreas Cornelis van Kuijk (“Dries”) was the fifth of nine surviving children born of what appeared to be a marriage less of passion than of convenience. His father was a forty-three-year-old retired soldier named Adam van Kuijk, who worked as a liveryman at the Breda headquarters of a well-known Dutch cartage company. His mother, Maria Elisabeth Ponsie, was ten years younger than her husband, and her family made their living as “floating peddlers” along the waterways of Holland, selling goods of all sorts at the village fairs and town markets all along the rivers and canals. Adam van Kuijk, just out of the army after twelve years when they married in 1900, was by all accounts humorless and stern. Along with his job as a driver, he was in charge of the van Gend en Loos company’s thirteen draft horses and provided with a large open living space above the stables. As part of the marriage settlement, his wife Maria’s parents, Johannes and Maria Ponsie, moved in with the couple, an arrangement that seemed to weigh heavily on her husband, who had little time, evidently, for all the nonsense that went on with the Ponsie family and the flights of mood and fancy that it sometimes occasioned in his wife.


From the beginning, young Dries seems to have felt the weight of his father’s disapproval, along with a sense of acute grievance that is difficult to explain in someone who in later years adopted the determination to always advance a positive view. “My father was no good, no good,” he would say in later years in rare bursts of emotion, while always speaking of his mother with the greatest affection. Almost all of his early memories convey a sense of hurt and displacement. He was drawn to his elderly grandfather, Johannes, and looked forward to his regular visits with him at the old-age home to which he was confined after his wife’s death. There the old man told him stories about his travels, about all the places he and his wife had gone, the people they had met — and he always encouraged the boy to express his individuality. But his grandfather died when Dries was eight, and he was just left with tales he would never forget that recalled the Ponsies’ wandering ways.


Nothing he did merited his father’s approval. “He had a heavy hand,” he recalled, and his three older sisters, Adriana, Marie, and Nel, often came to comfort him and bring him food when he was banished to his corner of the boys’ side of the loft in which they all slept. Each had warm memories of him as a child, seeing him as mischievous but never ill-intentioned. “He was very smart,” said his sister Engelina, just sixteen months younger, “and I had a lot of fun with him at home. Some of us [appreciated him] more than others.” To her, and her older sisters, he was “a very happy, very cheerful boy, always playing pranks.” But all of them recognized the heavy cloud that seemed to hang over his head.


HE DIDN’T fit in at school — his mother had made sure to enroll him at the Catholic boys’ school, St. Antoninus, despite the cost — but he had no interest in the subjects, and he rebelled against the discipline. The experience in fact seems to have instilled in him a lifelong mistrust of organized religion, as he openly challenged why priests should hold such a place of privilege.


Just as a measure of his discontent, he once estimated, “I ran away from home seventeen times in two years.” Now, I don’t think we need necessarily take this as a literal number (though, from my own observation of the literalness and precision of his memory in later years, it may well be) to recognize the seriousness of his disaffection. His sisters all recalled the general consternation at his unpredictable disappearances, though none would ever hazard any real guess as to what led him to absent himself, other than the lure of adventure. To each of them, he was a cherished sibling, and possessed a power of imagination that no one else in the family seemed to have. When they were all getting ready to go to sleep at night, with the boys and girls in their separate quarters, the girls would open up the partition that divided them and beg him to relate one of his fanciful tales. “He never hurt anyone, but he was always up to something,” said Nel, the third oldest of the girls. “He did everything that the others didn’t dare.”


[image: A portrait of Marie Elisabeth Ponsie van Kuijk.]


Colonel’s mother, Maria Elisabeth Ponsie van Kuijk. Courtesy of the Graceland Archives.


To his second wife, and widow, Loanne, who knew him over the last thirty-five years of his life as a relentless, if very complicated, optimist who never passed a mirror without smiling, there was no question that he had at some point early on been deeply wounded. “He couldn’t stand to be touched,” she said, “even by those he loved most. From his memories it appeared that he was uncomfortable with caresses even in early childhood.” He was never able, she said, to place his full faith in anyone, to the very end of his life. But in all the conversations I had with her, in which she frankly acknowledged the foibles of the husband she adored, she never once hazarded an explanation for his extreme sense of disaffection, whether because she felt it would be betraying a confidence that he was not about to offer anyone else, or because she simply did not know. I’ve sometimes thought that maybe she was speaking in a kind of code that she thought I would understand. And I wonder sometimes if maybe I do.


THE FIRST few times that he ran away, as a very little boy, it may have been mostly to attract his mother’s attention. But she soon learned to stop looking for him, and where he went when he explored first the streets, then the local countryside, no one knew. As he grew older he stayed away for longer periods of time and, perhaps inspired by his grandfather’s accounts of the freedom of life along the waterways, spoke in later years of joining up with a roving band of “travelers” for several months, recounting to his wife, Loanne, how much he enjoyed their way of life and how much he learned from them.


Here, once again, I’m not altogether sure we can take him literally (I’m not sure Loanne did either), but there is no question of the allure that “gypsy” life had for him. In fact, he even wrote a brief screen treatment for movie producer Hal Wallis in 1958, in which Elvis would play a foundling, brought up by “gypsies traveling in wagons, sleeping outdoors,” and, as Colonel suggested, living the kind of lifestyle that would show off Elvis’ rugged versatility and allow him to stay free of the goody-good image that was killing Pat Boone.


Apart from the romance of the traveler’s life, the one thing that intrigued him most was any form of entertainment that found its way into his otherwise circumscribed world. He had an aunt, one of his mother’s sisters, who was an opera singer. She lived abroad, but every time she returned to the area, his mother took him to see her performance. He was so entranced by the spectacle, so drawn in by the music, that at the age of seven or eight he learned the arias to a number of the operas in which he saw her appear, and, as he recounted to Loanne, he would sometimes “walk through a pine forest near his home to a beautiful blue lake.” There he would unburden himself of all of his cares and sing some of the arias he had learned, and the rich people who had houses along the shore would come out on their balconies and applaud. But, he told Loanne, he stopped singing when his voice changed, though he never lost his love of opera.


Of even greater impact was the fair that came to town the third Sunday of October every year. As Dutch journalist Dirk Vellenga wrote, “It took over the whole town, as its tents and stalls spread across the marketplace [and] all the way to the Kloosterplein, just around the corner from the Vlaszak, where the van Kuijks lived, [and] the normally dour town would temporarily become a place of music and laughter.” The highlight for Dries was the van Bever family circus, a relatively small operation but a real circus nonetheless, with clowns and acrobats and, best of all, trained horses, all performing under a big top in a tent that had to be erected in every town they played. “He loved the circus,” said his sister Engelina. He would hang around wide-eyed as they put up the tent, and soon he was volunteering for odd jobs, and then simply doing them if no one stopped him. He carried water for the animals without being asked, he helped the roustabouts, who fascinated him with their rough, freewheeling ways. No one questioned why he wasn’t in school, and soon, in lieu of pay, he was rewarded with free admission to the circus, not just for himself but sometimes for his friends and brothers and sisters.


He loved the clowns, the way they entertained everyone with routines that, even if they were predictable, were so ingratiating that the audience responded with uproarious laughter every time. One of the clowns, it turned out, was some kind of distant relative, or perhaps just an acquaintance of the Ponsies, and he stayed with them whenever the circus was in town. Soon Dries was following him everywhere — he would pick up his discarded cigar butts and puff on them with the air of someone who knew himself to be somebody. Years later he could look back on the experience and say that this was the beginning of his lifelong love affair with what he would always call the wonderful world of show business.


With all of this as background, what could have been more natural than that young Dries should have sought to create a circus entertainment of his own?


At first it was a modest affair that he would present on Sunday afternoons when his father was at the local café. He charged his brothers and sisters and neighboring children a nominal fee for entrance to the “big top,” a tent constructed of newspapers, which led to inevitable cancellations when it rained. The entertainment consisted of his own acrobatics, performed in scrupulous emulation of the acrobats that he had so closely observed at the van Bever circus, in addition to the various animals that he had collected and trained. He had a rabbit, some trained beetles, a number of sparrows that he had caught with small traps in the horse manure in the stables, and a goat that climbed stairs. The star of the show was a crow named Blackie, whom he had taught to do a few simple tricks, but when he tried to teach Blackie to deliver messages, the crow’s strong stubborn streak kicked in, a trait that, he later ruefully acknowledged, was all too familiar to him.


Before long he decided to expand his circus and turn his father’s heavy workhorses, whom he fed and watered every day, into performers. His model was the beautiful stallions in the van Bever circus, and he began by training the plodding dray horses to trot in circles, then to rear up, thrillingly, on their hind legs. Eventually, as Engelina’s daughter, Mieke Dons-Maas, described it to biographer Alanna Nash, he “would walk on the backs of the horses, doing tricks and balancing acts as he jumped from one to the other.” He was fearless, Engelina told her daughter, “even on the back of the meanest horse, the stallion who stood apart from all the others in another box.”


This went on until one day his father, Adam, came home unexpectedly from the van den Enden Café and with a roar declared, not for the first time, that Dries was no son of his, that he would never amount to anything, and, after beating him to within an inch of his life, announced that he would be banned from having anything further to do with the stables.


HE QUIT SCHOOL AT TWELVE. He was in the fifth grade at the local elementary school after being expelled from St. Antoninus for his incorrigible clowning, and now he found himself expelled again for dramatically challenging his teacher’s authority (she rapped him on the knuckles, he bit her on the leg and walked out of the school, never to return). He roamed the countryside, volunteered to work at a local farm doing what he enjoyed most, taking care of the animals, and with a friend from school, Cees Frijters, came up with a scheme to bring each of their families a real treat. The two of them, he told his sister Engelina, stopped by a local orchard and pretended to be foreigners. Dries, as the lead actor, was supposed to be English, and jabbered away in an indecipherable mix of made-up sounds, until at last the bewildered farmer gave them bags of apples just to get rid of them. They stopped off at the Teteringen orphanage on their way home, where he and Cees, he told Engelina, gave every one of the orphans an apple. What was left, they brought home for their families to enjoy. This was only one of his and Cees’ many adventures. As Engelina’s daughter told biographer Nash, “He would scheme, but always in a good way.” Some might think him a bit of a rogue, she said, “but others had to laugh, because they had fun with him.”


He got a job with a grocer for a few weeks, then went to work for a barber, but evidently his mind was not on his work, at least not the time he left a customer half shaved (his sisters liked to think the customer must have been drunk) and watched as the poor man stumbled out into the street to the amusement of passersby. Still, such was his charm, that, far from dismissing him from his job, the childless couple who owned the barbershop wanted to adopt him, though his mother, said Engelina, did not think much of the idea. Nor, unsurprisingly, did Dries, who, she said, “always wanted to be independent.” To his sisters he seemed sometimes to be imagining a whole other life for himself, caught up in dreams of all the wonderful adventures that lay ahead.


In the spring of 1925 Adam van Kuijk became ill, and Dries prevailed upon his father to let him live with his mother’s brother Jan Ponsie in Rotterdam, a bustling seaport of over five hundred thousand, which was just thirty miles away but a world apart. His father died shortly after, just ten days after Dries’ sixteenth birthday, and he settled in comfortably with his uncle and his uncle’s family. His uncle was an executive with Spido, a major shipping company, where he found Dries work in the shipping office for a time. But this was not the kind of life he craved, and in the face of Dries’ constant importuning his uncle got him a job first on a Spido river taxi, then on a boat that delivered wheels of cheese all over the country.


His uncle formally adopted him, along with his five other minor siblings (the youngest was just seven), though the others all continued to live with their mother. Dries loved the city, he loved the water, and he appreciated the newfound comfort of his surroundings. He was fully grown now, nearly six feet tall, slim, with an expectant look, his hair neatly parted to the left — he was very particular about his appearance and spent much of his money on “fine clothes,” which he sent home to his mother to be laundered. Whenever he returned home himself, he had expensive gifts for everyone, including, one time, cologne from a recent trip to Germany.


And yet he remained restless, moving from job to job, to his uncle’s dismay. His sister Engelina put it down in part to his desire to make money (when he visited and their mother asked about his latest job, he would say, “I am no longer working there, because I can earn a [little] more”), but she also recognized that he simply “didn’t like being told what to do,” whether by his employers or by his uncle.


Soon he started absenting himself again, for a night or two at first, then for longer and longer periods of time. He couldn’t explain it himself. In recollecting the experience, he said, “For some reason I had to keep moving,” though if he had been pressed, he couldn’t have explained exactly why.


And then one day he simply disappeared. In March of 1926 he set off for America, stowing away on the Veendam on the Holland America line.


To his consternation he found himself back home again in Rotterdam on March 30, less than one month later. He had been apprehended upon arrival in New York and sent back at the expense of the U.S. government. His uncle was understandably beside himself — but Dries explained it all away by saying that he simply hadn’t had time to let his uncle know of his plans. And then, before summer had even arrived, he was gone again, his determination to escape to America undimmed.


This time, he succeeded.










TWO



America


DRIES ARRIVED IN AMERICA for the second time in the spring of 1926, just two or three months after his first, failed attempt. He was a stowaway once again, once again on the Holland America line, but this time on a ship bound for Hoboken, New Jersey. From all that he told his family, it seems almost certain that he had been doing odd jobs for Holland America in Rotterdam, and very likely made friends at the shipping line who could help him refine his plan to evade the authorities both on board ship and at the port of arrival. What may have helped even more was making the acquaintance of a Dutch family who had recently immigrated to Hoboken. Whether he met them on board and they helped talk him through customs, as has been speculated, or somehow, in a city that boasted a large Dutch immigrant population, he simply found his way to their door, they were instantly taken with him and welcomed him into their home.


He was not quite seventeen years old.


Mostly he stayed indoors at first. The family thought he was shy, but he was not yet ready for the streets — he knew barely any English, and he did not want to be deported again. Instead, he read everything he could get his hands on — newspapers, handbills, advertising flyers — and listened insatiably to the radio. He peppered the family with questions about American ways, and they were utterly charmed, and concerned, about this young boy, seemingly without ties or family — they kept asking him, wasn’t there anyone who would be worrying about him back home — and eventually they wormed out of him that he had an uncle in Rotterdam. When he wouldn’t write to at least assure his family that he was safe, the mother of his new American family wrote to his uncle and aunt instead, astonishing the Ponsies, who had not heard from Dries in weeks and weeks, with the news that their ward was safe, and in America, and such a very nice, well-behaved young man. With that a correspondence began between the mothers of the two respective households and, upon learning that the Ponsies, too, had a daughter the Hoboken mother wrote to see if the girl might be able to come visit, even though she was several years older than her own ten-year-old daughter. Dries’ cousin, Marie, surmised that the woman in America, who was clearly well-to-do, was probably homesick, “that must have been why she let Dries in and invited me to come, too.”


The next the Ponsies heard, Dries was gone again. He had evidently vanished without a trace — not a word, not a letter, the New Jersey woman wrote to them. “Have you heard anything?” she plaintively inquired. “All we can suppose is that he’s trying to join the American army. He talked about it sometimes.”


But he had not. He had set off on his first full-scale course of adventures.


He spent the next eight or ten months hoboing around the country. This, he told his second wife, Loanne, in his old age, was where he really learned about life. He rode the rails from town to town, camped out in hobo jungles, and came to know how to seek out the men (and occasionally women) who might show a stranger kindness. He was, essentially, a loner but recognized that you needed not only friends but allies in this rough world. This was where he gained confidence in his English, questioning his fellow travelers not just about the meaning of words but also about American ways. He stopped over in a small Kansas town with one of his new friends and found work at a flour mill, living in a boardinghouse where he curried favor with the landlady’s daughter for extra portions at breakfast, but when he felt she might be taking his attentions too seriously he moved on. One time in a sweltering boxcar he saw an advertisement for a Chicago hotel that offered ice water out of the tap in every one of its rooms, and he vowed that someday he would make enough money to stay in a place like that.


When he reached Los Angeles, he worked briefly at Aimee Semple McPherson’s recently opened Angelus Temple, after discovering that this was a place you could always get a free meal and bed if you showed up early enough and professed your faith in Jesus Christ. (“Be sure to get there by seven o’clock,” he advised his Hollywood friends in later years.) He was, he said, even offered a full-time job there but turned it down because of his ingrained suspicion of organized religion and the way it preyed on ordinary people, desperate for belief. One of his few articles of faith throughout his long life was that you could never persuade anyone to do something for material gain that they didn’t want to do, but you could fleece them out of all their worldly goods with the promise of heaven.


[image: A portrait of Andreas.]


Andreas at seventeen or eighteen. Courtesy of the Graceland Archives.


Once again he resumed hoboing, heading east on a trip that took a violent turn. Perhaps letting down his guard, he was beaten and robbed of all his possessions by a gang of ruffians, then driven out of the hobo camp and left in the freezing rain. He started off disconsolately down the road and, as it grew dark, was nearly at the point of surrendering to his feelings of abandonment and despair. It was, he said, the closest he ever came to thoughts of suicide. But then, he saw a light in the window of a solitary home and screwed up the courage to knock on the door. A Black man answered his knock, and he asked if he could sleep on the porch until the rain stopped. But the man wouldn’t hear of it, he took him in and introduced him to his wife and children, and then the couple insisted that he stay with them until he was strong enough to resume his journey.


It was a traumatic experience that he never forgot, but in his telling of the story he never failed to mention that it was a Black family that had taken him in, which proved once and for all to him that human kindness was color-blind. And it led to a lifelong practice, once he had money of his own, of always having enough in his pocket to help those down on their luck at a time when they could actually use it.


But except for that single moment of despair, he never once lost faith that this was where he was meant to be, a land of promise and illimitable opportunity, a land where you could become whatever you chose to be and imagination alone could provide you with all the tools you needed for success. America was everything in his mind that Holland was not: proud, impetuous, braggadocious, daring, a society that was inherently generous in its appreciation of individuality and difference. He never again wanted to be anywhere else.


AT SOME POINT in his travels Dries found himself in Huntington, West Virginia, and here the story takes a turn. This is a place you will have heard of if you know anything about Colonel Tom Parker and the origin story that he would always provide some thirty years later when he first showed up in the public eye as the manager of the young recording star Elvis Presley. In this version of the story (it had many variants) Thomas Andrew Parker was born in Huntington on June 26, 1909, where his parents, who were otherwise childless, happened to be touring with a carnival. Sadly they died before he reached the fifth grade, and he was adopted by an uncle, scion of “The Great Parker Pony Circus,” who gave him his own “pony-and-monkey act.” Recognize any similarities? You can see how this all syncs up with the story as we know it (dropping out of school in the fifth grade, the pony-and-monkey act, being adopted by an uncle, the nomadic legacy of the Ponsies), just imaginatively transposed and transplanted more or less to another continent.


Well, in a way it was true. Huntington was indeed the birthplace of Thomas A. Parker in the more prosaic, though perhaps no less imaginative, origin story that he presented to Loanne, his constant companion for the last thirty-five years of his life. When he arrived in Huntington — how, he never explained — he came upon a small carnival, he told her, and the Parker family, who had the pony ride concession, seeing his unmistakable love of animals, and his adeptness at handling the horses, hired this shy but strangely self-possessed seventeen-year-old to help. Now, at this point I’m not clear on whether the Parkers were natives of Huntington or traveling with the carnival, but at any rate, much like the family in Hoboken, they were taken with this footloose young man who for whatever reason seemed at this point in his life to be merely drifting. When they asked where he was from, who his people were, he told them he was an orphan, and as they grew more and more fond of him (like the barber in Breda, not coincidentally, I would say, they had no children of their own), they offered to adopt him. For reasons of his own — let’s just say he was ready, at that moment, to settle down — he embraced the offer and chose the American name of Thomas to go along with Andrew, an adaptation of his given name, Andreas, and even went so far as to allow himself to be baptized under his new name into his adoptive parents’ faith. And then — well, then he disappeared again.


Here I hope you will permit me a digression of my own.


When, some ten or eleven years after his original arrival in Huntington in 1926, he registered for Social Security in Tampa, Florida, as a married, U.S.-born citizen, he listed his birthplace as Huntington, put down his actual birth date, but recorded his parents as “Edward Frank Parker” and “Mary Ida Ponsy [Parker].” And it occurred to me (and I’m sure others) that perhaps there was a clue in that. His real mother’s maiden name was Maria Ponsie — but what about that “Ida”? And what about “Edward Frank”? I couldn’t make any connection there, so could perhaps one or both of those names lead to a Parker from Huntington married to a woman named Ida?


No such luck. Or perhaps I was just taking Colonel Tom Parker too literally. Believe me, I struggled mightily to find some horse-raising Parkers in Huntington, some horse-trading Parkers, any Parkers at all who might have some connection, however peripheral, with a local or traveling circus. What I did find, with the help of some assiduous Huntington researchers, were a couple named Frank and Ida Parker, who lived in nearby Portsmouth, Ohio, a kind of sister city to Huntington, which was a railroad hub well into the ’20s and ’30s — but, no farm, no horses. And they were Black.


Okay, just indulge me one speculative twist more. When Loanne told me the story of how a seventeen-year-old Dries was set upon and robbed in a “hobo camp” and then rescued by a Black couple, the next stop on his journey, more or less (though I must admit this was not a neatly arranged chronological tale), was Huntington. And the Black couple were young, while the Parkers of Portsmouth were in their late fifties. So — who knows? We must always remember that Tom Parker, like his younger counterpart, Andreas, had a genuine gift for confabulation. Perhaps a young Black couple with small children made for a better story, even when he was relating it to his wife. Perhaps it simply taught a better lesson. (All of Colonel’s stories taught lessons.) But I’m afraid I’m just going to have to leave it there. Feel free to make of it what you will.


My one certainty is that he was connected in some way to a family named Parker somewhere in the vicinity of Huntington, West Virginia. What he did, and for how long, after taking leave of the Parkers, is anyone’s guess. By now he was fluent enough in English to make his own way in America — and with his gift for languages (he spoke some French, some German, some Romani, maybe even a little Yiddish), he could get along in almost any setting and find the kind of jobs he had been able to pick up in Holland with no real fear of apprehension. (Dries had always been proud of his practical and mechanical skills.)


I wish I could have talked to him about it — I wish anyone could have. But, even though he was clearly tempted toward the end, he remained unwilling to entrust his memories to scrutiny beyond a certain, limited point, and as Loanne pointed out, while he always loved to entertain friends and acquaintances with his stories, and never failed to relate them with the greatest of relish, he never provided any opportunity for interrogation, not even by his wife.


The one thing that we do know for sure is that on September 2, 1927, some sixteen months after he left home, he arrived back in Breda just in time for his mother’s fifty-second birthday. He was, according to his brothers and sisters, the life of the party, dispensing gifts and conducting himself with a remarkable new sense of self-assurance and aplomb — but he made no excuses and he never said a word about where he had been. Two weeks later, at his sister Adriana’s wedding, according to his Dutch biographer Dirk Vellenga, he behaved in such a madcap way as to seem almost unhinged. He stood on a table and recited a poem about “a boy who was bright and had a lot of talent [but because he was] lazy and lacking in motivation, ended up working as a bellhop.” As the evening wore on, he danced a one-legged jig, following that up with a bawdy song. “A few people,” Vellenga wrote, “glanced at his mother [to see] how she was responding to this behavior.” But she was so glad to have her son home that she said nothing at all.


Some of the family thought that perhaps he had found his true métier at last, that, with his sly wit, he might be about to embark upon a career in the theater, as an entertainer of some sort, a clown or a comedian. But there is no evidence to suggest that he had any inclination to pursue anything of the sort, at least not at this time.


Instead, he settled into what could only have been a depressed kind of existence in his hometown. While America was booming, Dutch shipping was still suffering from the aftereffects of the First World War and the devastating impact it had had on the nation’s principal trading partner, Germany. And it might be said that Dries himself had burned a lot of bridges — it seemed unlikely that he could look for much help from his uncle at this point. He finally found work at a shipping firm in Breda called Huyser, a regular customer of the delivery company his father had worked for. At first he simply loaded and unloaded barges, the kind of tedious work he had done all he could to escape. But Huyser ran a daily delivery service between Breda and Rotterdam, and before long he got a job as a deckhand, which suited his purpose by permitting him to resituate in Rotterdam, where he stayed at a kind of no-frills employee hostel that Huyser maintained above their offices.


That was his last known Dutch address.


In May of 1929, once again, he simply disappeared. The first his family knew of it was when a man from Huyser showed up at his mother’s door with his trunk, saying the company couldn’t store it any longer. “Nobody knew about it,” his sister Engelina said. “He left all his possessions, his suitcase with clothing and his money, including his savings (because he didn’t spend much), were still here. At that time I was so much younger, and I had my own life, but now I am old [she was eighty-six at the time] and think about it and [wonder] why did this happen the way it did?”


No one really knows for sure — either why or how — but let me fall back mostly on the Colonel’s own account, primarily as related to his second wife, Loanne. He left Rotterdam on a freighter that appears to have had a number of ports of call. He was not a stowaway this time but worked in the ship’s kitchen and anywhere else he could make himself useful. The ship docked in Curaçao in the Dutch West Indies, but this was not Dries’ final destination. Instead, he appears to have signed on with a small fishing vessel of dubious lineage, which was impounded for rum-running in Mobile, Alabama. The captain was arrested, but the crew scattered in all directions. Dries found his way somehow to Atlanta, where, as he liked to tell the story, he saw a picture of beckoning Hawaiian sands (or maybe it was more like the illustration described in the July 15 issue of the United States Army Recruiting News of “soldiers on top of the mountains overlooking [beautiful] Pearl Harbor”), and with the assurance that this was where he would be stationed, he unhesitatingly joined the U.S. military, on June 20, 1929, six days before his twentieth birthday. He enlisted as Thomas Parker (serial number 6363948), acknowledging his Dutch birth and claiming that he had immigrated to this country in 1925. He was excited to be heading for the Island of Hawaii, where he would once again live on the water but be as far removed from his native land as he could imagine. He felt confident that in the army he would find both a safe harbor and an unassailable new identity, at least for the next three years.










THREE



Under Hawaiian Skies




The old man was walking a Russian Wolfhound in the park near the Royal Hawaiian Hotel. The Russian Wolfhound was an uncommon breed in Honolulu at the time, with its sleek, elegant looks, and the old man was taken with the gentleness with which the young man, his hair slicked down and carefully parted, knelt down and spoke to the dog. Without giving it much thought, he asked the young man what he was doing in Hawaii, and when the young man replied that he was in the army, stationed at Fort Shafter and far from home, the old man invited him to come to the house for Sunday dinner without a second thought. The old man introduced himself in a thick German accent as Carl Kufferath; he said he bred Russian Wolfhounds as a hobby. The young man introduced himself, with no discernible accent, as Tom Parker.





DRIES, now Private Tom Parker, had arrived in Hawaii in the fall of 1929 after a long voyage from San Francisco. He was stationed, first, at Fort DeRussy, near Waikiki, then transferred to Fort Shafter three miles outside of Honolulu, where he was assigned to the the antiaircraft section of the 64th Coast Artillery, whose principal job was to protect the island of Oahu against the possibility of air attack.


He wrote home not long after his arrival, assuring his family that he was well and alternately signing his letters André and Tom. He would send pictures from time to time, but he would never tell them where he was, or what he was doing. One snapshot showed him standing next to a big American car, maybe a Buick. “In another,” said his sister Adriana, “he was sitting by a swimming pool.” Since he never offered any details, the family wondered at first if maybe “he was a chauffeur for a rich man.” In the pictures that have survived, he looks proud and self-assured, clearly pleased with the new place he has found for himself in the world. He continued to stay in touch with his family from time to time, and in January arranged for five dollars a month out of his paycheck to go to his mother through the military finance office in Washington, which sent the money to Frans Laurijssen, Bankier, in Breda, where his sister Engelina picked it up.
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Private Thomas Parker, 64th Coast Artillery, antiaircraft section, ca. 1929. Courtesy of the Graceland Archives


He soon made friends in his regiment, cheerfully sharing duties, if not memories — but at the heart of his experience in Hawaii was the family of the old man he had met in the park. The Kufferaths would have stood out under any circumstances, but for young Private Parker not just the warmth of their welcome but the very diversity of their background provided him with some reassurance that there was a place in the world for him here. Papa Kufferath (Carl Theodor Jacob) was the son of a musical conductor in northwest Germany, his wife, Shin Hori, was Japanese, and they had met in Japan, where they lived for a time before moving to Hawaii twenty years earlier. All but two of the children (there were eleven in all, with the eldest born in 1896) had been born in Japan, Germany, or Tasmania, and all but those two would be interned for a time during the Second World War as suspected “enemy aliens.” Although “Mama” Kufferath spoke scarcely any English, she was known to all for opening her house to anyone her husband or children might bring home, and she welcomed the newcomer with open arms. She urged him to eat up, this “Tommy” needed to put on some weight. “Get fat,” she said, gesturing at his belly, and they all laughed.


Every Sunday he would come to the house, where he found a lively gathering of like-minded souls. He loved Papa Kufferath and was drawn to the dogs he raised, too, the beautiful borzois that were the mascots of the renowned “Wolfhound” Infantry Regiment stationed at Schofield Barracks. Tom spent time with the old man, walking and training the dogs, and he even accompanied Papa Kufferath to a dog show at Schofield, taking almost as much pride as Papa in the way the wolfhound Papa had donated to the unit performed.


But mostly he just cherished the time he spent with the family, who found Tom not only charmingly self-effacing but also, they all agreed, “one of the most intelligent young men” they had ever met. The two family members he was closest to were the youngest son, Arnold, sixteen years old and still a high school student, but just four years younger than Tom, and Bernhard “Sonny” Cordes, who was twenty-six and married to Arnold’s sister Luise. Arnold was lean, athletic, an avid reader — he didn’t smoke or drink and was often taken for a native Hawaiian because of the depth of his knowledge of the culture and the dark coloration of his skin. He had a quietly curious nature, not unlike Tom’s, but it was Sonny, whose father was German, his mother Hawaiian, who was the real spark plug of the family. Sonny was a salesman at Aloha Motors in the heart of Honolulu, handsome, debonair, a real sport, with a natural, easygoing manner that made an impression on just about everyone he met. After dinner he and Tom would puff on cigars, drawing the moment out — Arnold had never seen anyone who enjoyed a cigar more than Tom — and then at the end of the evening the three of them would pile into Sonny’s Model T and drive Tom back to the barracks.


After a while Tom started bringing some of his friends from the base. There was quite a bit of free time at Fort Shafter — it was generally known as “easy duty” — and the other enlistees, while they may not have been as far from home as Tom, were far from home nonetheless and seemed to very much enjoy their long afternoons at the Kufferaths’. And at the end of the day Mama Kufferath would always load them up with food, and Sonny would take them back to the base.


[image: Thomas Parker with Sunny Cordes in a early century car.]


In driving cap, with Sonny Cordes, Hawaii, ca. 1929. Courtesy of Gayle Kufferath Behnke


It was clear to everyone that Tom was feeling more and more at ease among his fellow recruits, exchanging small talk and complaints about everyday assignments and good-naturedly losing much of his pay to them in friendly games of craps. But he never let on to anyone, not even the Kufferaths, the secret of his origins. And of all his Breda acquaintances, he remained in touch only with his old schoolmate Cees Frijters, now serving with the Dutch army in Indonesia, with whom he communicated freely about his new experiences.


[image: A man seated outdoors wearing a light shirt with rolled sleeves and a bow tie, surrounded by large tropical leaves and partial view of a building.]


Hawaii, ca. 1930. Courtesy of the Graceland Archives


Sometime during the summer he told the Kufferaths that he was going to be transferred to the mainland in the fall. There was general consternation in the Kufferath family, but they had no doubt that Tom would do well wherever he went, and equally little doubt that he would return to Hawaii and they would all see each other again before long.


When they didn’t hear from him at first, they didn’t think much of it. As the years went by, despite all that happened (Papa Kufferath died, Arnold would get married, join the fire department, and have a daughter, and Sonny continued to prosper), they never ceased to talk about him. They always wondered what had happened to their friend Tom.


HE REPORTED to his new assignment with the 13th Coast Artillery at Fort Barrancas in Pensacola in the fall of 1931. All went well at first. His three-year enlistment would be up in June, and as he wrote to his mother on February 9, he was not at all certain what he would do next. He had gotten her package, he wrote, and was pleased with the ties and socks she had sent him. As to the future, he concluded, “Everything is still the same. And I’ll do the best I can do when my time is over. I can judge that much better when my time is over.”


There was not much else to be said other than that he had no new photos to send her. Within a few months, he promised, he would send her a new one. And with that he signed off with greetings for the whole family. There is no hint that this would be the last known letter he would ever send to her. Except that at this very time the monthly allotments he had been sending home for the past two years (by now the sum had risen to seven dollars) abruptly stopped.


In March he took a monthlong furlough. He made good use of his time, traveling around Florida, he told his wife, Loanne, many years later, and connecting with the carnies and circus people who wintered in Pensacola. From all appearances he seemed to be settling comfortably into his new regimen, despite the fact that duty at Fort Barrancas was more demanding than anything he had experienced in Hawaii. He even reenlisted in June, seemingly in contradiction of what he had intimated to his mother, and shortly thereafter was promoted to private first class.


But then, two months later, after seven members of his unit had been granted leave and he had not, he granted himself a furlough on his own initiative. The army marked him down right away as absent without leave, and a week later, when he continued to be absent, he was demoted to private. He didn’t return until February 17, 1933, with no explanation for his absence. Loanne got the impression from the way he talked about it fifty years later that he had simply caught up with some of his circus or carnival pals and gone off on tour with them, but she didn’t really know. And if that was the case, one might ask, why bother to come back at all, why didn’t he simply disappear, as he had in the past? Instead, he returned after nearly five months’ absence, was sentenced to sixty days in solitary, and, upon release, according to biographer Alanna Nash, was so emotionally disturbed that he was placed first in the base hospital for observation, then sent to Washington for further evaluation at Walter Reed. On August 19, 1933, he received an honorable discharge with a certificate of disability that, according to Nash, cited reasons of “Psychic Psychogenic Depression” (he always said his medical discharge was for a bad leg that he had injured in the service), which may very well have been the outcome he had been looking for all along. But if it was, surely there were easier ways to get it.


So what does it all mean?


Loanne understandably discounted the whole story. She was convinced that he simply grew tired of the regimentation, as others have before and since, and, true to his nature, conceived of an ingenious, if inexplicably painful, way out.


If I had to guess, I would say that almost as soon as he reenlisted, he realized that he had made a terrible mistake. As anyone who knew Colonel Parker in later years would attest, he was not meant for a conventionally ordered life — at least not one in which anyone else was giving the orders. Nor in many ways was the abruptness of his departure radically different from the way Dries van Kuijk had always acted, just one more in a series of impromptu escapes he had been making since early childhood, though linked as it was — at least chronologically — with what would turn out to be a permanent estrangement from his mother, from his entire family in fact, it was certainly the cruelest in its consequences both for himself and those he loved.


It’s hard to imagine that he was not discomfited for at least a moment or two by his inglorious exit from the army, but if he was, it didn’t last long. For it was at this point that almost immediately, and seemingly without any hesitation whatsoever, he plunged into the glittering carnival world that had been beckoning to him for so long and from which, in one form or another, he would never depart.










FOUR



The Big Tent


THE CARNIVALS were at the height of their season by the time he got his discharge, but he had no trouble catching on with one of the smaller operations he had made contact with since arriving in Florida two years earlier.


By the spring of 1934 he had landed a job with the Johnny J. Jones Exposition, universally known as “The Mighty Monarch of the Tented World.” It had fallen on hard times for a spell after the death of its charismatic owner three years earlier, but by the time Tom Parker joined, Johnny J. Jones had been thoroughly reconstituted under the direction of Louis “Peasy” Hoffman, a legendary figure in the carnival world. Hoffman, “a short, fat man with round glasses, an ever-present white hat, [and] an amiable but persistent attitude that rarely wavered,” as Colonel’s Dutch biographer Dirk Vellenga described him, was Tom Parker’s conduit to Johnny J. Jones.


He had come to know Peasy Hoffman during the offseason in Tampa, a city of one hundred thousand that felt like a small town, where many of the shows wintered. One of the first lessons he learned was that the advance man (generally doubling as the overall promotion director) was the key to the success of the show. You needed, of course, to have the talent, Peasy advised his eager young student — but all of the shows had the talent and variety to open up the eyes of any audience that turned out to see them, especially in the more remote rural areas. It was the advance man, though, doubling as publicist and “community organizer,” who got them stirred up to begin with, who greased the skids for a complex moving operation that set up shop in a new town every few days, who played an integral role in making sure that all licenses were properly obtained, that the local police force was sufficiently recompensed, that credit was established, and then extended if there were unexpected forces (like three days of rain) to contend with, that handbills were printed and posted, newspapers notified — and all this before the show came to town.


[image: A group of people pose for a photograph in front of a theater entrance beneath a banner reading ‘Flirtation Walk: Dick Powell, Ruby Keeler’.]


New Year’s Eve promotion, Tampa, December 31, 1934. Colonel is third from right. Courtesy of the Graceland Archives


For Tom Parker — “Tommy” to most of his elders — it was the opportunity of a lifetime. When the show left town, he left with it. He had no greater ambition than to learn everything he could at the feet of Peasy Hoffman and anyone else willing to instruct him. He had no hesitation about starting at the bottom — where else were you going to start if you were doing something you loved? If anyone had asked him what he liked most about the experience, he would have answered, Everything — because, in reality, it was all he had ever dreamt of, everything that he had ever imagined.


As he would describe it with undisguised pride in later years, it was “like building a small village every week.” Once the brightly colored trucks were unloaded off the flatbed railroad cars, the mechanics began bolting together all the pieces of equipment that made up the rides. The big tent had to be sited and erected first, then the smaller tents for the games and sideshows, all in such a way as to take maximum advantage of the allotted space. Miles of cable had to be laid, the generators tested, and at the end of a very long day you might finally get a chance for a few hours’ sleep.


There was no predictable routine. He did anything and everything that was asked of him, working at the candy-apple stand, announcing and selling tickets for the rides, using his mechanical skills to help repair the games, pitching to the best of his still somewhat limited fluency in English for the sideshow or the penny arcade.


Whatever else he might do, he sought out every opportunity to work with, or simply take care of, the animals. He prided himself on his ability to communicate with them — he seemed almost to identify with them, whether it was a stray dog or cat, the performing horses, or the great pachyderms for whom he maintained an abiding fascination. He washed and watered the elephants whenever he could, and if he was lucky enough got to work with them and their trainers. Sixty years later he would write to country music star Garth Brooks in admiration of Brooks’ spectacular high-wire act: “It reminded me of my circus days when I floated on top of an elephant.” Which I’m sure he did, if only in imagination. And over the years he never missed a chance to visit the elephants he had worked with, should a traveling circus or carnival pass his way; he never failed to underscore his respect for their intelligence, discernment, and remarkable memory to anyone (and this could include his wife, a small child, a William Morris agent, or one of Elvis’ retinue) he had brought along on the visit.


He soaked up everything he could from every experience. Unloading the trucks was a challenge at first. Well, not actually unloading — that was easy enough. But the first time he and his fellow workers tried to reload the equipment, he recalled, they were unable to fit it all back in again, as the boss just stood there, sadly shaking his head. “Everything came off that truck,” he said, “and it will fit back. Now unload it, and do it right this time, because you’re going to be here until you do.” And by the next town, or the town after that, they were able to accomplish the task in just one or two tries.


[image: Thomas Parker with Elvis and Barbara standing beside a young elephant.]


In later times with a later elephant, but who knows, perhaps the progeny of one of the elephants he worked with long ago. On the set of Roustabout with Elvis and Barbara Stanwyck, 1964. Courtesy of the Graceland Archives


Most of all he loved the warmth of a world that by its very definition provided a haven for outcasts, whether by choice or exclusion, a world that embraced its inhabitants without regard for pedigree or appearance. The clowns, the gypsies, the fortune tellers and mind readers, the dwarfs and acrobats, the “freaks,” all constituted an astute, self-reliant community. (“We took care of each other,” was one of Colonel Parker’s most often repeated aphorisms.) He delighted in the special made-up language that they spoke to keep their business to themselves, he delighted in their ability to “read” the public, and each other. They had their own code of conduct, which relied on cleverness, resourcefulness, and mother wit, to survive in a world that, as he had come to view it, was never to be trusted. And they possessed an unswerving loyalty to one another, and to the preservation of order in the set-apart world that they had built for themselves. In this world, a man’s past didn’t matter — it was all about the present, it was all about the future. The big bosses and specialty acts might travel and live on their private railroad cars, but he was happy to sleep on the merry-go-round, his worn clothing pressed in between two boards so it would look as neat and presentable as he could make it the next morning.


The cookhouse was the center of the carny world. Not only were you always guaranteed a good, nourishing meal, it provided a refuge and a gathering place after the midway had closed, a place not just for conversation but for all-night craps games in which carnival “scrip” was exchanged until payday arrived. Tommy Parker cherished every aspect of the experience; he had never enjoyed a greater opportunity for sharp-witted conversation, or a stronger sense of community, without ever being asked where he was from, or where he was going. The outside world was not so much the “enemy” as a necessary accessory to their own. And if the customers they called “rubes” occasionally felt they had been fleeced, the show folk rested easy in the same belief that underlay P. T. Barnum’s philosophy and was soon to be immortalized by the vaudeville comedian and movie star W. C. Fields, “You can’t cheat an honest man.”


These were the people whom he would hold dear all his life. He would never cease to identify himself as a carny, and he ascribed nearly every one of the accomplishments of his fabled show-business career as something he had “learned from the carnies.” And he never doubted for a moment that for all his awkwardness and unease, they appreciated him for who he was, a shy, oddly delicate, but enormously eager young man with new skills that revealed themselves every day and a desperate hunger for acceptance.


THE FOLLOWING year he went out with the Sells-Floto Circus, which had at one time featured Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show and would eventually be absorbed by the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus. But while it was the realization of yet another childhood dream, perhaps because circus life was more regimented than the freewheeling life of the carnival, perhaps because once again he was starting at the bottom, he didn’t find it as satisfying as the Johnny Jones Exposition, and in 1936 he was back with the carnival again. Only this time he was not alone.


He had met a young woman the previous year while she was working at the Hav-A-Tampa cigar stand set up by Royal American Shows on the grounds of the Florida State Fair. Marie Mott was twenty-six, just a year older than him, pretty, petite, outgoing in a way that almost immediately drew his attention. She lived with her mother and father and sixteen-year-old brother, Bitsy, along with her little boy by her first husband (she was just getting divorced from her second). She was bubbly, and she could be sharp-tongued at times, but for the first time in his life he was smitten. When her job at the Fairgrounds ended (she was, officially, dubbed “Miss [Cigar] Club” of Tampa), she started working at a coffee shop, and her new suitor fell into the habit of dropping by every afternoon for coffee.


When he came back from his season with Sells-Floto in the fall of 1935, they took up again as if they had never stopped, and he shared with her some of the secret dreams and ambitions that he had already begun to put into motion. On his own he had started to offer pony rides (he got the ponies from his showman friends) and set up a miniature animal show that included Dixie the pony, her colt Tiny, his dog Queenie, and a monkey called Peanuts. With this menagerie he did a special promotion at the Franklin Theatre for the opening of Home on the Range, starring Jackie Coogan and Randolph Scott, and there is a picture of him, erect and thin, with his hat tilted at a rakish angle, and Dixie, Tiny, and Queenie arrayed on the straw he had laid in a corner of the theater lobby. He also began a longtime practice of playing Santa Claus at the Maas Brothers department store, just down the street from the movie theater, where he not only embraced the role, he “shilled” for Santa, going out “on the streets around the store,” as Dirk Vellenga wrote, “luring children and their probably less than willing parents into the department store’s ‘Toyland.’ ”


The two of them, Marie and Tom, went out together with Royal American Shows the following spring, leaving Marie’s eleven-year-old son, Bobby, with her parents, and working both together and separately on the show. Royal American, which boasted the world’s largest midway and the world’s longest train (not to mention, according to Vellenga, “fifty-two rides, more than a thousand [employees] … and enough electricity-generating equipment to light a city of forty thousand”), was at this point the undisputed king of the carnival world, and it would have been a thrill for Tommy Parker just to be there, let alone to be accompanied by his girl, who already knew many of the show folk from her own past associations. Marie sold tickets on the midway and worked the candy-apple stand, and everyone called her Mrs. Parker, even though they knew the two lovebirds were not yet married.
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Man about town, Tampa, ca. mid-1930s. Courtesy of the Graceland Archives


They returned to Tampa when the season was over and moved in with Marie’s parents. Marie went back to work as a waitress, while Tom added steadily to his assortment of independent promotions. It was a challenge sometimes to find the money to pay for the placards and handbills he needed to generate business, but he struck up what would become a lifelong friendship with the printer he found to do the work. The first time he visited Rinaldi Printing on Howard Avenue, just north of Fig Street, he had just two dollars in his pocket, and the bill was going to come to ten, but the proprietor, Henry Rinaldi, looked the young man in the eye, assessed his character at a glance, and agreed to “carry” him for regular payments of one or two dollars a week.


Tom had never met anyone like Mr. Rinaldi before. In his late fifties, quiet, dignified, and a noted amateur historian, he had started the press in 1905 to publish his own books, one of which became the standard guide to South Florida until the Depression killed off the Florida land boom in the early 1930s. Rinaldi Printing was a well-established pillar of the city, but like every other business was affected by the hard times. Rather than let any of his workers go, Mr. Rinaldi started cooking lunch for them, and soon Tom, too, started showing up for lunch at his invitation. It was not a question of mooching, it was more a matter of learning, as Mr. Rinaldi dedicated himself to teaching the young man how to set up a business and offered thoughts and advice about how to deal with the public in a firm but kindly way. Before long Tom established a close friendship with Henry’s twenty-two-year-old son, Clyde, who was just about to graduate from college. Father and son were equally taken with this lively young man so full of enthusiasm and ideas, so avid for knowledge about a world he had yet to fully experience or comprehend.


Tom and Marie went out again with Royal American the following year, but this time they took her son, who had the time of his life and acted as a kind of shill for a “Free Ham” giveaway (a free raffle ticket, that is, with the purchase of at least one Royal American ride), as he wandered the midway with a big ham on his shoulder, exclaiming, “Look what I won.” Tom and Marie took charge of the pie car, too, that year, which was, in biographer Alanna Nash’s description, “a kind of rolling casino with slot machines and games of chance for show people only.” Tom not only presided over its official food-serving function, he almost invariably got caught up in the games of chance in which sometimes considerable amounts of “scrip” were wagered, and frequently lost, till the early hours of the morning.


But the high point of all his promotions was a gimmick he called “Wedding on the Wheel,” which began with his going to the local courthouse to collect the names of every couple who had recently applied for a marriage license. Then, after a little bit of research, he would choose one of the lucky couples to be wed on the Ferris wheel. He had little trouble obtaining the wedding dress from “the best ladies’ clothing store” in town by stressing to the owner how much business the free publicity would generate. Then he would promote the groom’s suit in similar fashion, sometimes even managing a suit for the best man as well, plus “a wedding cake, bridal bouquet, groceries for the couple to start out married life, and [if he was lucky] even the bridal suite at the town’s best hotel.” That way, he loved to explain to latter-day listeners, all of the town’s leading businesses had a stake in the carnival’s success and would highlight Royal American in all their advertising, while the wedding party (always a big wedding party if his research was correct) would all attend and then pay to enjoy every ride and game on the midway. And there was never a single person in attendance who did not have a good time.


By now, with all this experience under his belt, he felt ready for bigger things, and so when the head advance man for Royal American quit, or was fired, in the middle of the 1937 season, Tom Parker confidently applied for the job.


He was turned down.


Various reasons were offered. Despite the success of Wedding on the Wheel, which everyone agreed had been slickly prepared and presented, he still was not ready. He might make a good junior advance man, he was told, but his ungrammatical speech and uncouth manner were simply not refined enough to deal with all the unexpected pitfalls that were bound to arise or, for that matter, all the local bigwigs that someone like Peasy Hoffman could so easily smooth over. He was told to wait, his time would come, he just needed a little more … polish.


But none of it made any sense to him, and he went ahead and got drunk, which he almost never did, starting with beer in the cookhouse, as he complained vociferously to his fellow workers, who just seemed to egg him on. As the evening progressed, he grew increasingly loud, and increasingly belligerent, until finally he marched right up to his boss and issued an ultimatum. Royal American at this point had a choice: either give him the job he deserved, or he quit. The result was a foregone conclusion.


Marie packed up, weeping and hurling recriminations at her “husband,” who had shown such poor judgment in staking out a position from which he was too stubborn to retreat. And when he sobered up, he couldn’t help but agree. He blamed no one but himself. It was the same mistake he had made in his hoboing days. He had become too self-confident, he had let down his guard. And he made a promise to himself there and then that he would never again drink alcohol to the point that it could impair his judgment in this manner. And, short of splitting a beer from time to time with one or another of Elvis’ guys, he never did.


THEY RETURNED bedraggled to Tampa, where they once again took up residence at Marie’s parents’ house. As usual, Marie’s mother and father moved out of their own bedroom to make room for the young couple, but they were delighted, as always, with the presents and souvenirs Tom and Marie had brought home from their travels. Marie went back to work as a waitress and Tom started up once again with all his various promotional gimmicks, renewing his ties with different movie theaters, expanding his animal shows and pony rides, and coming up with a “sleep endurance” contest at a local furniture store.


At some point, in a story he always loved to tell without, it seemed, too much regard for literal detail, he came across an elephant whose owner had suffered financial reverses and couldn’t afford the substantial monthly feed bill. The way he told it, the poor animal was practically starving to death, so he took the elephant off its owner’s hands, arranged with a local feed store to sponsor it in exchange for free sandwich-board advertising, and then found several other businesses in town that felt they, too, could benefit from similar publicity. And so, both he and the elephant thrived.


He was Santa Claus once again at Christmastime — it was a role he loved to play — but at the same time he could also be that spiffy young man in the double-breasted suit with a pocket square and white shoes taking part in the New Year’s Eve celebration at the Park Theatre. In this role he convincingly played the freewheeling Rotarian, with the same bright faith in the nation’s future as any other up-and-coming young businessman.


The following year he and Marie were both back out on the carnival circuit, only it was with L. J. Heth Shows this time, and this time he got the kind of job, as press agent and promoter, for which he had yearned for so long. It should have been a dream come true. It challenged all of his creative thinking, his tireless work ethic, and his staunch determination to maintain a positive approach at all times. He got a dog named Teddy and taught him to smile and do a few other tricks, and Teddy, who would be with him for a number of years, became part of the act. At one point in the season, they fell on hard times, and the carnival owner told him he thought they would need to lower the price of admission. No, Tom said without hesitation, he thought they should double the price of admission. And when the owner balked, or thought that he must have misheard him, Tom explained cheerfully that with the new price they could afford to offer a half-price refund to anyone who complained that they were not satisfied with the show. But hardly anyone ever did.


If this season of being-in-charge fulfilled many of his long-standing ambitions, for reasons that he was never able to fully articulate, or perhaps even understand, it turned out to be strangely unsatisfying. Marie’s thoughts seemed more and more focused on settling down. They had both registered for Social Security the previous year, giving their residence as her parents’ home, his employer as the Park Theatre. He was Thomas Andrew Parker, American-born in Huntington, West Virginia, on June 26, 1909, of equally native-born parents. And he signed the form in his customarily confident style.


Marie learned to cook all his favorite dishes, and while she could be confounded sometimes by his exacting standards, by what seemed like almost a fetish for cleanliness and personal hygiene, she was happy to settle into a domestic routine that might very well have led the rest of the world to think of them as just another happily married young couple. But whether she chose to acknowledge it or not (she did acknowledge her irritation that for whatever reason he refused to commit himself to the formal bonds of marriage), she couldn’t altogether ignore that this was not the limit of her husband’s dreams or aspirations. Those he confided to no one — he might even, she suspected, have had difficulty articulating them to himself.


They stayed busy. Marie had gotten a job playing piano at a music store, she was still with the Cigar Association, and she continued to waitress, too. As for Tom, he always found plenty to do. Everyone knew he was a hard worker, and one of the carnivals could always use his skills for several weeks at a time. He kept adding on to his portfolio of promotions and gratefully accepted advice from Henry Rinaldi not so much on how to conduct his business as how to make new connections by promoting himself. But mainly he appeared to be marking time. He seemed to feel, he carried himself in some indefinable way, as if he believed he was meant for better things.










FIVE



My Blue Heaven


GENE AUSTIN was one of the first pop superstars. Bigger than Al Jolson for a time, bigger than Rudy Vallee; between 1925 and 1929, he had nine number-one hits, including such standards as “Yes Sir! That’s My Baby,” “Bye Bye Blackbird,” and “Carolina Moon,” and his 1927 recording of “My Blue Heaven,” a rock ’n’ roll staple for Fats Domino in the ’50s, sold more copies (an estimated five million) than any single record until Bing Crosby’s “White Christmas.” He was, by all accounts, a great entertainer, with the ability to command any stage, but it was his relaxed, easygoing style that proved his most enduring legacy, influencing Bing Crosby profoundly and all those who would subsequently adopt Crosby’s studiedly laid-back approach. All this was accomplished, he explained to his “nephew” (actually more like a third cousin) and protégé, Tommy Overstreet, a latter-day country star in his own right, by utilizing the microphone with an intimacy that previous recording techniques had not permitted. “What’s the most important instrument when you’re singing?” he demanded of his nephew. “Think about it. What’s the most important instrument for you as a singer? You’ve got to learn how to hold that microphone and caress it and sing to it, so you can get the emotion through to the people. If you don’t do that, everything else is whistling Dixie.”


He was acknowledged by both Gene Autry and Jimmie Rodgers (the “Father of Country Music”) as one of their greatest musical influences, and he provided each with personal and professional guidance. He formed a close connection with Fats Waller, too, the pioneering stride pianist and entertainer supreme, whose “Ain’t Misbehavin’ ” he was among the first to record, with Waller accompanying him on piano over the objections of his otherwise all-white backing group. And while he sang for the most part in the kind of flutey falsetto favored by romantic crooners of the day, he insisted proudly that his was a falsetto with “balls.” Which was a measure of both the delicacy and the forcefulness of his art.


By January of 1939, however, when he arrived in Tampa, Gene Austin had suffered a number of significant reverses. With the 1929 stock market crash, the bottom had fallen out of the recording business, and while he would continue to be a popular live attraction, accompanied by his own jaunty piano and the bass-and-guitar duo of Candy (Jonathan Joseph Candido) and Coco (Otto Heimel), who would soon become almost as well-known for their comedy bits as their virtuosic musical contributions, he never regained his popularity on the record charts. He did become something of a radio star, though, and he found work in the movies, too, in a succession of lively cameos, while enjoying intermittent success and failure in the cabaret business, rapidly acquiring, then just as quickly losing, ownership of various supper clubs and nightspots in a number of different cities. He remained, by his own description, a happy-go-lucky kind of guy, an unfailing optimist, who, far from saving his money, had, by his own admission, done everything he could to throw it away, placing his faith in a succession of people and opportunities that never quite came through.


His latest venture was a cowboy picture called Songs and Saddles, in which he starred as the singing cowboy in the white hat who chased bandits and saved the girl. Never really slim, at thirty-eight he made a determined effort to lose weight for the camera. He didn’t have to brush up on his riding skills (he had grown up on a ranch and was a fine horseman), but perhaps as a concession to modern times, as often as not he chased the bad guys in his own motor home, called, appropriately, like the yacht that preceded it, “Blue Heaven.”


As it turned out, making a movie outside of the Hollywood system presented difficulties he had not fully anticipated, problems of financing primarily (he almost immediately became a major investor in his own movie), but also distribution, and so he came up with a scheme to take the picture on the road and link it to personal appearances. From the outset this proved to be a challenge, as there were times when he was scheduled to appear in as many as three or four off-the-beaten-path towns in out-of-the-way markets in a single day.


That was how he found himself booked with his movie into the Park Theatre in Tampa, a more mainstream market than some, which had been a staple of his personal-appearance tours for the last five years. The theater proudly announced his engagement for four shows a day immediately preceding each screening of his movie on January 28 and 29, 1939, billing him with little exaggeration as “the outstanding recording artist of all time” and promising that he would be accompanied by “Candy and Otto [actually Coco].” In attendance both days was a young man named Tom Parker, who introduced himself as someone who had done promotion work for the theater for years and would be only too happy to help out in any way he could, should Mr. Austin require any assistance or advice. And without being too brash about it, he wondered if with all the complications that a tour like this entailed, Mr. Austin might not be able to use the services of a good advance man and tour manager, which, the young man explained, was the very job he had held with Royal American Shows up until quite recently.
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Colonel, flanked by Gene Austin and Gene’s fourth wife, LouCeil, with Louis Prima and Keely Smith at left, Las Vegas, 1957. Courtesy of the Graceland Archives


[image: A street performance depicts four men dressed in cowboy attire. One plays an upright bass, another plays guitar, a third sings holding a fiddle and the fourth plays piano.]


Songs and Saddles, 1938, with Gene singing, Candy on bass, Coco on guitar. Courtesy of Barry Mazor
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Gene with popular Mexican film actress Lupe Vélez. Courtesy of Barry Mazor


The young man carried himself with a degree of assurance that was not unfamiliar to Austin. “He had a dynamic personality,” Austin wrote, “and told me of his lifelong background in carnivals and tent shows, starting as a boy with his family,” while stressing in particular his qualifications as “a crackerjack press agent and manager.” Gene was sold, but as he explained to Parker, unfortunately he didn’t have a job for him at the moment. He had to finish up this tour first, and he had a manager to book all his personal appearances. Well, if anything ever came up, the young man said. Of course, Gene replied, and filed it away for future reference.


The future was not far off. What happened next couldn’t have been predicted. Or maybe it could, given the personalities involved. Toward the end of his movie tour Gene ran into a promoter named Billy Wehle, who had his own traveling tent show. Wehle immediately saw the potential of presenting a self-contained Gene Austin show and persuaded Gene that together they could get Gene back into the big time. They joined forces for the first time on February 25, 1939, in Valdosta, Georgia, in a show that would appear under a rapid succession of names but by April had more or less settled on Star-O-Rama of 1939. It advertised itself without undue modesty as “carrying a company of eighty people, including twenty lovely girls [in addition to] Gautchi and Sonnen, designers of dance divertissement, formerly at the Club Lido in Paris … and fifteen vaudeville acts selected from the leading nightclubs in the Americas and abroad [who would put on] a two-hour performance in its mammoth tented theater.” All of this as a buildup to the show’s presentation of its “bright star, Gene Austin, America’s No. 1 song stylist, in person, together with his two colleagues of mirth and melody, Coco and Candy.”


The show was an instant success. They drew as many as five thousand in Chattanooga, Knoxville, and Johnson City, Tennessee, playing on circus grounds and fairgrounds, or just in a big open field, but then, unfortunately, Gene and his new partner had a falling-out, as they discovered that each owed large sums of money to creditors, to the Internal Revenue Service, and in the end to each other. On July 8 Billboard reported that Gene would be taking over the show in three weeks in Raleigh under its new name, “The Ball of Fire Revue.” By the time they arrived in Atlanta toward the end of August, it was called “Models and Melodies,” though Star-O-Rama continued to be its prevailing name.


In Atlanta they encountered three days of heavy rain, and when the parking area became so mired in mud that they had to call off the show, Gene put on an impromptu performance for the patients at a local VA hospital. But the show by this time was so sunk in debt that Gene could no longer see a way forward. That was when he called the young man in Tampa who had been so eager to help out.


It was at least a fifteen-hour drive, but Tom and Marie Parker arrived the next day. Marie had strong misgivings — she grew emotional about leaving her son, Bobby, with her mother once again, about leaving friends and family behind. But Tom did not so much as blink. This was the call he had been waiting for; he felt as if fate had finally found him.


Under his direction, things turned around almost immediately. As Austin wrote, “It was obvious that Tom knew his business. In a short while he had the show going full blast, attendance was great, and it looked like we would never know anything but success and money.”


Just as important, the two men, almost exactly nine years apart in age (Austin’s birthday was two days before Tom’s, a sign that neither one of them was incognizant of), were kindred spirits. Austin, too, had run away from home at the age of fifteen, in his case to join a traveling carnival, and he had led a life of adventure ever since. That spirit of adventure and invincible self-belief had not been daunted in the least by the unimaginable stardom he had attained in his mid-twenties. And now, at almost forty, he was just as determined to continue to discover new worlds. What they shared most of all, though, were two qualities not always combined in a single sensibility: on the one hand, both were thoroughgoing creatures of imagination; on the other, neither one of them knew the meaning of the word “quit.” And so they careened around the South, setting up their tent wherever they could, a practice that to Austin’s surprise Tom was particularly adept at, as Tom Parker single-handedly rescued the Star-O-Rama of 1939 from oblivion.


His promotional efforts were simple and effective, drawn directly from his carnival experience. For the most part he advanced the show by a week or ten days, doubling back to where he had left it once he had sufficiently seeded the ground. Placards were posted all over town saying only, in keeping with both his carnival training and his own gift for succinct messaging, “Gene’s Coming!” Newspaper stories were planted, ads were placed announcing when and where the show would take place, always, unfailingly, “under the colossal canvas canopy.” In each town Tom would find the most popular coffee shop, order as little as possible, stay as long as he was able, and pick up all that he could in the way of local news and gossip: who was influential, who might be open to the blandishments of the show-business world, who was a skinflint or a stiff-necked churchgoer that there would be little point in courting. Then he would make the rounds of promising local merchants and, just as with his “Wedding on the Wheel,” give them a chance to provide heavily discounted goods to the show and thereby burnish their own reputations as sponsors of a performance that every man, woman, and child was going to want to see. In every town, Gene was advertised as frequenting this establishment or that, of employing the services of this single gas station or tire company. In one town, Gene drove only Chevys, in another Fords, and Tom supplied a sign for favored restaurant managers to display, announcing, “THE GENE AUSTIN SHOW EATS HERE.” The show advertised twenty-five trucks, though they had only ten, and they didn’t have enough serviceable tires for those, so he would send off four or five to the next town (as likely as not labeled GENE AUSTIN SHOW TRUCK No. 21 or No. 25), install them in place and remove the tires, which he would then bring back to the previous town, where they could serve the next batch of vehicles.


In Jackson, Tennessee, a young radio announcer and musician, Gabe Tucker, like nearly everyone else in town a fan of Gene Austin, went out to the Fairgrounds and was asked, as a representative of the press, if he’d like to meet the star of the show. “Well, I’d like to,” he said, “but I’d really like to meet the man who was here before Mr. Austin hit town. The fella who made the arrangement for all those ads. As far as I can see, he didn’t spend a single penny.” It was, he said, the single best promotional campaign he had ever seen. And so he was ushered in to meet Tom Parker, marking the beginning of a lifelong association that would pick up again just five years later when Tucker started playing bass for Eddy Arnold, and continue, both professionally and personally, all through the career of Elvis Presley, and up until Tom Parker’s death.


THINGS CONTINUED to go well into the fall, but then, after a successful two-day stand in Mobile, Gene was hit with a lawsuit by his former partner, attaching all his profits, past, present, and future. Or, as he more delicately put it: “As the season ended most of the proud bulging bank account was [gone], and I had to find work to reopen the show the following season. I headed for Hollywood.” Which is precisely what he did, playing various high-end supper clubs and niteries, including Sardi’s, and signing on with Mae West, with whom he had previously worked, to contribute a song and a bit part to her costarring (and cowriting) venture with W. C. Fields, My Little Chickadee.


Tom and Marie Parker, meanwhile, “wintered” in Gene’s hometown of Gainesville, Texas, with a skeleton crew from the show and virtually no money to sustain them. Gene worried about them a little when the thought crossed his mind. But he consoled himself that his hometown was a welcoming one — he just hoped it would be welcoming enough.


He needn’t have worried. When he returned at the end of winter, he discovered that the Parkers had not only survived but thrived. Tom, it was true, had had to sell all the tires off all the trucks and put the trucks up on blocks, but he had a plan to get them back. A number of the show members mounted a brief rebellion against their unwanted confinement in the hinterlands, but Tom reminded them that knowing what a good guy Gene was, he was sure to pay them all bonuses once he had the money, and most of them stayed.


They took the show back out on the road in the spring of 1940 and once again enjoyed great success. Candy and Coco had remained in Hollywood, where each found many opportunities for employment (Candy Candido possessed a trick voice that soon got him a lot of voice-over work in cartoons and feature films like The Wizard of Oz), but Gene found a new backing group in Chattanooga, a youthful hillbilly-swing combo called the Fidgety Four, whom he promptly redubbed the Whippoorwills, after a line in “My Blue Heaven.” They were all accomplished musicians, especially guitarist-leader Roy Lanham, but their experience in the entertainment world so far had been pretty limited, and they watched their new boss with a mixture of wonder and admiration.


“Parker kept asking Gene [where] he wanted to go next, and Gene would say, ‘Well, wherever the loot’s good,’ ” said bass player Red Wootten, who would go on to play with influential country artist Hank Thompson and on studio sessions with Frank Sinatra. The Whippoorwills were every bit as virtuosic as Candy and Coco, if not more so, and they delighted in the rackety jazz and improvisational feel of the show.


Gene immediately set the musical tone on his small traveling piano, attacking each song with a range of pianistic feeling that suggested a cross between the comic flair of Chico Marx and some of the latter-day fervor of a Jerry Lee Lewis. “We walked onstage with him without a sheet of music,” said Wootten. “He’d just start singing and do a medley of twelve or fifteen different songs in one tempo, all kinds of tunes, and we’d have to follow whatever he played. … Everything we did in the tent show was pop music, [but then] Gene would turn around and do something like [Sister Rosetta Tharpe’s signature gospel number] “This Train,” [and] he could do that great.” Or, as guitar virtuoso Merle Travis, one of the most influential across-the-board pop stylists of the twentieth century, recalled, Gene would survey his young trio with pride, then announce good-naturedly, “We gonna pee on the fire and turn the dogs loose, and we gonna turn [guitarist] Roy Lanham and his Diddlin’ Duo loose on this old gut-bucket, hooked-joint blues that I wrote back when I needed money.”


[image: A live performance depicts Gene at the piano with the Whippoorwills. Red Wootten plays bass, Roy Lanham plays electric guitar, and Doris Sherrell plays drums behind the group.]


Gene (on piano) with the Whippoorwills: Red Wootten, bass; Roy Lanham, electric guitar; Gene’s third wife, Doris Sherrell, on drums. At the Village Barn, New York City, 1941. Courtesy of Barry Mazor


But then, once again, the show was beset with financial woes. As Gene put it: “It seemed like all the world had gone mad, [as] threats of war began to slow down attendance. We were saddled with the obligation of paying the back taxes, which … caused me to fall behind in meeting the deadline of the weekly payroll. [And then] other shattering misfortunes like storms, tornados, and hurricanes contributed to our hard times. … It was only Tom’s knack of handling people,” Austin wrote, that kept the show going, until the IRS swooped in when they were in Newport News at the end of July. That was when he was forced to tell Tom he couldn’t go on any longer. “I called him into my office [and said], ‘Tom, I can’t go on paying eighty-five people, [plus] the taxman. I see no hope in sight. You’ll have to tell the whole company we close the show Saturday night.’ ”


Gene then boarded a train for New York to see if he could find a way to make some “loot,” and Tom and Marie headed back to Tampa in a thoroughly dejected state.


Tom tried to make the best of it. In retrospect, he told Marie, the abrupt conclusion could be seen as almost inevitable after all the mistakes that had been made before they ever joined the show. But it was an invaluable learning experience, wasn’t it? Think of all the contacts they had made, all the knowledge he had gained at little or no expense, save for the long hours and hard work they had both put in. Think, too, of all the fun they’d had. And he had made a friend for life, which turned out to be truer than he could have imagined, as he ended up helping to support Gene in his last years, right up until his death in 1972.


Marie was not altogether won over and, undoubtedly out of deference to her, he agreed that perhaps it was time to settle down for a while. As if to mark his new seriousness he registered for the draft on October 16, 1940, though at thirty-one, with his previous military service and a bad back, it was almost certain he would never be called up. Two weeks later he mounted “a Welcome Home party for Tampa’s traveling showfolk” at the Legion Casino, featuring numerous Royal American acts and a special return appearance by Gene Austin on Halloween night.


Then, on November 16, it was announced in the Tampa papers that “former circus man and animal trainer T.A. Parker” had taken a job as field agent and animal control officer with the Hillsborough County Humane Society on Armenia Avenue and that he and Mrs. Parker would be moving into the comfortable furnished apartment above the Society’s headquarters that very day. As far as T. A. Parker was concerned, if he was going to stay home for a while, there could be no better job in the world.










SIX



The Hillsborough County Humane Society


THE NEW JOB started right away. He had responded to an ad in the paper by the Humane Society, which, with a substantial endowment from two wealthy sisters, had been built a little more than ten years ago and had served under its original director ever since. The new applicant showed up in a professional-looking white coat he had borrowed from a gas-station-attendant friend, and the board was dazzled by both his qualifications and his demeanor. He himself was dazzled by the opportunities the new position would afford, which included not just a furnished apartment but the chance to work with animals and children, and to use his promotional skills to help an organization that, however amply funded, was still struggling to deliver the services for which it had been established.


The community was suitably impressed. As the Tampa Tribune wrote in its appreciation of the new field agent: “Ever since he was 15 years old, Parker has been in show business and handling animals. His uncle, Captain Bob Williams, gave him his first job helping train bears in an act for the Johnny J. Jones Exposition.” Which, if not quite literally true, was certainly true to the spirit of the man. Moreover, the story went on, Parker had also worked for the Sells-Floto circus “as page boy in charge of horses,” and, as if to further solidify his credentials, for the last two years had served as press agent for singer Gene Austin, traveling thirty thousand miles on the job. In addition, Mr. Parker’s wife, Marie, would be working with her husband as the Humane Society’s secretary.


He hit the ground running, setting out to improve the outreach, hygiene, cleanliness, and image of the Humane Society right away. He built new cages, rebuilt old ones, painted the Society headquarters in bold, solid colors, and began cleaning up the spacious grounds, which the Tampa Tribune described as looking more like an abandoned property than an up-to-date, modern animal-care facility. Over the next few weeks he made it clear in one imaginative promotion after another that he was there to provide his services for every dog, cat, horse, mule, goat, and every other type of pet and livestock in the county, while at the same time establishing an educational campaign for the detection and prevention of rabies and other animal-borne illnesses. On November 24, just a week after he himself had been introduced to its readers, the Tribune ran a feature on his wife, showing a picture of Marie Parker petting a pair of cats and looking radiant. She had never fully realized, she said, “the great love so many people have for their animals,” but now, thanks to her husband’s guiding example, she was fully committed to the job. And, just after Christmas, as if to put a cap on who the people of Tampa were getting for their new field officer, Tom Parker proudly hung a signed picture of Gene Autry (whom he had become acquainted with through Gene Austin) on his office wall.


On December 22 the Tribune announced the first Humane Society Christmas party, at which thirty-eight puppies would be given away by the new field agent dressed as Santa Claus, and every child in attendance would get a prize. There wouldn’t be any refreshments because the Humane Society didn’t at present have the funds, but there would be a four-piece string band led by the acting driver of the company truck. The following year saw the giveaway of one hundred dogs, as well as the participation of the “Bluegrass Buckaroos” and several well-advertised “midgets” from the Ringling Brothers circus, and each successive year showed marked growth in both attendance and enthusiasm. Over the next six months of Tom Parker’s tenure there were any number of heartwarming and humorous stories, showing the new field agent’s dedication to his duties and his flair for turning a commonplace incident into an event. In March there was a picture of the new “Emergency Ambulance,” a presumably tongue-in-cheek repurposing of the Society’s Ford coupe with a built-in cage in the back and the automobile’s new designation painted in white letters on the trunk.


Soon “Dr. Parker” would open a maternity ward for expectant cats and, later, a “humane chamber” for euthanizing diseased animals. One story in the Tribune told of how he nursed a dog back to health by patiently feeding it from a baby bottle; another spoke of how long he cared for an abandoned dog that responded only to Swedish-language commands before finding it a proper home. Then there was the Mutt Parade, which extended over a full week in October 1942 and drew more than two thousand people on the first day alone under the big tent Field Agent Parker had set up on the Society’s grounds. Though no admission was charged, the aim was to raise funds for further improvements, and it seemed as if every dog entered had a chance of winning a prize in some category of its own, including “Longest Tail,” “Most Disobedient,” “Longest-Haired,” “Shortest-Haired,” “Ugliest,” and “Orneriest.” Not a single incident or event, large or small, failed to receive coverage in the Tampa newspapers, and it was always Mr. Parker’s energy, determination, and unfailing good humor that came through most clearly.


One of the stories he always liked to tell about his years with the Humane Society was the time that he got a friend of his from Ringling Brothers, Paul Horompo, to rescue a puppy trapped in a partially blocked twenty-four-inch drainpipe. (The newspaper headline read, “Midget Helps Recue Young Pup.”) As the Tampa Tribune wrote, “Horompo crawled into the pipe with a rope tied around his ankle. He would dig awhile, then Parker would haul him back [and eventually] the puppy was drawn out sand-covered and quaking, but glad to be in the light again.” The way Colonel Parker told it in later years, Horompo discovered early on that the puppy was barely wedged into the pipe, but, as a crowd gathered, his boss ordered him to stay where he was and continued to let out rope as if Horompo were descending further and further into the pipe. This man, Director Parker informed the growing number of onlookers, was bravely risking his life, and they should remain silent out of respect — which they did until at last Horompo emerged with the trembling puppy. Feel free to choose your version (I think I prefer the first), but either way it could only redound to the Society’s good name and overall benefit.


But perhaps his most celebrated gimmick was his extravagant promotion of the Humane Society’s pet cemetery, still going strong today, over eighty years later. He picked out a corner of the Society’s rambling grounds, then hired a short, unprepossessing young man named Bevo Bevis, who lived just down the street from Marie’s parents, to clear it. Bevo, who had been working in a local drugstore and at twenty-three was still living with his mother, was eager to help, but he was even more eager for the approval of Mr. Parker, whom he soon took to calling “Pop.” Parker got a local dentist to furnish Bevo, whom he invariably addressed as “Mr. Bevis,” with a long white smock to match his own, and charged him with building some small wooden caskets from scrap lumber. Then he got a local stonemason to make up a miniature gravestone for free. (It would serve as a sales tool for future customers, he said.) The wording on the gravestone simply read, “HERE LIES SPOT, A BELOVED AND FAITHFUL COMPANION,” and Bevo, on whom he had conferred the title “General Manager of Perpetual Care for Deceased Pets,” placed it in a prominent location in the cleared ground. With that, they were ready for business.


It turned out to be a profitable enterprise for the Society (and very likely for the field agent, too) and did nothing but burnish the reputation of both. As a final touch Tom offered to the bereaved pet owner, who had already paid something like fifty dollars for plot, casket, and headstone, the opportunity at a minimal fee to have fresh flowers placed weekly on the grave. The flowers were supplied by local florists happy to donate their day-olds to Mr. Parker for such a worthy cause. And if the bereaved ever happened to visit their pet’s grave and find that the flowers appeared wilted, the Field Agent simply put on a long face and said, “I wish you could have been here yesterday when we placed them. They’re a bit faded now, but they looked sensational then. Isn’t that right, Mr. Bevis?” To which his newly married assistant and General Manager of Perpetual Care, who was just about to join the army, nodded his head in eager assent.


You could say it was a concatenation of genuine promotion and advanced legerdemain — and in later years some were inclined to assert (and they would certainly have been supported by Colonel Parker’s own gift for mythmaking and fabulation) that it was all a product of Mr. Parker’s dedication to self-advancement and self-aggrandizement — but nothing in the facts bears this out. And this was certainly not the opinion of most Tampans at the time.


When he was reappointed field agent in January of 1942, and then again in January 1943, he was showered with praise for his diligence and creativity, most of all for his dedication to making the Hillsborough County Humane Society a better place. As the Tampa Tribune put it some years later, when Parker arrived at the Humane Society, he found a “run-down, dirty, weed-covered [property],” but he left it a well-manicured, prosperous, forward-looking institution. And he accomplished this, the story noted approvingly, providing many humorous examples, by employing his well-honed “showman’s pitch” to maximum effect. While clearly having a bang-up time himself.


For Marie it was like a dream come true. For the first time they had a place of their own, where she and Tom and her fifteen-year-old son could live as a family and no longer depend upon her mother and father’s help. Also, as time went on, she became an enthusiastic partner in every aspect of the Society’s operation, learning from her husband and admiring the ingenuity and skill with which he found solutions to what others might consider intractable problems.


Best of all, from her point of view, for the first time he became a full-fledged member of the greater Tampa community.


He joined the Exchange Club and gave speeches to just about every civic organization in town. At the suggestion of Clyde Rinaldi, who did all the advertising, postering, and ticket printing for the Humane Society, he joined the Optimist Club, an international organization dedicated to “Friendship, Sociability, Loyalty, Reciprocity,” with over ten thousand members, and in 1943 he was elected sergeant at arms of the Tampa branch. The speeches he gave focused for the most part on his own forward-looking thinking, and he was even beginning to look the part of the prosperous Rotarian as he patted his expanding belly and puffed on an ever-present cigar.


And yet, gradually, inexorably, almost inevitably, he found himself drawn back into the world he had never fully left behind. He loved his new life, to be sure, but after his taste of success with Gene Austin, perhaps more to the point after his full-scale immersion in an experience he had sought all his life, how could he ever abandon a world that he felt certain was still beckoning to him, a world which, unlike the straight life of by-the-numbers civic success, offered no guarantees but presented you each day with new, hitherto unforeseen creative possibilities, new challenges to meet and overcome?


Throughout his three years at the Humane Society he never abandoned his old connections. He continued to do publicity stunts for the Park Theatre from time to time. He continued to offer free pony rides to kids. When Hollywood came to town, he supplied animals for their shoots and in the summer of 1942 had his picture taken with Gig Young, one of the stars of Howard Hawks’ Air Force. He used his old carnival connections to help promote the Humane Society, and not just to rescue stray dogs from drainpipes either. Eleven members of Royal American Shows made a public display of joining the Humane Society just before going out on tour in February of 1941, and when Roy Acuff, one of the biggest stars of the Grand Ole Opry, was in Tampa for a show the following year, he was reported by the newspapers to have paid a visit to Tom Parker (whom he had undoubtedly met through Gene Austin) and put his name on the Society’s membership rolls.


The promoter of the Acuff show was legendary showman J. L. (Joe) Frank, a gentlemanly forty-two-year-old veteran of nearly every aspect of the business, who had managed and masterminded Gene Autry’s rise to Hollywood stardom and was presently guiding the careers of some of the Opry’s biggest stars, including Acuff, his son-in-law Pee Wee King, and the Opry’s newest star, Ernest Tubb. He was one of the first to put together the package shows, or revues (with an aggregation of well-known stars), that were changing the face of country music entertainment, and he was known throughout the business as a paragon of probity and dedication to his artists. As Pee Wee King observed, “He studied people [and] took a personal interest in the people that he managed and booked,” while another performer made the point that “he always had a good word for the down-and-out musician.” This was the man that Tom Parker apprenticed himself to, as Frank started bringing more and more shows to the Tampa area. In later life Colonel would often point to Frank, almost alone among his show-business acquaintances, as the source of many of the lessons he learned not just about the business but with respect to loyalty, character, and the necessity of having long-term goals.


His closest connection among the performers was Acuff, who had recently opened up the Florida territory for hillbilly artists. Acuff was unquestionably the artist whose music hit him the hardest and with whom, personally, he identified the most. In March of 1943, with the backing of the board of directors of the Humane Society, and under the auspices of J. L. Frank, he became the principal promoter of a two-night, four-show all-star run of nearly sold-out performances by Acuff at the 2,800-seat Municipal Auditorium. The Tampa Times called the show “a triumph for pure corn,” while also noting that Acuff was introduced as “the greatest modern singer of American folk songs.” And “he sent the crowd away,” the paper further noted, “humming ‘Precious Jewel’ and other plaintive tunes he sings so well.”


PARKER SOON became invested in yet another aspect of Acuff’s business. Western stars like Bob Wills and Pappy O’Daniel, among others, had long represented flour companies (for baking needs, for homemade pies, for every sort of country cooking), and Acuff signed on with Cherokee Mills in 1943 to manufacture Roy Acuff Flour, primarily for Florida sales. Tom Parker was almost immediately designated the company’s local representative, and every Roy Acuff appearance was accompanied by an advertisement to: “BUY ROY ACUFF’S OWN FLOUR, Specially Blended for Roy Acuff by Cherokee Mills, Ask Your Grocer, TOM PARKER, Broker.” With typical aplomb, he organized cooking demonstrations in theaters where his star was appearing. He would hire a cook to bake fresh biscuits in the lobby, then once the biscuits had been gobbled up, remind the well-fed crowd where they could buy tickets for the show and, if they were in need of flour, the grocery store where they could purchase it and — if they showed up at the right time — get Roy Acuff’s autograph to boot.


Acuff was so impressed with the young man in fact that he invited him to move to Nashville and become his manager. Somehow, for whatever reason, perhaps because he felt the time wasn’t right or, more realistically, he understood that at forty Acuff was as big a star as he was ever going to be and he didn’t need Tom Parker to build his career (he was already making close to $100,000 a year), he demurred. But in later years Roy Acuff would always take credit for “discovering” Tom Parker. “I presume I was the first one ever to invite Tom to Nashville,” he told Elvis biographer Jerry Hopkins. “I suggested he come to Nashville [and] meet the boys.”


Which is more or less what he did, but on his own initiative and for his own purposes.


J. L. Frank had been telling him for some time about a young singer named Eddy Arnold, who up until May of 1943 had been the lead singer with Pee Wee King’s very popular Golden West Cowboys. “Smilin’ ” Eddy Arnold (the nickname was almost instantly dropped, but it definitely suggested his winning personality) had joined the Cowboys in January 1940, and immediately instilled a new, crooning flavor in their music. When he left three years later, neither J. L. Frank nor Pee Wee King tried to discourage the man who had at this point become the band’s most popular member; rather, they both urged him to strike out on his own and take the job he had been offered at WSM, the Grand Ole Opry radio station. Frank had told him from the start that if the opportunity to better himself ever came along, he should take it. And this was just such an opportunity.


Just two or three months later, in the summer of 1943, Tom read a story in the August issue of Radio Mirror entitled “Eddy Arnold … Marco Polo with a Guitar,” profiling the twenty-five-year-old newcomer. With Frank’s encouragement, and perhaps to test Roy Acuff’s hospitality as well, he traveled to Nashville and met the young singer backstage at the Ryman Auditorium on the evening of an Opry performance. Through J. L. Frank he was well aware that Arnold was about to sign a personal management contract with Dean Upson, the Opry’s powerful talent manager, but he knew from Joe Frank, too, the importance of long-range planning, so when he met the young man, he brought to bear all of his salesman’s enthusiasm, speaking of all the work he had done for Mr. Frank in Florida and the various ways in which he was looking to expand his horizons. It was only when he mentioned his close connection with Gene Austin, though, that he felt he got the young singer’s full attention. Eddy made it immediately clear that Gene Austin was one of his idols, and that as a boy he had ordered all of Austin’s records “right out of the Sears Roebuck catalogue.” From that point on, Parker stressed his connection to Austin so strongly that Eddy became convinced that it must have been Austin himself who had suggested that this strangely intense, brusque Floridian seek him out. As he later put it, “I was a young kid at that time, and Parker came up here and walked up and extended his hand.”


And although both knew that no actual business was going to be transacted that day, that no actual business could be transacted, both came away from the meeting, undoubtedly for entirely different reasons, with a different feeling about the future. I’m not at all sure that either believed in fate, but it was clear that fate had something entirely different in store for them both.


In any case, without any discernible indication of just what that was, and over Marie’s vehement objections and the dire warnings of friends that he would never find a more secure position than the one he held right now, on December 10, 1943, Tom Parker handed in his notice at the Humane Society. The board accepted his resignation with regret, and the Tampa papers loudly lamented his departure, touting all the improvements he had made not just in the physical plant but in the financial health and spirit of the place. But his mind was made up.


In December, almost certainly to assuage Marie, he bought an already furnished house on San Pedro Street in Tampa for $6,250, with a mortgage of $28.84 a month. It was the first home he had ever owned but then just after they moved into the new house, it was announced in the Tampa newspapers on January 21 that “Tom Parker, former county humane society field agent, has accepted a job as general agent for a Grand Ole Opry unit” which would be headlined by the wildly popular minstrel act Jamup and Honey and would include the newly emerging country comedian Minnie Pearl as well as new Opry favorite Eddy Arnold.


Whether it was fate or the beneficent intercession of J. L. Frank, or more likely some combination of the two, Tom Parker’s course was set. For the next couple of months he was a man about town. “Ran into [movie star] Danny Kaye, [Brooklyn Dodgers manager] Leo Durocher, and Tom Parker, [on hand] to handle the exploitation on Roy Acuff’s new pic,” the Tampa Times reported on February 5. “It was a wholesome threesome, each the best in the business.”


Then at the beginning of March he set out on tour with the conviction that he was at last embarking upon his life’s work.


[image: A promotional card reads as follows: W.S.M. Grand Ole Opr: Tent Show Unit No 1 featuring Jam-Up and Honey, Minnie Pearl, Uncle Dave Macon, and Eddie Arnold.]


Thomas A. Parker’s Grand Ole Opry Tent Show card, 1944. Courtesy of Richard Weize and more bears archive










SEVEN



The Education of Thomas A. Parker


THE JAMUP AND HONEY SHOW opened in March, continued through the summer, and played just about everywhere in the mid- and deep South that a traveling caravan could go. Jamup and Honey had put together the first of the Grand Ole Opry tent shows in 1940, aimed at bringing the hugely successful coast-to-coast radio program to the people with the tried-and-true methods of the circus and the carnival. It was the first time in many instances that audiences in Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, and Arkansas got to see the stars that they listened to religiously every Saturday night, and the response often approached mass delirium. Sometimes they played places that had never seen any kind of show before. In Jay, Florida, for example, a hamlet of fewer than five hundred people, in Honey’s recollection, there wasn’t a single person waiting when they arrived at four o’clock in the afternoon, but by the time the show was ready to start, “the traffic was so bad that two people got killed in it, [including] one poor old man who was coming down the road on a bicycle and got run over.”


By 1944, when Tom Parker first joined the troupe, there were three Opry tent shows on the road. Roy Acuff was the first to break away from the original Jamup and Honey lineup to headline a show of his own; then his replacement, bluegrass pioneer Bill Monroe, did the same. All three crisscrossed a broad swath of territory, each laying claim to a particular route, but they operated in a mode of sodality and fellow feeling that seemed almost unique to show folk. Nashville newspaperman Jack Hurst quoted one member of the troupe fondly reminiscing about how the rival shows would check in on each other on the road. “There’d be talk like you don’t ever hear anymore. Like, ‘How’d you do last week? Do you need any money? … I’ve got some I could loan you if you need it.’ ”


[image: A candid scene depicts two men in casual clothing standing beside a vehicle labeled W.S.M. Grand Ole Opry. One man leans on the vehicle’s fender with his arms crossed.]


Tom Parker and Gabe Tucker, with the show, 1944. Courtesy of Richard Weize and more bears archive


[image: A large crowd forms a queue near two parked cars outside a temporary tent structure. People stand along a dirt lot while surrounding buildings and billboard advertisements appear in the background.]


Lining up for the show, Mobile, Alabama, 1944. Courtesy of Richard Weize and more bears archive


Jamup and Honey carried a full-sized tent, 80 feet wide by 220 feet long, with twenty-five roughnecks to move it, and nine or ten tractor trailers. The tent, which could accommodate up to 1,600 people, was set up each day in a different town, but never so far from Nashville that all the performers couldn’t make it back for the Saturday night Opry show, a contractual condition that applied to everyone but the two headliners.


Nearly every aspect of it was familiar to Tom, from the siting and erection of the tent to the advance work that needed to be done in every town, and yet each day posed a new and welcome challenge, too. He slept no more than five hours a night, cared little about personal comfort and less about the appurtenances of success. He practically lived in the beat-up old Chevy International truck that he drove from town to town, accompanied only by a stray dog that he had picked up along the way and nursed back to health.


[image: A packed audience sits under a tent canopy with tall support poles and string lights.]


Under the big tent, Mobile, 1944. Courtesy of Richard Weize and more bears archive


His energy was focused on little but making sure that in its fifth season this would be the best Jamup and Honey tour ever. But at the same time as they traversed the countryside, his admiration and certainty about Eddy Arnold only grew. Arnold’s act was still unpolished, but his ability to connect with an audience, free from any of the usual hillbilly or minstrel-show embellishments, was uncanny. As expected, Arnold had signed with Opry talent manager Dean Upson and had even been put under contract by the RCA Victor Recording Company, though due to a protracted Musicians Union strike he had yet to make a record. But the fact that he still had another year and a half to go with Upson didn’t faze Tom Parker in the least. He took every opportunity he could to get with the boy and offer friendly advice. And Arnold could see for himself how much the tour manager was doing for the show. The boy might be green, but Parker could see he was a keen student — and besides, his own situation was improving all the time. Honey Wilds, the costar and organizer of the troupe, was certainly aware of the contributions that he made. “My father,” Honey’s son, David, told author Alanna Nash, “was a lot like Tom in that he was a very intelligent guy who worked really hard to either dominate a situation … or pretend that he wasn’t as shrewd as he was. … Daddy had a tremendous appreciation for [Parker’s] ability to get things done.”


Tom went right back to work for Joe Frank when he returned to Tampa in the fall, which included promoting a few Opry-sponsored Eddy Arnold concerts in Florida at the end of the year. Then, in January, he went out with Ernest Tubb, whom Frank was managing, on a tour that Frank had constructed to take him off the Opry package shows and allow him to form a self-contained unit of his own. Tom was charged with most of the same responsibilities he had undertaken for Jamup and Honey, though this time the shows took place in theaters and auditoriums. Once again, he made sure to cement his relationships with everyone in the troupe — they all called him “Uncle Tom” — but he took on a new role, too. For the first time since leaving the circus, he became a performer, working up a comedy act modeled on the role of Frog Millhouse in the Gene Autry movies, as played by Autry’s unassuming sidekick Smiley Burnette.


“As soon as Ernest walked out on the stage,” recalled Nelle Poe, who with her sister, Ruth, formed the Poe Sisters, an integral part of the Tubb show, “Tom would start down the aisle, brushing people’s shoulders off with a little broom [and] Ernest would just stop and stand there with his guitar and look through the crowd like he didn’t know what was going on.” Then the woebegone comic figure would shamble his way to the stage and talk a little bit with Ernest, who was acting even more confounded and “of course couldn’t sing because people were just howling at this big commotion of Tom’s. He was really hilarious.” And Nelle Poe got the impression that Tom was aiming for “great things,” she told writer Alanna Nash. “He always said, to me, ‘I’m going to Hollywood someday.’ ”


But mostly during this strangely indeterminate period he was just waiting for Eddy Arnold. And as soon as Eddy’s contract with Dean Upson was up in October of 1945, he and Tom Parker immediately struck a handshake deal, in which Parker would get 25 percent for taking control of all aspects of Eddy’s career, from promotion to booking to road managing to dealing with the record company, the same percentage that J. L. Frank took for his services to each of the artists that he managed. But Tom Parker planned to concentrate only on Eddy.


IT WAS A MATCH made in heaven from the start.


In most ways everything was the same — he continued to do all the things he had done with the tent shows, and with Ernest Tubb, but now he was working for himself, for himself and a client in whose talent and potential, both artistic and financial, he wholeheartedly believed. There was something about the way Eddy delivered the sentimental old songs, the effortless way he crooned them with such heartfelt ease, that couldn’t help but remind his new manager of Gene Austin. But it seemed like Eddy’s smooth, modern delivery packed an even greater emotional punch, even if he never seemed to know quite what to do with himself onstage or how to use his hands. Once in a while some of the girls in the audience would respond with visible emotion to the opening notes of a song they recognized, a reaction that Gene, for all of his genial charm, could never elicit.


He was still out on the road on his own, doing all the advance work by himself, with Marie and her boy back in Tampa. Perhaps to make it up to her, they had finally gotten married that summer, on June 1, 1945, in Bay St. Louis, Mississippi, but Marie continued to waitress and pick up whatever odd jobs she could while they both waited for his gamble to pay off.


It was a slow process at first, even though he did everything possible to expand Eddy’s territory. He set up bookings as far north as Pennsylvania and wherever else he could find them in the largely unexplored Northeast. He worked all the time. He had never slept much, but now he slept even less, as he dashed back and forth from town to town in an old Studebaker with a trailer that said “EDDY ARNOLD the TENNESSEE PLOWBOY and his Guitar.”


He made sure that all the local businesses signed up to sponsor their shows, and the handbills he had printed up and the advertisements he placed in the local papers all employed the same familiar carnival tagline, “DON’T MISS IT.”


He personally sold programs and songbooks at all of Eddy’s shows, going up and down the aisles himself with a strong pitch and a sliding scale of prices. (He had long ago learned that you had to calculate what your audience could afford.) The merchandising concession had previously been given to the band on the theory that they could use the extra money, but Eddy’s new manager made it clear that he was determined to maximize profits on every level — which included, with Eddy’s approval, putting the band on salary in place of the profit-sharing arrangement they had had from the start. Many of the places they played had local tax exemptions for religious shows, so he always made sure that Eddy sang a hymn or two, which suited Eddy fine. Other locales provided exemptions for shows that exhibited livestock, so in those places he rented a small collection of farm animals, mainly pigs and chickens, whenever he could. This was the origin of the famous story of “Colonel Parker’s Dancing Chickens” — of how he got the chickens to dance by putting them on a hot plate, and then charged money for the act. It was a story he loved to tell to wide-eyed listeners over the years, while sometimes granting that this, of course, was something he would never actually do, given his well-documented love of animals. But the vast majority of his listeners put their money on the myth.


“He was a ball of fire,” recalled Eddy, who was by nature inclined to a more deliberate way of doing things. “He worked hard, he got up early, and he was a nondrinker. … He understood business, he was good with the record company, he was good with the personal appearances. … Actually, he was good at everything! [And] he was absolutely dedicated to the personality that he represented.” And as an unexpected bonus, he introduced Eddy to a world he had never hitherto suspected existed. “When we’d be in a town, and there’d be a circus, he’d take me and introduce me to these people. I met people that I never thought about meeting, because he was an old carny, and they help one another.”


Over the years, Eddy would often chuckle about the unexpected lengths to which his manager’s boldness and ingenuity could sometimes go. If a promoter claimed, as they sometimes did, that he alone held the exclusive right to sell merchandise in his theater, or simply asked for a bigger cut of the sales, Tom told him that was fine, they would just go ahead and play without an intermission. When the promoter panicked — what was he supposed to do without an intermission, that was when he sold refreshments and soft drinks, he had everything set up — Tom just shrugged his shoulders and pointed out that if he and Eddy couldn’t sell songbooks and photographs, there was no need for an intermission. “About ten minutes went by,” Eddy reminisced, “and the [promoter] came back to Parker. He said, ‘You go ahead and sell your songbooks. It’s all right. It’s all right.’ ” Another time, in Chattanooga, the promoter wouldn’t come up with the second half of his payment before the show. “So Tom came back, pulled me aside, and said, ‘Don’t hit a note until I wave at you.’ ” And as the promoter, and the crowd, grew increasingly restive, Tom said to the man, “ ‘You know, those entertainers are funny people. They won’t hit a note unless I wave at ’em like that. Why don’t you give me my money so I can wave.’ He gave him the rest of the money.” He was stalwart.


[image: Eddy Arnold sits at a table signing items while a woman presents something across a roped barrier. Fans gather behind her. His manager stands in the upper right corner.]


Eddy Arnold in Houston (note his manager, top right), ca. 1948–1949. Courtesy of Shannon Pollard


Eddy’s new a&r man (or “producer”) at RCA, Steve Sholes, who had just gotten his army discharge and returned to the company, picked up his recording contract at the end of the year, once again at a royalty of 1 percent. Because of the protracted musicians’ strike, Eddy’s first record, “Mother’s Prayer” backed with “Mommy Please Stay Home with Me,” hadn’t come out until January 1945, when it sold well enough to warrant a second release in the spring, which had sold over 125,000 copies by the time Eddy and Tom Parker shook hands on their agreement.


That seemed like a fine start to Tom Parker, who at this point knew nothing whatsoever about the record business, though he was absolutely confident of his artist’s potential. As far as he was concerned, the sky was the limit for Eddy Arnold — but he also recognized that at this stage he had little room for negotiation. Nor did he have any way of assessing the man he was dealing with at RCA, whom he scarcely knew at all. But Steve Sholes, a mild-mannered New Jerseyan of thirty-four who had started at RCA as a messenger boy in his teens, seemed agreeable enough, and Parker had learned in the carnivals and the tent shows that sometimes you just had to be patient and wait your turn.


Steve Sholes, as it turned out, not only had a feeling for country music, he had a true appreciation for the deep-seated emotion of Eddy Arnold’s “heart music,” and for his artistic instincts as well. At their very first session together, Sholes self-deprecatingly recalled, “I spent quite a little time trying to straighten out the meter in some of his songs, which was a lot of effort ill spent, because after we got the meter straightened out, the song didn’t sound any good. So I said, ‘Eddy, forget what I’ve said … Sing it the way you did in the first place!’ ”


More to the point, as Tom Parker would soon discover, Sholes, for all of his easygoing manner, was an ambitious man. As the person primarily in charge of hillbilly music at RCA, he was deeply concerned that his company had one of the poorest shares of the country market among all the major labels. In 1945, for example, RCA didn’t have a single number-one hit on the country music charts, nor would they in 1946. What that meant, as Tom Parker saw it, was that the door was wide open for his artist, Eddy Arnold; RCA had only to recognize it.


It wasn’t about the immediate payoff — it was never about the immediate payoff. But however much he believed in his artist and however bright he believed his future to be, at Christmas that year, as he and Eddy never tired of recounting, after months of hard work, they had a grand total of $100 to divide between them.


THE NEXT TWO YEARS were a time of extraordinary progress and growth. The bookings continued to increase to the point that Tom Parker had to turn down offers, and he was on the road almost constantly, whether his artist was or not. He was always looking for new opportunities, renewing old acquaintanceships and establishing fresh ones, taking out ads in the trades that called attention to the full scope of his artist’s talents and the growing range of his activities. He was determined to expand Eddy’s long-range prospects in ways the record company was not equipped to exploit or understand. (They were in the record business, after all. He was in the Eddy Arnold business.) He was not afraid to open up untried territories; he put out tentative feelers to venues that were not yet ready to book hillbilly acts; and he set up new, multiple-return engagements at the country music parks and “ranches” that were springing up all over the country, which, with their rides and carousels, offered down-to-earth destinations for country music fans to come back to year after year.


The peak of those early efforts came with Eddy Arnold’s star billing at the first-ever country music show at Constitution Hall in Washington, D.C., which legendary East Coast promoter and disc jockey Connie B. Gay set up on Halloween night 1947. He had been doing more and more business lately with Gay, a highly sophisticated hillbilly with far-flung interests, whom he recognized immediately as a kindred spirit. Tom and Marie always stayed with the family, recalled Gay’s daughter, Judy, affectionately. “[He] was a very kind man,” she said, who loved going downtown for ice cream and scheming with her father, a proud native of Lizard Lick, North Carolina, on how the two of them could “make a buck with the hillbilly trade.”


But however great the financial rewards from personal appearances were turning out to be, Tom Parker had become convinced that the future lay in radio, where there were no limits to geography or imagination. The Opry broadcasts, of course, had been the first way to get the name of Eddy Arnold out to all those prospective booking agents and promoters, but more and more his manager was coming to see that the Opry exacted too great a price from every artist appearing in its weekly presentation. Not only were you required to show up in person for nearly every one of its Saturday night shows, wherever, and however far from Nashville, you might be playing the night before, the Opry also took 15 percent of the gross proceeds from the personal appearances of any artist billed as a “Grand Ole Opry star.”


Eddy’s thirty-minute segment on the Opry was sponsored by Ralston Purina, the grain, cereal, and animal-feed conglomerate based in St. Louis, just as other segments were sponsored by such companies as Prince Albert tobacco, Royal Crown Cola, Cherokee Mills, and, soon, Nashville’s own Martha White flour. It was with little more than this in mind that Tom Parker set out to break what he saw as the Opry’s stranglehold on his artist.


By dint of assiduous courtship of both the company and its founder, seventy-six-year-old William Danforth (author of I Dare You!, the self-help book that had been so influential on an entire generation, including future Sun Records founder Sam Phillips), he persuaded Purina to sponsor Eddy on a Saturday afternoon show on the Mutual network called Checkerboard Matinee (from Purina’s well-known checkerboard motif), which would by early 1947 expand to noontime exposure every weekday as the Checkerboard Jamboree. Before long, both Eddy and Tom saw an opportunity to broaden their independent initiative even further, creating The Eddy Arnold Show, which they sold on their own across the country, furnishing each station that picked it up (three hundred by the end of 1947) with transcriptions that Eddy cut well in advance whenever he was in Nashville. This in turn emboldened them to drop “Grand Ole Opry Star” from Eddy’s billing, thereby instantaneously increasing Eddy’s personal-appearance income by 15 percent.


Eddy was nothing less than an equal partner in all this. A thoughtful, self-contained man, he was as ambitious in his own way as his manager, and what he valued most about Tom Parker was that Parker was willing to lead the way, and lead the way forcefully, without being burdened by the same regard for social niceties that he himself was temperamentally inclined to observe. They were a team. And if Eddy chose to express himself publicly with greater modesty of purpose, Tom was always there to take the heat.


He took such evident delight in every aspect of the business, to the point that it no longer felt like a business but a way of life. He treated the usual problems of the road — washed-out bridges, flash floods, flat tires, carburetor troubles — with a degree of alacrity that lifted them all up. One time in Birmingham, when the band was delayed by a punctured tire that Eddy and the comedian Rod Brasfield had to get out to fix, he got a fireman in the audience to give an extended talk on public safety. Then, as he recalled, “I was hunting up somebody else to do a stall act when the boys finally dashed in.” He was never fazed or fussed. Tom never seemed to mind being seen as uneducated or uncouth. In some ways, Eddy realized, he even welcomed it. In dealing with the RCA brass, for example, or anyone else who took inordinate pride in their social or educational status, he was always happy to let himself be underestimated, but never at the expense of his artist’s interests. “Earthy,” Eddy mused, “I guess a lot of people might describe him; uneducated maybe. A lot of times people think they’re dealing with a rube. ‘Oh, I can take him,’ they decide. They don’t take him. He’s ahead of ’em before they even sit down across a table … he fools ’em. They think, because his English might be faulty (he might say a word wrong here and there), ‘Oh, I’ll handle him.’ They walk right into his web!”


[image: A group portrait includes Colonel and his wife Marie, Sally and Eddy Arnold, Jack Earns, and Julian Aberbach standing in the back row. Two other individuals crouch at the center front.]


Colonel and his wife, Marie; Sally and Eddy Arnold; Jack Earns; and Hill and Range cohead Julian Aberbach, all top row. Center front unknown. Courtesy of Richard Weize and more bears archive


BETWEEN NOVEMBER 1, 1947, and November 6, 1948, Eddy Arnold topped the country charts for fifty-three weeks in a row, a figure never approached, let alone rivaled, in any popular music charts to this day. And that just set the stage for what by any measure would have to be considered an annus mirabilis, the kind of dominant achievement that has rarely been equaled, let alone surpassed, in the pop music field.


Standing orders for Eddy Arnold’s new RCA releases outstripped those of any of his peers and, given the small number of accompanists that he used on his sessions, profit margins on the records far exceeded those of pop stars like Perry Como and Vaughn Monroe. The records were beginning to cross over, too, with “Bouquet of Roses” (at the top of the country charts for nineteen weeks) reaching number thirteen on the pop charts and selling well over a million copies.


So perhaps it should have come as no surprise when in September of 1948 Tom Parker informed the Grand Ole Opry that Eddy Arnold was planning on leaving the show altogether. It was a practical decision with which his artist fully agreed, he told Opry broadcasting station WSM’s powerful sales director Irving Waugh, but he had two suggestions that he hoped might soften the blow. The first, which he was well aware Waugh was bound to turn down, was that Eddy, who at this point was by far the Opry’s biggest star, be given a share of the show’s profits. And when Waugh, one of the first members of the Nashville establishment to recognize the Opry’s almost boundless earning potential, dismissed the idea out of hand, Parker presented the deal he had had in mind all along: that the Opry buy into Eddy’s transcribed nationwide show for Purina and broadcast it whenever Eddy was unable to get back to the Opry on a Saturday night. At first Waugh thought he could get around what he took to be Parker’s bluff. Others like Roy Acuff had left the Opry briefly, but they had always come back when they realized how much national exposure they were giving up. But Tom Parker had already sidestepped that issue. Eddy had two national radio shows of his own, and Purina was paying him quite well.


Irving Waugh realized that he had been outplayed as soon as he arrived at Purina’s corporate headquarters in St. Louis to plead his case, only to discover that Parker had anticipated his move. He tried at first to stick to his guns, but Purina remained firm in their loyalty to Parker and his artist, and when, clearly at Parker’s direction, they threatened to broadcast Eddy’s transcribed show on Friday night on Nashville’s other fifty-thousand-watt “clear-channel” station, WLAC, Waugh recognized that he had been beaten. “With the audacity of a young man,” he said, “I told [them] that we couldn’t permit a Country success on another station in Nashville.” And he agreed to broadcast Eddy’s show on WSM on Friday night, creating two half-hour live shows around it, which would soon become the basis for the highly successful Friday night Opry. It was his own fault, Waugh ruefully recalled. Colonel Parker had simply been smart enough to recognize the full breadth of Eddy Arnold’s commercial potential, and the leverage it gave him, long before anyone else did. But then again, as Waugh, ever the good-natured realist, pointed out, Hank Williams would arrive at the Opry just eight months later.


As for the Colonel: “Mr. Danforth gave Eddy and me two shares of stock,” he went out of his way to let me know some forty-five years later. They were worth two dollars apiece back then, he said, and $10,000 in 1994. He didn’t know about Eddy, but as far as he was concerned, he wasn’t ever going to sell them. They were a gift, he said, and a symbol of the enduring bond that continued to unite Eddy and him with Mr. Danforth.


Just two months after Eddy’s departure from the Opry, when his contract with RCA came up for renewal in November, Tom Parker proposed a whole new way of doing business to Steve Sholes. Up till this point, Eddy had been working on the same 1 percent royalty that he had signed for in 1943 but now, after an unrelenting campaign by Parker, in which he hammered away at sales figures and never ceased to remind Steve that Eddy Arnold was RCA’s number-one star, Sholes finally agreed to a new royalty arrangement of 5 percent, unheard-of for a country singer and top-of-the-line for a pop star on any label. Even more surprising, Sholes capitulated to Parker’s demand that should any other recording artist’s royalty rate rise above 5 percent, Eddy’s would, too. And, in the kind of added-on side deal that is almost never memorialized on paper, Eddy also received contractual assurance that RCA would spend as much on promotion and publicity for their folk and hillbilly star as they did on any of their pop artists.


Steve did not put up much resistance to any of these conditions — Parker’s arguments were totally supported by the facts, and there was no question in Sholes’ mind that Eddy had earned this special treatment. He was only surprised that Parker, who had always shown a certain amount of circumspection in their dealings, was so adamant now in his demands. But he shrugged it off and merely tried to insert a standard noncompete clause stipulating that should Eddy receive an offer to advertise, or appear on any radio or television show advertising or promoting, a product that RCA itself manufactured, such as radio and television sets, phonographs, or any “cabinet” often containing all three, he only asked that Parker give RCA “the opportunity to meet any [such] offer [or] reimburse Eddy for his not appearing on such [a] program. … I am sure you agree that this is not unreasonable.”


Parker simply crossed out the clause when he sent back the signed contract on December 4.


As if anything else were needed to cap this remarkable year, Thomas A. Parker was appointed an honorary Louisiana Colonel in October through an old carnival acquaintance named Bob Greer. This was something that tickled him all his life (he often joked about all the advantages that came from being a “phony Colonel”), though he never used the Colonel appellation in any of his official correspondence or duties in all his time with Eddy Arnold. What he did do, for undisclosed reasons of his own, was to insist that every member of Eddy’s troupe (though certainly not Eddy), who up till now had almost universally called him “Popsy,” address him henceforth as “Colonel.” And so they did, though not in some cases uncomplainingly. And so everyone who went on to work or deal with him in future would forevermore. Joke or self-mockery (and some simply attributed it to the underlying neediness of a personality desperate to establish dominance), it would seem that at this point he should hardly have needed a title to shore up his self-esteem.


IN 1949, Eddy Arnold became the first hillbilly act to headline in Las Vegas, appearing at the El Rancho Hotel for two weeks in May. It was actually his first club booking anywhere. (“At that time,” he said, “I hadn’t ever really put an act together. I’d just sing my songs and let it go at that.”) But Las Vegas was in fact merely a stop along the way. According to the press release that his manager gave out to the trades, he was on his way to Hollywood to make two cowboy movies — another first for Eddy — for Columbia Pictures. The contract called for a salary of $12,500 per picture against 15 percent of the profits, with a clause that Parker had fought to have inserted that gave Eddy control of the music. The movies, which were released the following January, weren’t any good (Eddy’s verdict: “I couldn’t act”), but they made money and got Eddy’s name in front of the public in a significant new way.


Even more significantly, the deal, like the Las Vegas booking, was negotiated through the William Morris Agency, the nation’s premier talent agency, whom Tom Parker, knowing the limitations of his own experience in these areas, had worked long and hard to enlist on his artist’s behalf. The immediate payoffs were obvious, but William Morris, Parker was convinced, could help carry his client (and, as it would turn out, future clients, too) to ever greater heights.


In August, undoubtedly emboldened by all these successes, he finally bought a house in Nashville, in Madison just outside the city and just around the corner from where Eddy Arnold lived. It was a comfortable three-bedroom, two-bath stone building, priced at $20,000, with a low-slung stone outbuilding behind the house that he almost immediately converted into an office. For Marie, it was what she had always been longing for, incontrovertible proof of her husband’s success. She quickly made friends in the neighborhood and found a church she liked. She had started going out on Eddy’s tours lately, selling tickets and doing whatever needed to be done, and when she and Tom visited New York she sometimes went shopping with Steve Sholes’ wife, Katherine, or one of the other RCA executives’ wives. But most of all, she treasured the time she got to spend at home with her husband.


For those who knew him only from his indefatigable life on the road or his hard-driving business negotiations, it might have been difficult to imagine what a homebody he was. Indeed, Marie and her husband had a relationship which many, including some in her own family, did not understand. In certain ways, he was intensely possessive of her and yet at the same time strangely remote — he had never been one for physical closeness, and he seemed uncomfortable in many respects around any woman that he had not known for a long time. But she had always believed in him, and with the success that his artist had now achieved, he had acquired some of the trappings of success himself. Perhaps above all, though, it was his unwavering loyalty to anyone who had earned his trust — to Eddy, to the banker in Madison who extended him credit when he really needed it, to the Rinaldis in Tampa who continued to do all of his printing — that reassured her of the stability of their own relationship, however different it might be.


Throughout the industry, on the other hand, Tom Parker was seen as an exemplar of the new brand of managers who were replacing the radio-station talent bureaus and serving the interests of their clients with a single-minded dedication that station bookers like the Opry’s Artists Service Bureau, with a whole roster of talent to serve, simply could not match. Tom Parker was a legend among his fellow managers and promoters not just for his positive energy but for his extraordinary attention to detail. Even as his sole client’s success grew and grew, he still did everything. He advanced the show, planned all the routes, wrote all the ad copy, sold programs and souvenirs at the shows, and settled all the box-office receipts. He was like a tornado, not infrequently disquieting those around him; his mind never seemed to stop working as he planned his next move. He kept up an endless stream of daily correspondence on the small portable typewriter that went with him everywhere, and when Eddy wasn’t on the road, he remained a man in constant motion himself, looking for new and better deals for his client, with New York, Hollywood, Houston, New Orleans, and Chicago just a few of his revolving ports of call. And everywhere that Eddy was booked, he spelled out every detail of the engagement in advance, making sure not just that the terms of the contract were met to the letter, but that the promoter’s commitment to both the show and the quality of its presentation was unqualified. “This is your show,” he advised each promoter. “Get the most out of it.”
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