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It’s difficult to be a legend. It’s hard for me to recognize me. You spend a lot of time trying to avoid it…. The way the world treats you is unbearable…. It’s unbearable because time is passing and you are not your legend, but you’re trapped in it. Nobody will let you out of it except other people who know what it is. But very few people have experienced it, know about it, and I think that can drive you mad. I know it can. I know it can.


—James Baldwin, interviewed by Quincy Troupe




THIS IS A STORY of fame. It is a story of celebrity and its consequences. It is, I think, a tragedy, and no more the occasion for retrospective moral judgments than any other biographical canvas should be. “Suspending moral judgment is not the immorality of the novel,” Milan Kundera wrote in what could be taken as a challenge thrown down to history and biography, too. This suspension of judgment is the storyteller’s morality, “the morality that stands against the ineradicable human habit of judging instantly, ceaselessly, and everyone; of judging before, and in the absence of, understanding.” It is not that moral judgment is illegitimate; it is simply that it has no place in describing a life.


Elvis Presley may well be the most written-about figure of our time. He is also in many ways the most misunderstood, both because of our ever-increasing rush to judgment and, perhaps more to the point, simply because he appears to be so well known. It has become almost as impossible to imagine Elvis amid all our assumptions, amid all the false intimacy that attaches to a tabloid personality, as it is to separate the President from the myth of the presidency, John Wayne from the myth of the American West. “It’s very hard,” Elvis declared without facetiousness at a 1972 press conference, “to live up to an image.” And yet he, as much as his public, appeared increasingly trapped by it.


The Elvis Presley that I am writing about here is a man between the ages of twenty-three and forty-two. His circumstances are far removed from those of the boy whose dreams came true in the twenty-second year of his life. It is not simply that his mother has died, testing his belief in the very meaning of success. With or without his mother by his side, he would have had to grow up; he would have had to face all the complications of adulthood in a situation of almost unbearable public scrutiny, a young man little different in temperament from the solitary child who had constructed a world from his imagination. The army was hard for him not just because he was temperamentally unsuited to it but because it was something he knew he had to succeed at, both for himself and for others. The artistic choices he faced when he returned to an interrupted life were far more ambiguous than the good fortune he had so innocently embraced, and he never came fully to terms with the burden of decision making that those choices placed upon him. His natural ability to adapt, his complex relationship with a manager whom he perceived not just as a mentor but as a talisman of his good luck, served him in both good and bad stead. He constructed a shell to hide his aloneness, and it hardened on his back. I know of no sadder story. But if the last part of Elvis’ life had to do with the price that is paid for dreams, neither the dreams themselves, nor the aspiration that fueled them, should be forgotten. Without them the story of Elvis Presley would have little meaning.


I’ve tried to tell this story as much as possible from Elvis’ point of view. Although he never kept a diary, left us with no memoirs, wrote scarcely any letters, and rarely submitted to interviews, there is, of course, a wealth of documentation on the life of Elvis Presley, not least his own recorded words, which, while seldom uttered without some public purpose, almost always offer a glimpse of what is going on within. I’ve pursued contemporary news accounts, business documents, diaries, fan magazines, critical analyses, and the anecdotal testimony of friends and eyewitnesses not with the intention of imposing all this on the reader but simply to try to understand the story. In the end, of course, one has to cast aside the burden of accumulation and rely on instinct alone. There is always that leap of faith to be made when you accept the idea that you are painting a portrait, not creating a web site. Certainly you have to allow your gaze to wander, it is essential to take every possibility into account, not to prejudge either on the basis of likelihood or personal bias—but you also have to recognize that with the angle of perception changed by just a little, with a slightly different selection of detail, there may be an altogether different view. This is where the leap of faith comes in: at some point, you simply have to believe that by immersing yourself in the subject you have earned your own perspective.


I have spent eleven years with Elvis. Much longer if I go back to the pieces I originally wrote to try to tell the world why I thought his music was so vital, exciting, and culturally significant, how it was part of the same continuum of American vernacular music that produced Robert Johnson, Hank Williams, Sam Cooke, the Statesmen, Jimmie Rodgers, and the Golden Gate Quartet. I still think that—but immersion in the subject has changed my view in other, more subtle ways. Once I saw Elvis as a blues singer exclusively (that was my own peculiar prejudice); now I see him in the same way that I think he saw himself from the start, as someone whose ambition it was to encompass every strand of the American musical tradition. And if I am still not equally open to his approach to every one of those strands, I can at least say that I have awakened to the beauty of many of the ballads I once scorned and come to a new appreciation of the gospel quartet tradition that Elvis so thoroughly knew.


In the course of writing these two volumes, I interviewed hundreds of people, some dozens of times. There were moments, certainly, when I felt as if I had at last gained access to Elvis’ world; just as often, I was made aware that no matter how long one peers in from the outside, it is never quite the view from within. That’s why it’s so important to keep going back—not just to try to understand the sequence of events but to give the picture a chance to come into deeper focus. You want to try to capture the chipped paint on the doorknob, the muted conversations in the hall; you want the reader to hear the carefree exuberance of Elvis’ laugh—even if none of these things ever fully emerges from the background. Perhaps there is no need to point out that this is a task that can drive both writer and interview subject almost mad. But what struck me again and again, as it has struck me with every book that I have written, was the graciousness of the participants, their own curiosity about what actually happened, about others’ perspectives on events in which they themselves had participated. There was no question in my mind that almost without exception everyone I interviewed was telling the truth as he or she saw it. Interpretations might be shaded, time frames telescoped—but there was no conscious attempt at distortion, save for the universal human impulse to see oneself at the center of the picture.


I have tried to respect those truths. I have tried to understand each of the witnesses’ stories. But most of all I have tried to understand Elvis’, and to give the reader, too, a new basis for understanding by delineating the context in which frequently well-known events occurred. That search for context—sometimes it can be not much more than how the weather was—is, as much as anything else, at the heart of my own deep-seated belief in research. Not that ultimate meaning can ever be uncovered (I must admit, I have my doubts about ultimate meaning), but, on the most basic level, how are we ever to understand cause and effect if we don’t know which came first? History may well be, as Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., has suggested, “an argument without end,” but it can provide fruitful grounds for debate if certain rules of evidence are observed. There is room for the widest variety of interpretation, Schlesinger points out, so long as we recognize that we are establishing “small truths [in order] to place them in larger contexts and perspectives,” that “we are prisoners of our own time and our own experience.” So, too, are the protagonists. “Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin did not sit around a table and say, ‘Isn’t it great living in the past?’” in the formulation of historian David McCullough. “They didn’t know any more how it was going to come out [than we do].” Which to me means that one must respect not just the story but the way in which it develops; judging the past by the standards of the present sheds little light on understanding, it represents no more than the I-told-you-sos of history.


There are no villains here. The story of Elvis’ inexorable decline—what could almost be called the vanishing of Elvis Presley over a period of time—is neither a simple nor a monolithic one, and it may have no greater moral than the story of Job or Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex: Count no man lucky until he has reached his journey’s end. The kind of fame that Elvis experienced requires constant reinvention if one is to escape its snares—and, as more than one friend of Elvis remarked, his desire to escape was ambivalent at best; as much as he may at times have been tempted, he was not about to throw away the identity he had so assiduously created, he enjoyed being Elvis Presley.


The last few years of his life amounted to little more than a sad diminution; this is what has become the basis for the caricature that we so often see repeated in our pathographic times. More significantly, the music with which he made his mark has become a battleground for competing ethnocentric claims: Elvis Presley, whose democratic vision could not have been broader or more encompassing, is used as the centerpiece for accusations of cultural theft. This is a misunderstanding not just of Elvis Presley but of popular culture, which even in its purest forms cannot help but represent the polyglot borrowings that radio and the phonograph record first introduced almost a century ago. You don’t have to like Elvis Presley—but it’s impossible, if you listen to his music, not to recognize both his achievement and his originality. He was no more a copy of blues singer Arthur “Big Boy” Crudup than he was of bluegrass pioneer Bill Monroe—though they, along with a far-flung range of influences (Roy Hamilton, Mario Lanza, Dean Martin, Clyde McPhatter, Jake Hess), were among his heroes, and he unquestionably absorbed their music into his own. That music exists, like all art, without explanation (if it could be formulized, why wouldn’t everyone do it?), but it came about no more by accident than Duke Ellington’s carefully worked-out compositions or Robert Johnson’s blues. That is what the story keeps coming back to in the end—the music. That is the mystery that will continue to reward repeated explorations, long after the frenzy of fame is finally gone.
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UNION STATION, MEMPHIS, MARCH 7, 1960.


(JAMES REID)


















THEY LEFT IN THE AFTERMATH of a blustery winter storm. The newly promoted sergeant emerged from the Fort Dix, New Jersey, paymaster’s office with a mustering-out check of $109.54 for travel expenses, food, and clothing. “Don’t forget my commission,” growled his manager, Colonel Tom Parker, loud enough for newsmen to hear, and Elvis Presley smilingly handed him the check. He then strode toward a chauffeur-driven limousine surrounded by six MPs, as the post band played “Auld Lang Syne.” Six teenage girls emerged from the crowd and the MPs closed ranks, but the young soldier slowed down, smiled, and stopped to chat with his fans. He reached into his traveling case and pulled out six autographed pictures, one for each girl, then disappeared with his manager into the limo as his army buddies yelled, “Go get ’em, Elvis.”


It was two years since he had left civilian life, seventeen months since he had last set foot on American soil. He leaned back in the seat, a broad smile illuminating his handsome twenty-five-year-old features, and cast a backward glance at the forty-car caravan of reporters, photographers, and fans that fell in behind them on the snowy highway. It seemed in some ways as if he had never been away, in others that he was still a stranger in a foreign land. His fingers drummed nervously on the plush upholstery—he had scarcely slept the previous night, and even now he felt such a mix of emotions that it would have been impossible for him to express them all. He had told reporters that the only thing on his mind was to rest up at home for the next few weeks, but that was not in fact true. He had an RCA recording session coming up on which he knew everyone was pinning their hopes; his guest appearance on “Frank Sinatra’s Welcome Home Party for Elvis Presley,” a television special, was scheduled in less than a month; and Hal Wallis, who had signed him to his first motion picture contract just four years earlier, was planning to start production on G.I. Blues the moment these other obligations were fulfilled.


If he was certain of one thing, it was that his manager had a plan. The Colonel, heavy, saturnine, his hooded eyes veiling an expression of amused avidity that Elvis sometimes thought he alone could read, had stayed in constant touch with him throughout his army hitch. He had never come to see him in Germany—he was too busy orchestrating all the elements necessary to sustain his single client’s career—but he had maintained almost daily communication and provided a steady stream of encouragement, both strategic and paternal, even in the darkest days. No detail was too small for the Colonel to take up. He had continued to promote Elvis Presley merchandise, devised sales campaigns for each new record release, and hustled small-time theater owners when Paramount rereleased King Creole and Loving You the previous summer. He had fought the army to a standstill over plans to enlist Elvis as an ambassador-entertainer, refused to cave in to RCA’s increasingly importunate demands to have him record something—anything—while stationed in Germany, and then used the shortage of product to improve their bargaining position. He had negotiated movie deals in a climate of doubt (Will Presley’s Appeal Last? was a typical headline, and a typically voiced studio sentiment whenever money was being discussed) and had been so successful at it that they now had three starring vehicles lined up for this year alone, including two “serious” pictures for Fox.


Above all he had kept Elvis’ name in the headlines for the entire two years, a feat that Elvis had never believed possible—and he had shared every detail of the campaign with his protégé, confiding his strategy, describing his “snow jobs,” bolstering the homesick soldier when he was down, praising him for his courage and forbearance, making him feel like a man. They were an unbeatable team, a partnership that no one on the outside could ever understand, and Elvis was well aware that Colonel had not taken on one new artist in the time that he was away.


The present plan was more in the nature of a diversion, and Colonel was having fun with it. They were heading for New York, he had informed the press; they were going to have a big news conference at the Hotel Warwick and then spend the weekend there. But that, of course, was nothing like what he had in mind. He had in fact worked out five fully developed alternate routes and schemes, with any number of decoy vehicles and even a helicopter on standby if need be—but, really, his only intention was obfuscation, at which he was preternaturally adept. They lost the caravan of accompanying vehicles somewhere in New Jersey. “Elvis Presley mysteriously vanished from a snow-packed fan-laden highway,” it was reported in the newspapers the following day, but in actuality they simply retreated to a hotel hideout in Trenton, where they rendezvoused with the rest of the group: three-hundred-pound Lamar Fike, who had accompanied Elvis to Germany and remained faithfully by his side the entire seventeen months; Rex Mansfield, Elvis’ army buddy from Dresden, Tennessee, to whom the Colonel had gladly agreed to give a lift home; the Colonel’s chief lieutenant, Tom Diskin; and assorted other record company representatives and members of the Colonel’s staff. For most of the day they holed up in Trenton, with Colonel relaying confusing messages to the world at large through his secretary in Madison, Tennessee. That evening they took a private railroad car to Washington, where they boarded the Tennessean, scheduled to depart at 8:05 A.M. Once again they occupied a plush private car, attached to the rear of the train, but now their schedule was known to the world, published by the Colonel with the idea of giving his boy the kind of welcome a home-coming hero deserved.


There was a crowd of fifteen hundred in Marion, Virginia, twenty-five hundred in Roanoke, and substantial turnouts at smaller stops along the way. Elvis emerged on the observation platform at every one, slim and handsome in the formal dress blues he had had made up in Germany with an extra rocker on the shoulder designating a higher, staff sergeant’s rank. It had been, he explained embarrassedly when challenged about the extra stripe, a tailor’s mistake, but some of the more cynical reporters put it down as the Colonel’s work, or, simply, Elvis’ vanity. He never said a word at any of the stops, merely waved and smiled, and, in fact, somewhere in Virginia, Rex took his place on the platform at the Colonel’s insistence, and with the Colonel’s assurance that the fans would never know the difference.


Inside the car the Colonel and Elvis were rolling dice at $100 a throw, and Elvis gave Rex and Lamar enough money so they could play, too. When Rex tried to return the several hundred dollars that he subsequently won, Elvis offered him a job as his chief aide. There would be lots more money, he said, if Rex would just stick with him, and a glamorous life to boot. Talk to the Colonel, he suggested, if Rex had any doubts.


To Rex’s surprise the Colonel, whom he had been hearing about from Elvis ever since they had first met at the Memphis induction center two years before, advised against it. After listening carefully to Rex’s well-formulated plans for the future and what he considered to be his prospects for business success, Colonel Parker “told me that he thought I was good enough to make it on my own and that I did not need to hang around Elvis. He said that I was not like most of the other guys that hung around and that his best advice was not to take the job. Then the Colonel told me not to tell Elvis what he said, because it would make Elvis mad…. He said he had given me his honest, sincere advice, but the final decision was still mine. Again, he said to me, ‘If you tell Elvis that I told you not to take the job with him, I’ll deny it.’”


In Bristol, Tennessee, a young reporter from the Nashville Tennessean got on, alerted by a collect call from the Colonel’s staff. Presley, wrote David Halberstam, was “like a happy young colt…. He wrestled with some of his bodyguards, winked at the girls in the station, and clowned with his ever-faithful manager and merchandiser, Col. Tom Parker. ‘Man, it feels good to be going home,’ Presley said. ‘So good.’ Then he put a hand over the Colonel’s receding hairline and said, ‘Andy Devine [a portly Hollywood character actor], that’s who it is. Andy Devine.’‘Quit pulling my hair out,’ the Colonel said. ‘I’m just massaging it for you,’ Presley said. ‘Every time you massage,’ [the Colonel replied,] ‘I have a little less left….’


“The Colonel, both remarkably excited and unshaven after the cloak and dagger days on the east coast… was pleased. Pleased with his boy, and pleased with the hordes of youngsters that he had to fight off. ‘As many or more than before,’ he said, pointing to the mobs. ‘Better than ever.’”


Halberstam observed three thousand teenagers in Knoxville waving banners and signs, as the train made its stop at 8:55 P.M., less than eleven hours from Memphis. He could feel the excitement mounting, the young singer’s nervous energy would allow him neither to sit still nor to sleep all through the long night. He continued roughhousing with his companions, practiced his quick draw, and threw in an occasional demonstration of the Oriental discipline of karate, which he had been studying seriously in Germany for the past few months. If he ever lost his voice, the Colonel remarked dryly, “we could make money with his wrestling.” When Memphis reporters joined the party in Grand Junction at 6:15 A.M. and then at Buntyn Station a little more than an hour later, he was still wearing his dress uniform with Good Conduct ribbon and Expert’s medal for marksmanship prominently displayed, but by now he had donned one of the two formal lace shirts that Frank Sinatra’s nineteen-year-old daughter, Nancy, had presented to him at Fort Dix on behalf of her father. “If I act nervous, it’s because I am,” he told Press-Scimitar reporter Bill Burk. “I’ve been gone a long time, a long time,” he muttered almost to himself, as the train pulled into the station. What had he missed most about Memphis? he was asked. “Everything. I mean that—everything.”


Two hundred fans, reporters, and the just plain curious were waiting when the train arrived at 7:45. It was snowing, and there was an icy wind, but the crowd chanted, “We want Elvis,” as they massed behind a six-foot-high wrought-iron fence. “It was nice to have you aboard,” said the conductor, H. D. Kennamer, shaking his hand. “Thank you, sir,” said Elvis Presley, squaring his shoulders and plunging back into the life he had once known. He walked along the fence, shaking hands through the bars and recognizing familiar faces. He spoke briefly with various friends and fans, then indicated to the Colonel’s brother-in-law and aide, Bitsy Mott, that he wanted to confer with Gary Pepper, a twenty-seven-year-old cerebral palsy victim who had recently taken over the Tankers Fan Club (Elvis had been assigned to a tank corps) and was holding a “Welcome Home, Elvis, The Tankers” sign above his head. Bitsy wheeled Pepper through the crowd, and they had a brief meeting, with Pepper apologizing that there wasn’t a bigger turnout, it was a school day, after all. “Elvis bit his lip,” reported the newspaper, “seemed to be trying to repulse tears, and said, ‘I’ll see you later, pal.’”


Then he was gone, scooped up in his old friend police captain Fred Woodward’s squad car, arriving at Graceland less than thirty minutes later with lights flashing and siren screaming. “The gates swung open,” reported the Memphis Press-Scimitar, “and Woodward’s car… shot through at nearly 30 miles per hour. Then the gates closed. The king was once again on his throne.”
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AT HOME, GERMANY, 1959: VERNON, GRANDMA, ELVIS.


(COURTESY OF THE ESTATE OF ELVIS PRESLEY)
















HE ARRIVED IN BREMERHAVEN on October 1, 1958, as a member of the 750-man Thirty-second Tank Battalion, Third Armored Division, part of the fabled “Mailed Fist of Europe.” He was met at the dock by fifteen hundred fans, five television news teams, two newsreel operators, and reporters and photographers representing virtually every major European periodical and newspaper. It was a well-planned operation, with only one autograph seeker breaking through police cordons, and one young woman, a German reporter, presenting Private Presley with a bouquet of flowers.


He was subdued on the troop train to Friedberg, just north of Frankfurt, some two hundred miles away, eating with the cooks in the kitchen car so as to have a moment or two of privacy, thanking each one individually for their hospitality. Military plans called for him to interact with the press and the public for the next few days—but only for the next few days, while he was still undergoing processing. A press conference was scheduled for the following morning, and he would undoubtedly be faced with the same kinds of questions that reporters came up with everywhere else. Did he still want to meet Brigitte Bardot now that she was formally engaged? What did he think of German girls, even if he had never met any? Would his music change? Would his popularity remain the same? Colonel said he just had to get through it; he had his job, the press had theirs, and there was no reason that they couldn’t serve each other’s needs. It was his job to be like any other soldier, and once this initial flurry of attention was over that was just what he would be.


It had been a strange and solitary crossing. Not so much because he was alone on the transport ship—he had made friends with a number of the guys—as because, with his mother gone, he was truly alone in the world. Seeking solace, he read and reread some of the poems about death and motherhood in the book he had been given by a fellow GI just prior to his departure, an anthology called Poems That Touch the Heart. He sought out the companionship of sympathetic souls, requesting to bunk with Charlie Hodge, the little guy he had met on the train to the Brooklyn Army Terminal who was a fellow southerner, singer, and veteran of show business himself. At night, Charlie said, he could hear him thinking about his mother—he could tell by the way Elvis breathed, and he would try to cheer him up, telling him jokes, running through old vaudeville routines, until at last his friend dropped off to sleep.


Several days out to sea, Elvis and Charlie were put in charge of a talent show on the U.S.S. Randall, and they held auditions and staged the program, with Charlie MCing and telling jokes and Elvis playing piano in the backup band. Although he threw himself into the entertainment, he would not take the spotlight, saying that he didn’t want to steal attention from any of the other GIs but giving rise at the same time to rumors that he had been forbidden to perform by his manager. He was generally liked by, but distant from, his fellow soldiers, who observed him with the same understandable mistrust that he might just as well have felt for them. “Charlie,” he told his new friend, “you keep me from going crazy.”


In Friedberg he was stationed at Ray Kaserne, a barracks for German SS troops during the Second World War. He got through the obligatory press briefings (he was interested in German girls; he planned to buy a guitar in Frankfurt, since he had not brought one with him on the ship; he would like to see an opera and attend some classical concerts while stationed in Germany). He was initially designated jeep driver for the commanding officer of Company D but was quickly transferred to Company C, a scout platoon, where he was assigned to drive for Reconnaissance Platoon Sergeant Ira Jones. Not only was Jones, a tough, no-nonsense enlisted noncom, deemed to be the man for the job; the fact that the company spent much of its time in the field on maneuvers might help to remove Private Presley from the public eye.


His family arrived on Saturday, October 4, and Elvis had dinner with them at their hotel in Bad Homburg that evening. It was a strange grouping, the young towheaded soldier, his handsome forty-two-year-old father and gaunt sixty-eight-year-old grandmother, plus two buddies from home, Red West and Lamar Fike. He was avid for news of Memphis, almost desperate to connect. He needed people he knew, people he could trust, and to Lamar there was no great mystery as to why any of them were there; “Elvis always kept his own world with him; he kept his own bubble.” After dinner he posed for photographs with his father and grandmother, then reluctantly returned to camp. He was exhausted, he told reporters; he just wanted to get back to the barracks and get some sleep.


IT WAS HARD, harder perhaps than anything he had ever done—and army life was only part of it. Two days after his family arrived they changed hotels, and three weeks later, after Elvis had received permission to live off base with his two family dependents, they moved again, to the elegant Hotel Grunewald in Bad Nauheim, just twenty minutes from the base. There they had the whole top floor to themselves, but it was still cramped, with Red and Lamar sharing a bedroom and, more significantly, feeling distinctly out of place in the subdued setting of a European health spa for wealthy, primarily elderly visitors.


Red reacted, as he generally did, by blowing up at anyone and everyone who got in his way. Elvis wasn’t paying either one of them anything, they were there as his friends, but he did tell his father to give them enough money to have a good time—a couple of hundred marks, or roughly $50, a week apiece. Vernon, who couldn’t see what either one of them had done to deserve such largesse, doled out no more than two or three marks a night to each, and they nursed their money, and their resentment, at Beck’s Bar around the corner, where Red was prone to sharp altercations with fellow drinkers and local policemen. There had never been any love lost between Red and Vernon anyway, and with Vernon doing his share of drinking, there was the constant possibility that things could really get out of hand. For Elvis the only truly peaceful time of the day was when he was with his grandmother, “Dodger,” who never judged him, who wanted nothing from him, who called him “Son” and recalled every day of his childhood with the clarity and wonder generally reserved for chronicling the lives of the saints.


There was a moment of confusion just after his arrival, when it seemed as if the army was breaking its agreement with Colonel Parker not to put any pressure on Elvis to perform. The Colonel had waged an extensive campaign to develop contacts in Washington and then to persuade them that it would be against the interests of the armed services for Elvis to appear as anything but an ordinary soldier, while remonstrating at the same time to Elvis that he should resist any such opportunities, however innocent they might at first appear. Nonetheless, John Wiant, the European editor of Army Times, approached Elvis and Vernon about a Christmas benefit for German orphans and pursued the matter with Colonel Parker after Vernon explained that he had no authority to accept or decline such an invitation. Even the Colonel was panicked for a moment, since clearly the pressure was coming from above, but he counseled Elvis to make no commitments and immediately advised his principal contact in Washington, E. J. Cottrell, the assistant chief of information at the Department of the Army, that not only would this be against everything they had both been working for, it would also end up costing the army money to provide the security necessary for a show of this sort—and if such security were not provided, it would look very bad for the army. Cottrell responded in an amused but sympathetic vein, and while the story got into the newspapers and continued to surface in one form or another for some weeks, it seemed to reflect little more than an ongoing struggle between the State Department and the army over the correct deployment of Private Presley, with the outcome all but conceded to Colonel Parker.


Gradually things began to settle into a routine. Because Elvis was up at 5:30 A.M., the rest of the household was, too, though they could go back to sleep, of course, once he left for the base at 6:30 in the black Mercedes taxi he had hired to take him back and forth. Many days he was home for lunch, and he never returned later than 6:00 P.M. except on Friday, which was “GI party night,” when they scrubbed the latrines and cleaned the barracks, often until ten o’clock, in preparation for Saturday-morning inspection. It was for the most part congenial enough work; he was improving his map- and compass-reading skills in preparation for maneuvers and keeping his jeep in top condition. And he had a little girl—she was sixteen, but she looked older—a typist with an electrical supply company in Frankfurt who had just showed up with a photographer the day after Elvis’ family arrived in Bad Homburg. She and the photographer waited outside the hotel until Elvis emerged with his father, and when she approached him on the pretext of getting his autograph, not only the photographer that she was accompanying but all the other photographers who had staked out the hotel clamored for the two of them to kiss. Elvis was only too happy to oblige, and the papers were full of news of Elvis Presley’s “German girlfriend,” Margit Buergin, the next day. Lamar got her number for him, and he saw her a few times. She was a nice girl who lived with her mother and had to be home every night. Sometimes she even brought her little German-English dictionary along on their dates.


Home was a nagging memory that on occasion he could barely sustain. He called some of his pals and told them how much he missed Memphis, kidding around about the German “chiclets”; he had his father call home on October 15 to order a generous supply of alfalfa pills from a Memphis pharmacy because he had heard that that was a good way to help keep your weight down. He wrote breezily to a few girls, confiding his unease but acting as if he could handle it. But Anita Wood was the only one to whom he truly unburdened himself—even though he was not exactly sure how he really felt about her.


He knew how he was supposed to feel. The papers had linked them almost from the day they met in the summer of 1957, and he knew that Anita was certainly expecting that they would get married someday. In fact, in a moment of desperation, just before he left, he had even spoken to her about bringing her over to visit once things got sorted out. He wrote to her now that she should keep herself clean and wholesome, that he had never, and would never again, love anyone in his life as he loved her, that he looked forward to their marriage and “a little Elvis.” In another letter he referred to himself as a “lonely little boy 5000 miles away,” even as he was denying the newspaper stories about Margit (referred to as Margrit in the American press), and added in a self-conscious p.s.: “No one ever reads this, OK?”


But even as he wrote and tried to communicate some of his feelings of helplessness and isolation, things were actually starting to look up. He heard from Janie Wilbanks, the girl he had met at the train station in Memphis when the troop train had pulled in on its way to the Brooklyn Army Terminal, that she was going to be coming over to visit her uncle, an army chaplain in Germany, sometime around Christmas and couldn’t wait to see him again. His buddy Charlie Hodge, from the U.S.S. Randall, showed up at the hotel on his first weekend leave and fit right in with the rest of the group. Elvis prompted him to tell Vernon the same jokes he had told on their crossing, and his daddy got a good laugh for what seemed like the first time since Mama died. Red and Lamar obviously liked Charlie, too, and they all harmonized on some old gospel numbers, which they sang a cappella or accompanied by the guitar that Elvis had gotten on his first leave in Frankfurt, with Vernon, too, joining in on more than one occasion.


There was a flurry of activity just before the company went out on maneuvers at the beginning of November that reinforced this growing semblance of normality. Elvis heard that Bill Haley was going to be performing in Frankfurt and Stuttgart on October 23 and 29, and went to see him both times, with happy reunions backstage at which Elvis confided to the older star that if it hadn’t been for Haley’s help and encouragement, he might still be driving a truck. A few nights later, on the Saturday night before departure, he had another date with Margit, who told the press that he was “a very nice boy” and she liked him very much. The following night, November 2, according to a wire-service report, he threw a “noisy pre-maneuvers party in his hotel, where the sounds of his guitar and singing bounced down to the sidewalks below and caused a crowd to collect. Between plunks on his guitar he confessed he liked Margit ‘very much’ and added, ‘And I’m glad her parents like me as well.’”


He got a peculiar call from a woman named Dee Stanley around this time; she was the wife of a master sergeant stationed in Frankfurt, she explained to him, and she just wanted to invite him to dinner with her family. She knew he must be lonely, and she wanted to show him that a foreign country didn’t have to be so cold and inhospitable. After spending a few minutes trying to figure out what she was driving at, he eventually told her to call on Monday, when he knew he would be on maneuvers and Daddy could just handle it.


Then they were off to Grafenwöhr, a cold, dismal location near the Czech border. At first reporters hounded him for pictures, and soldiers and officers who hadn’t seen him before asked for autographs. But then the reporters were banned, and the soldiers got used to his presence, and things settled down into a predictable routine over the next seven weeks. This was where he finally proved himself to his platoon sergeant’s satisfaction, enduring the same harsh conditions as everyone else, showing himself to be a resourceful soldier in field exercises as his reconnaissance unit took eight prisoners thanks to a clever ruse that he had worked out, finally becoming one of the boys. The first weekend that they had leave to go back to Friedberg, a notice was posted that buses would be available at a cost of $6 round-trip. When a number of his fellow soldiers didn’t have money for the fare, Elvis told Sergeant Jones that he would like to help out, giving Jones money to loan out to the soldiers, who eventually repaid Jones without ever learning the identity of their benefactor.


About two weeks into maneuvers he wrote Alan Fortas, his friend back in Memphis, a letter which, if it wasn’t exactly cheery, could at least be described as more chipper than previous communications. After complaining about the weather and indulging in an uncharacteristic daydream that “a miracle” might happen to get him home sooner than March of 1960 (“Boy it will be great getting out”), he sent personalized greetings to friends and wrote of his social life, “I have been dating this little German ‘chuckaloid’ by the name of Margrit. She looks a lot like B.B. [Brigitte Bardot]. It’s Grind City.” Then, after declaring that he had to go off and “wade in the mud,” he signed off as “Your Pal, Elvis Presley,” with “Eri Viar Ditchi [Arrivederci]” scribbled on the back of the envelope as a postscript.


Almost every night he and Rex Mansfield and another friend, named Johnny Lange, went to the post theater, frequently viewing the same movie several nights in a row at Elvis’ instigation. They would generally slip in late to avoid the gawkers and autograph seekers and leave early for the same reason, before the show was finished. Rex was the boy from Dresden, Tennessee, he had originally met at the Memphis induction center who had served with him at Fort Chaffee and Fort Hood, probably his best friend in the army. Even Red, suspicious of all outsiders, had to acknowledge that Rex was a regular guy, neither starstruck nor stuck on himself, someone who could fit into their world as if he had always belonged.


One evening at the post theater, just before Thanksgiving, Johnny came back from the lobby, saying there was a girl who wanted to get Elvis’ autograph. Elvis asked if she was pretty, and when Johnny said she was, he had Rex bring the girl into the theater to sit beside him. The girl was practically petrified. All she had wanted was an autograph, but he treated her with such gentleness and respect, put his arm around her and asked for her name, “and from that moment on,” she later wrote, “I was floating…. After the movie, Elvis walked me home, which was only about ten minutes from the theater. On the way home that first night we talked about the Army, what I was doing in Graf, and about my family. It seemed to me that Elvis was very interested in me personally and wanted to know all about me. We were standing by this tree, which was in sight of our dependent apartment house, when he kissed me for the first time. It was a good-night kiss, and I asked him if he would like to come in and meet my parents, but he said some other time please.”


Her name was Elisabeth Stefaniak, she was just nineteen years old, the daughter of a German mother whose husband had deserted her during the war; her stepfather, Raymond McCormick, was a U.S. Army sergeant stationed at Graf, and now she had a little half sister, Lindy, who was six years old. They dated practically every night for a week, and then on Thanksgiving Day he showed up unexpectedly at her house and stayed for Thanksgiving dinner. He impressed her parents with his manners, spoke with deep emotion of his mother, and then sang to them all with a guitar borrowed from a neighbor. On December 19, the last day of training, he told her parents that he needed a secretary with a good knowledge of German and English and that Elisabeth would exactly fit the bill. “He wanted me to come to Bad Nauheim and live in his home. He said he, his father, and his grandmother would take full responsibility for me.” To Elisabeth’s astonishment her parents consented, and it was agreed that she would join him in Bad Nauheim sometime after the New Year.


Upon his return home he rapidly made up for lost time. The day after his arrival he leased a white BMW sports car to go with the old Cadillac he had bought from the company commander for his father to use and the beat-up Volkswagen bug he had gotten for the boys. Back at Ray Kaserne he threw himself into preparations for a Christmas party at the local orphanage and made a sizable financial contribution to the effort. In addition, the recon platoon was designated to clean the company area and decorate the Christmas tree for any visitors who might come in during the holidays. After working all day, everyone was getting ready to go on leave when one of the soldiers picked up a guitar and started to sing a Christmas song. One by one others joined in, and then the soldier with the guitar asked Elvis if he would like to take part, too. “‘Yeah, all right,’” said a subdued Elvis, in Sergeant Jones’ account, and he led the soldiers in song. At the end everybody else stopped as he performed “Silent Night,” singing “as if in a trance, totally oblivious” to his surroundings. “Those going on pass didn’t interrupt. They simply walked silently by Elvis, touched his shoulder, and walked out the door. Not another word was spoken after the song until Elvis broke the spell. ‘Merry Christmas, everyone,’ he said. ‘Merry Christmas, Elvis!’ they replied in unison.”


IT WAS CHRISTMAS at the Hotel Grunewald, too. Vernon gave Elvis an electric guitar, and they had a special holiday meal, but it didn’t erase the bad feelings that Elvis continued to have about what was going on between his daddy and that woman Dee, who had called him out of the blue just before he left for Grafenwöhr. He blamed himself in a way; he should never have palmed her off on Vernon, who had accepted her invitation to dinner in the name of “downhome hospitality” and become a frequent visitor in her home. There he had met her three little boys, palled around with her husband, Bill, a sergeant with wild and woolly tales from his days as General Patton’s personal bodyguard and a drinking problem that anyone could see, and eventually found his way into her bed. Now Vernon was behaving like a love-struck teenager, and Elvis could barely restrain his feelings of resentment when they met—it was too soon, she wasn’t the right kind of woman, it was an insult to his mother’s memory. She tried to play up to him, just like so many of them did. She wondered coquettishly if Elvis remembered her from the time he had appeared in Newport News in 1956. She had only been a member of the audience, she said, but it had seemed as if he were singing directly to her. “Of course I remember you, Mrs. Stanley,” he replied in his usual gracious fashion. “How could I ever forget someone so beautiful?” But he didn’t like the way she put on a show for him any more than he liked what Vernon was doing, and he couldn’t get it out of his mind that he might still be the one she had in her sights.


It seemed like they were all feeling the pressure of living at such close quarters. Red and Lamar were increasingly at Vernon’s throat, and when Elvis found out that Vernon still had them on an allowance of a few marks a night, he spoke to his father sharply about giving them the amount that had previously been agreed upon. “Let them go out and try to get some money on their own,” Vernon said angrily, expressing his own frustration at how out of hand the boys were getting now that Elvis was home and warning Elvis that their antics were going to get the whole party, including Grandma, thrown out of the hotel. Elvis didn’t take any more kindly to his father’s criticism than his father did to his and simply reminded Vernon of who was paying the bills. So he and the guys continued to chase each other around the hotel corridors with water pistols and set off fireworks whenever they felt like it, with Elvis generally taking the lead, just like he did at home.


It was the shaving-cream fight at the end of January that proved to be the final straw. Red was chasing Elvis, and Elvis locked himself in his room, so Red put paper under the door and lit it, trying to smoke him out. The fire got a little out of control, and they were just in the midst of putting it out when the manager, Herr Schmidt, appeared and informed them that their continued presence was no longer desired and that they should perhaps start looking for a new home without delay. No one was too unhappy about this outcome, not even Vernon, so long as any scandal that might get back to the Colonel could be avoided. They clearly needed a house of their own, where they would have the room and the freedom to be themselves without the scrutiny of outsiders, and where Grandma would be able to prepare a home-cooked meal and they wouldn’t have to eat this damned German food and worry about any crotchety old convalescents having heart attacks whenever they felt like fooling around.


ELISABETH MOVED WITH THEM when they finally found a place. She had shown up, as promised, right after the first of the year, occupying the large corner room in their hotel complex that had until then been used as storage space for fan mail. Red and Lamar had set her up to answer the mail, instructing her in the fine art of forging Elvis’ signature, which she could soon do almost as well as they. Mrs. Presley took to her right away, insisting that she call her “Grandma,” Mr. Presley was always perfectly courteous and polite, and she liked the boys well enough, even though she knew that by Elvis’ rules she could scarcely so much as glance at them, let alone have a private conversation—he said that any attention she paid to them would make him look like a fool. She accepted that even if she didn’t understand it, just as she accepted all the other confusing elements that seemed to go with the situation. On the first night he came to her room and said that he would be spending the night with her, even though at Graf there had never been anything beyond kissing, and she was unclear as to what their romantic status was exactly. He explained to her that she didn’t have to worry, that they wouldn’t have full intercourse because he didn’t do that with any girl that “he was going to see on a regular basis,” because he couldn’t risk getting her pregnant. “Such a risk would damage his reputation and image. That first night we sort of played around. Over the course of the next weeks and months, I went to bed with him almost every night.”


But, she soon realized, she was not the only one. Within days of her arrival he took another girl to bed, then after Lamar took the girl home, Elvis knocked three times on the wall between their bedrooms, summoning her to him. Margit Buergin continued to be a frequent visitor, and within a week or two Elvis announced that Janie Wilbanks, the girl from the Memphis train station, was coming for a visit—but she came to accept that, too, and in time she and Janie would actually become friends.


Often she could hear him with his girls through the wall of her room, and while she doubted that Elvis did any more with the others than he did with her, it didn’t really make her feel any better. “There would be at least a couple of girls each week, more on weekends…. These were often very beautiful girls [but] although I resented them, I knew they were not staying. I was. I did not let him see me cry [and] all the time I was telling myself how lucky I was…. He never apologized. I guess he never felt he owed me an explanation. I do remember the pain of getting into bed with him maybe ten or twenty minutes after another girl had left. Many times we never made love; he would sometimes just give me a good-night kiss and go to sleep. It was like a comfort thing for him.”


THEY MOVED INTO THE TRIM, neatly kept, three-story white stucco house at Goethestrasse 14, just ten blocks from the Hotel Grunewald, in early February. They were paying the equivalent of $800 a month, several times the going rate, but it more than met their needs. It came equipped with a kitchen for Grandma to cook in, five bedrooms, a spacious living room for entertaining, and a landlady, Frau Pieper, who stipulated as a rental condition that she would maintain a room in the house both to serve as housekeeper and to oversee her American tenants. Frau Pieper and Grandma made an oddly matched pair—they shopped together, cooked together, drank together, clearly were fond of each other but frequently had fierce disagreements, though neither understood the other’s language.


It was a less-than-perfect arrangement, but it was home, removed from the prying eyes of outsiders except at certain designated hours. At Elvis’ direction a sign was immediately put up indicating AUTOGRAMME VON 19:30 20:00, and Elvis would emerge promptly at 7:30 in the evening to sign autographs with much of the neighborhood looking on. Grandma made biscuits and eggs and burnt bacon for breakfast every morning, and they all had a big family meal before Elvis went off to the post and everyone else went back to sleep. By now Elvis had bought at least ten pairs of nonissue tanker boots (which had to be special-ordered at the PX at $45 a pair), and Red and Lamar were kept busy spit-polishing the boots and keeping the dozens of extra uniforms he had purchased as well pressed and clean. Elvis now came home for lunch almost every day, climbing over the fence in the back but after a while fooling almost none of the fans, who anticipated his arrival like clockwork.


It was in the evening, though, and on weekends that Goethestrasse 14 really began to feel like home. With the curtains drawn and the world shut out, lots of girls around, and the radio tuned to the Armed Forces Network playing the latest American hits, sometimes it could almost seem like there was not all that much to distinguish Germany from Graceland, except for the accent of some of the visitors. Elvis kept the record player constantly spinning with records by the Statesmen, the Harmonizing Four, Marty Robbins, Jackie Wilson, and Peggy Lee singing “Fever,” and when they weren’t listening to music, Elvis, Charlie, Red, and Rex would frequently gather around the piano that Elvis had rented in Frankfurt to sing gospel, old sentimental favorites, and rock ’n’ roll. Not long after they moved in, Charlie brought Elvis an album of jubilee spirituals by the Golden Gate Quartet that he flipped over. It contained such classic numbers as “Blind Barnabus” and “Swing Down, Sweet Chariot” as well as an infectious up-tempo number that caught his fancy, “Born Ten Thousand Years Ago,” along with a single pop song, “I Will Be Home Again,” which he and Charlie began singing as a duet. Charlie, who had studied voice with Professor Lee Roy Abernathy of Canton, Georgia (Abernathy was the author of “Gospel Boogie” and a beloved figure in the gospel field), worked with him some on his technique, encouraging him to develop a greater fullness in his vocal tone, helping him to “sing out” more toward the top of his almost three-octave range.


Music almost inevitably led to reminiscences of show business and thoughts of home. In his first extended interview since arriving in Germany, a telephone hookup with Memphis DJ Keith Sherriff just before they moved into the house, Elvis confessed that he could no longer imagine himself doing anything at this point other than show business. “That’s probably it, one way or another, whether it’s singing or working as a stagehand. You know, once it gets in your blood, it’s hard to stay away from it.” Asked for a greeting for his many friends in Memphis, he declared, “I’d like to say they’ll never know how wonderful good old Memphis is until they get away from it for quite a while, and I’m just counting the days and the hours until I can return and sort of pick up where I left off because that’s all [that’s] on my mind, that’s all I think about, that’s all my heart is set on—and I’ll make it!”


For his friends in Germany he had less disingenuous memories. He talked to them about the movie contracts the Colonel was negotiating and the deal he had with RCA, which would pay him $1,000 a week for the next twenty years. He even bragged that the Colonel’s 25-percent commission was greater than that paid by any other star to his manager—and was well worth it. He frequently recited the Colonel’s nostrum “Human nature says that people want most what they cannot have,” as if that went a long way toward explaining at least part of his appeal. When he sang, though, he explained, he held back nothing; that was when he offered himself up exactly as he was, whole and without calculation.


They had fireworks battles with the local kids and played football with a select group of invited friends on an empty lot at the end of the street every Sunday afternoon. Elvis had his own private barber, his own dentist, who would open up his office at night for this very special patient, and his own personal driver-messenger, Joseph Wehrheim, who had once performed the same function for William Randolph Hearst. For the first time since he had arrived in Germany Elvis was beginning to feel like he was really in control: he had a house to go home to; he had a girl who was crazy about him and would do anything he asked; and with the pills that a sergeant had introduced him to when they were on maneuvers at Grafenwöhr, he was so full of energy he never had to slow down.


They all took them, if only to keep up with Elvis, who was practically evangelical about their benefits. According to Rex, who was introduced to their use right after the move to Goethestrasse, “Elvis would say, ‘These little pills will give you more strength and energy than you can imagine.’ It was better to take the pill with coffee, Elvis would say, because the hot coffee and caffeine would tend to make the pill work a lot quicker. Elvis assured me these pills were completely harmless, and when I would eat anything the effects [would be] gone immediately…. Elvis also informed me that these pills would keep a person slim and trim because they were appetite suppressants prescribed by doctors to millions of overweight people every day…. I honestly believed every word Elvis said and gladly received my little bottle of amphetamines from his supply.”


The pills did prove miraculous both for keeping weight off and for extending your weekend without any diminution of energy on Monday morning, and it seemed like half the guys in the company must have been taking them, but Rex still wondered where Elvis was getting his enormous supply. One Friday he was riding home with Elvis, and they stopped at the post dispensary, where Rex observed one of the clerks hand over four quart-size bottles of amphetamines in exchange for some “large bills.” When Elvis returned to the car, he said with a wink, “Rexadus, it ain’t what you know but who you know that counts in this old world.” And Rex couldn’t help but think, “And if you got lots of money it helps.”


As for Elisabeth, she, too, was getting an education of her own. Still plainly in love with Elvis, she adored being a part of this self-contained little world, basking in Elvis’ attention and cherishing the pet names he came up with for her: Miss Foghorn (for her voice), the Belle of East Overshoe (for her footwear), or Miss Sneeze of ’59 (for obvious reasons). She never found it any less painful to observe the attentions he paid to other girls, but she grew used to making herself scarce when they were around and to obscuring the role that she herself played in Elvis’ life. She had no trouble with his prohibition of any dating for herself; she grew accustomed to the strange, brusque, sometimes harsh ways of a household full of men; and she came to like Red and Lamar, seeing another side of Red and feeling sorry for poor, garrulous three-hundred-pound Lamar, who was always falling for girls who were clearly using him just to get to Elvis. She and Grandma became great friends, and Grandma taught her to cook biscuits southern-style, just the way Elvis liked them. Sometimes Grandma would talk about Elvis when he was a little boy, how different he was from all the other children, how he was the one member of the family who had ever really amounted to anything, and the two women shook their heads indulgently over some of the boys’ carryings-on.


The one thing that Elisabeth found most difficult to accept was Elvis himself—the gulf that frequently existed between the public and the private personalities, the extreme mood swings that he would sometimes experience and the cruelty that he could exhibit. One time she went shopping with him, and he asked her to tell the saleslady that he was looking for a small wastepaper basket for his bedroom. Without thinking, she reminded him that he already had a wastebasket, and he turned on her in an instant. “Don’t you ever tell me what or what not to buy,” he said. “If I want a thousand trash cans in my bedroom, that’s my business.” They left the store without buying anything, and in the car Elvis told her “that he had planned to buy me a lot of clothes this day but [that] I had ruined it.” From that experience she learned that “no matter what you thought, you don’t tell Elvis what to do.” And you made sure never to show anything but a positive demeanor.


He was, she finally came to realize, jealous of virtually any personal relationships among those around him that did not directly revolve around him. “One had to be very careful of what [one] said around Elvis, because he could turn on you in a second. [He] was suspicious of everybody, and yet his ego caused him to be naive in many situations.” If you fell afoul of him, you were threatened immediately with expulsion, especially if you were male. And yet “he had a way of making anyone feel they were the most important person in the world to him.”


There was never any question that she would stay.


IN MARCH HE DECIDED to venture to Munich on a three-day pass. A couple of months earlier he had done some publicity shots for the March of Dimes, and the photographer, seeing an opportunity to place the pictures with a movie magazine as well, brought along a pretty eighteen-year-old actress from Munich named Vera Tschechowa, who spoke English and whose grandmother, Olga, was a renowned figure on the German stage. Evidently they hit it off, or at least Elvis was sufficiently attracted by Tschechowa’s exotic good looks that he decided to pay her a visit, unannounced, two months later. Through her mother, Ada, a well-known theatrical agent, he discovered that she was performing with a small theater group in an experimental work and, undeterred by the fact that the play was being put on in German, said that he would like to see it for himself. “So he hired the whole theater and came together with his two fat and nasty bodyguards,” said Tschechowa, who obviously was not impressed either by this “incredibly shy, typical American middle-class boy, well bred with a crease,” or with his “hooligan [bodyguards] who were standing around him like walls, and I have to say that they were really ordinary, with [their] belching and farting and everything that belongs to it. I believe that he never went without them even to the toilet.”


After the performance, which Vera deemed a “miserable” presentation, with only three, nondiscerning spectators, they spent much of the next two days together, visiting a movie set where a Viking film was being made, taking a boat ride, going to the zoo, having dinner with Vera’s mother and various theatrical friends.


After dinner on the first night, Elvis indicated that he’d like to go to a nightclub, and Walter Brandin, a songwriter who was serving as Vera’s “chaperone” for the evening with his wife, Elisabeth, suggested the Moulin Rouge, a sophisticated striptease club that he knew well. Some of the women in the party had never visited a striptease club before, but everyone was enthusiastic about the prospect, and they set off for the club in the big four-door Mercedes, which had replaced the Cadillac a couple of months before. Almost from the moment he arrived, the band started playing Elvis Presley songs and doing their best to coax their famous guest up onstage. According to Toni Netzel, a public relations manager for Polydor and one of the party, “he began to sing, and one of his bodyguards said that he should stop—he should know that he is not allowed to sing, it is forbidden. Then he was singing at the table, and that wasn’t allowed either. So then he beat the time, and that wasn’t allowed either.”


In photographs from that evening he is wearing a dark suit, a narrow tie, his hair is upswept, and he looks alternately innocent and hungry for sin. With Vera and the rest of the theatrical party, he looks strangely jaded, his face a churlishly proprietary, almost dissipated mask, while with the half-naked strippers and some of the garishly made-up show people, he appears almost lost, an American abroad with an appetite so variously stimulated he does not even know where to begin. Elisabeth Brandin was impressed with his modesty, if not his independence: “We had a totally different version of Elvis Presley. I mean, we thought that he was crazy or that he would be flipped out in the same way as any other young singer. We were really surprised about his naturalness.” She was also surprised, she said, by his meekness. He did everything that his bodyguards told him to do. When he went to the bathroom, his bodyguards went with him. It was because of the threats on his life, Lamar explained to her. “He answered that I should understand because they have so many contracts for the time after the army, that when a flipped-out woman gets the idea to throw some hydrochloric acid into his face or some other crazy shit, it would be over…. There was too much money to lose if something happened to him.”


Elvis stayed at Vera’s that night, while Red and Lamar remained at the Hotel Edelweiss. He rejoined them the following night because, he implied, Vera’s mother had caught him in bed with her daughter. According to Vera, however, her mother just got tired of all the fans camping out in their garden and the restless, pent-up energy that Elvis seemed unable to control. “After he had bothered our animals, canaries, dogs, and cats long enough, my mother said to him, ‘Now you better leave. There is the door. Bye!’” To reporters Ada Tschechowa simply remarked, “Elvis is a simple, intelligent boy, who, though he is rich, never forgets he once drove a truck for thirty-five dollars a week. He does his work as a soldier without whining. Teenagers do not have to be ashamed of such a hero.”


He spent the next two days in Munich—and the next two nights at the club. After the first such evening, he joined Vera at breakfast with “bits of tinsel everywhere, in his hair and his eyebrows. I asked him what happened, and he only said, ‘I stayed there.’” That was the last she saw of him in any case; “including the shooting [for the March of Dimes], I saw him three times.” That didn’t stop the press, which had covered their every move, from blowing it up into a full-scale romance. Vera was Elvis’“mystery date,” and Vera’s own sixty-five fan clubs protested her alliance with this boorish American. To his friends back home Vera became a symbol of his enviable new lifestyle; as Lamar said, “In some of the pictures he looks like a guy who’s been having nonstop sex for six months.” Elvis never went into a lot of detail with Red or Lamar or any of his other friends about the things he did with any of these girls. He never boasted except by implication, but they still felt like they were getting a pretty good idea, and among themselves they frequently wondered if he would be doing anywhere near as well if he were not Elvis Presley; if there were ever a fair contest, Red for one had little doubt as to who would get the girl.


HE WAS A GOOD SOLDIER. On maneuvers he continued to show his ingenuity as a scout, but more important, he was by now firmly entrenched as one of the guys, and if another soldier gave him a hard time over his wealth or celebrity, he could give as good as he got. Sometimes he told them about his experiences in Hollywood, like the time he got a hard-on doing a love scene with Debra Paget in Love Me Tender, and he was uncanny at imitating his sergeant—but his sergeant was his biggest fan. To the executive officer of Company B, Lieutenant Taylor, who had previously served as commander of the scout platoon himself, he was “a gentleman… a guy who cared a lot about other people” and, without much in the way of formal education, could speak intelligently both about world issues and about his own life. Nothing came without hard work, he stressed to the lieutenant; in this life you made your own luck. Once in a while he would express self-doubt, but then it was almost as if he would will himself to overcome it. “Sometimes I feel like just quitting,” he said—but he couldn’t do that; there were “too many people depending on me. Too many people think I’m going places. Too damn many people.”


He loaned out money cheerfully, without a second thought, and brushed off the inconveniences of fame, whether it was being pestered in the chow line by guys he didn’t know or followed by fans who always seemed to figure out exactly where he was going to turn up. He was making the best of it, the Colonel told him over and over again in the phone calls and letters that never ceased to give him a boost on an almost daily basis. He was making everyone proud of him, Colonel said to cheer him up, things were working out exactly as they had planned. And Elvis believed that was just about the truth.


Colonel on his end was waging a fierce, multifronted attack, holding off on one flank impatient RCA executives, challenging on another the massed forces of Hollywood, finally—and most important—devising new and ingenious strategies to satisfy the fans. With RCA he had successfully withstood every pressure that a&r director Steve Sholes and vice president Bill Bullock had come up with to get Elvis to record; he had even turned down their invitation to him to travel to Germany at RCA’s expense so that he could personally oversee a session which Sholes would produce. He had steadfastly refused to allow the overdubbing of unfinished recordings like “Your Cheatin’ Heart” and “Tomorrow Night,” which Elvis had deemed unsatisfactory for release; he had turned a deaf ear to Sholes’ importunings that Elvis make a personal appearance at an industry function in Frankfurt; he had imperturbably resisted all of Sholes’ dire warnings of what his stubborn strategy could do to Elvis Presley’s career—what if sales of one of the new singles should dip under a million? Sholes demanded. This way lay ruin.


Nonsense, the Colonel responded, bedeviling Sholes by his very assurance. RCA knew exactly what it had in the can when Elvis went into the army, and Colonel had even bowed to Sholes’ logic when he allowed Elvis to record in Nashville while on furlough the previous June. Surely the label didn’t want to flood the market. RCA simply had to learn to harvest wisely what it had—and wouldn’t now be a good time, in any case, to start thinking about putting out a second album of gold records, seeing the great success that they had enjoyed over the past twelve months with the first?


The record company simply had to stay the course, Colonel lectured Sholes with infuriating regularity, relaying to Elvis in Germany every twist and turn of their exchange, missing few opportunities to undermine Sholes’ dignity and authority while at the same time making it clear that these were decisions for Elvis alone to make; it was up to Elvis to assess the material and determine what was suitable for the next single release. Over and over he emphasized that he—Colonel—knew nothing about the music, that he was merely supporting Elvis’ judgments—but that Elvis was right not to want to record in Germany, where he was under so much pressure already, where he would necessarily be forced to make do with unfamiliar surroundings, where he already had a job to do. Not to mention the fact that this very absence of surplus material, the reality that in no time at all RCA would be scraping the bottom of the barrel, couldn’t hurt their bargaining position in the slightest when they returned to the negotiating table.


What Sholes and all the other RCA executives missed, Colonel insisted in letter after letter, was that it was Elvis alone that the fans wanted, not all these other singers and musicians with whom RCA wanted to clutter up the sessions. As early as January 9, Colonel came up with the idea of Elvis simply recording himself. All he had to do was to go out and get a tape recorder and then record one or two of those sacred songs that he did so well with just his own voice and piano. It could be done strictly on the q.t., without any publicity and without RCA having to know anything about it in advance—he wasn’t sure if it made as much sense to Elvis as it did to him, but he knew the fans would be “wild” about it. Seemingly on little more than the strength of his own enthusiasm, Colonel wrote to Sholes five days later, hinting that he might have a surprise for the a&r director before too long, and the subject was revisited with Elvis from time to time, but there is no record that Elvis ever seriously responded to the proposal or did anything more than smile indulgently at his manager’s touching faith in his powers.


In Hollywood negotiations were considerably more hard-boiled and frequently fraught with threats of litigation and counterlitigation. To begin with, in the fall of 1958, Colonel had planted a flurry of confusing, and sometimes contradictory, items in the trades about the likelihood of Elvis making his first post-army movie at Twentieth Century Fox. Hal Wallis naturally took strong exception to this stance, since by his interpretation of their contract Elvis was obligated to make his next movie for Wallis at Paramount, as the Colonel well knew. After fighting a furious rearguard action with Wallis and his partner, Joe Hazen, on various technical issues (such as whether army service merely delayed picking up an option or could actually cancel it) and even citing an unnamed German producer who wanted to pay them $250,000 plus 50 percent of the profits for Elvis’ services in a European production, Colonel finally bowed to what he surely knew to be inevitable, but not before extracting from Wallis $175,000 plus a small profit participation for a picture for which they had no reason to expect anything more than $100,000, including bonuses and profit participation. At this point Fox, far from withdrawing from the fray, indicated its intention to exercise its option not just for one but for two additional pictures, prompting the Colonel to remark, “Some snow job,” when he reported these developments to Elvis and Vernon at the beginning of November. With Fox formally picking up both options by the end of the year, Colonel could barely restrain his jubilation. This would give Elvis three pictures in 1960 alone (one for Wallis, two for Fox), with a guaranteed income of over half a million dollars and negotiations with MGM still on the horizon. It should prove to Elvis once and for all, Colonel declared, that his fears about being forgotten were groundless, his career was not going to go away. In fact, this brought their picture setup into line with what the Colonel had been seeking all along. “The facts are now we do not have to call on Wallis every time with our hat in our hands.”


It also seemed to bring out the Colonel’s creative side. Not content with having virtually humiliated Wallis in business, the Colonel continued to pepper the veteran showman with various demands, hoaxes, and suggestions, including an unsolicited scenario, which he said he was happy to submit free of charge—though he would gladly accept a retainer’s fee if in Wallis’ judgment he was deserving of it. In Colonel’s scenario the action would take place on the Hawaiian Islands, because Hawaiian music looked like it might be the coming trend and Elvis clearly had the voice for it. The story line focuses on a gang of promoters who con Elvis into singing with some native Hawaiians—he is running away from his fans perhaps, his record company is frantically looking for him because they need material—but the promoters snow Elvis into singing for free, then surreptitiously record and bootleg the performance, to the natives’ (and Elvis’) financial disadvantage. In the end, Colonel assures Wallis, Elvis will bust open the conspiracy—but he hasn’t gotten that far in his story yet, and in the meantime he has come up with another approach. In this one, Elvis is a foundling brought up by a traveling band of gypsies who live in wagons, sleep outdoors, and have the kind of lifestyle that will provide Elvis with the perfect opportunity to show off his rugged versatility and stay free of the goody-good image that is killing Pat Boone.


Wallis, it must be noted, remained patiently forbearing throughout, acknowledging the appeal of the Hawaiian angle but suggesting that the story line might be a trifle melodramatic. By January in any case he had settled on the almost inevitable first post-army picture, a comedy that would focus on Elvis’ GI experience and that at this point was to be called Christmas in Berlin. Michael Curtiz, the much-respected director of King Creole and a longtime associate of Wallis, read the script and agreed that with certain minor changes this could be the best Presley picture yet, and the Colonel graciously accepted the verdict—for the time being anyway.


With the fans he was an altogether different figure. Like a gruff uncle able to let down his guard only when he is sure that he will not be perceived as “soft,” the Colonel and his chief lieutenant, Tom Diskin, remained in constant touch with the loose confederation of fan clubs, extending little courtesies, bringing them up to date on the latest news and letting them know in one form or another that Elvis and the Colonel recognized and appreciated their loyalty. There were fan club contests in Europe, movie magazine contests at home, and stories planted in the press about everything from a one-hundred-city closed-circuit broadcast that would make history to the even more unlikely prospect of an Australian tour to a movie magazine story, “The Persecution of Private Presley,” that the Colonel secretly encouraged for all the obvious reasons.


On a more formal basis, Colonel Parker sent out over four thousand telegrams and congratulatory gifts and messages to fellow performers and show business eminences in his and Elvis’ name on the occasion of openings, career milestones, or any other opportunity for mutual snowing. He traveled to theaters throughout the South to promote the rerelease of Elvis’ movies, blanketed the Country Music Disc Jockey convention in Nashville, the Cotton Carnival in Memphis, and the Music Operators of America convention in Chicago with Elvis’ name and achievements, and even put together an Elvis Presley Midget Fan Club to draw attention to his client. He did everything, in short, to keep Elvis’ name in front of the public, without ever actually exposing Elvis himself, and at a time when other big-name artists’ sales were dropping and the industry itself was in a slump, so far, he assured Elvis, his organization and hard work, together with Elvis’ talent, had been able to keep them on top.


And he was right. For all of Steve Sholes’ doom-filled prognostications, despite all of the nay-saying critics and all of the adversity they had to contend with, the Colonel’s carefully conceived strategy of scarcity value and the painfully negotiated release schedule he had worked out with RCA was actually succeeding, and each of Elvis’ new singles, spaced roughly four months apart, went at least as high as number four on the pop charts, while album sales for King Creole and Elvis’ Golden Records more or less kept pace. He had succeeded, Colonel reassured him over and over again, by sticking to his guns and refusing to do anything but his duty to his country. He had proved all the doubters wrong, and with less than a year to go, they had only to stick to their plan.


VERNON AND ELISABETH were in an automobile accident on March 26, just after the photographer Colonel had dispatched from the States to take exclusive publicity pictures of PFC Elvis Presley, from which he expected they could pick up several thousand dollars profit (Do not under any circumstances, the Colonel admonished, let anyone get any free shots of you in uniform), had gone home. Vernon was driving when he lost control of the wheel, rolling over several times and ending up upside down on the other side of the autobahn. He was unhurt, but the Mercedes was a total loss, and Elisabeth had to be taken to a nearby hospital. Elvis’ first reaction upon seeing the car was that he had lost his daddy now, too, but after determining that his father was all right, he went immediately to the hospital, where he found Elisabeth bandaged, medicated, and in a good deal of pain. Without even asking her how she was feeling, “he wanted to know [if] Mr. Presley and I were engaged in advances toward each other…. This was why he thought the accident occurred.” Elisabeth was shocked at first. Mr. Presley had always been a perfect gentleman toward her. But, she realized, it was merely one more indication of Elvis’ pervasive mistrust and insecurity; “[he] was suspicious of everybody around him, even including his own dad.”


Nor did it escape any of their attention that he was not especially pleased at his friend Rex’s military success. The fact that Rex had been assigned to a more rugged outfit in the first place had always stuck in his throat, and now that Rex had achieved the position of tank commander, or acting sergeant, allowing him to wear sergeant’s stripes before actually being promoted, Elvis’ jealousy was plain for all to see. Plain enough that Rex never wore his uniform when he came around the house, despite the obvious pride he felt in his advancement.


As for Red, life in Bad Nauheim became more and more burdensome, as he grew restive under what he felt to be an increasingly arbitrary and autocratic reign. He had come to Germany strictly on impulse, on a wave of feeling precipitated by the deaths of Elvis’ mother and of his own father within days of each other, just before his release from the Marines. But it hadn’t really worked out from the start. Red was a hard-ass, and he chafed under the restrictions imposed not just by Vernon’s penny-pinching ways but by what seemed like Elvis’ own growing need to have everyone around him bow and scrape to his whims. Red felt like he had done the best he could—and he would have been the last to deny that he had caused more than enough trouble on his own. But the way that Elvis had started acting, the big-shot airs that he was always putting on, the way that he had come to believe his own publicity just pissed Red off and reminded him more and more of the reasons that he had quit originally in the summer of ’56. From Red’s point of view, this was a very different Elvis than the scared kid he had known in high school, or even the budding star that he had accompanied on his early travels in 1955 and 1956. That Elvis didn’t think he was so high and mighty; he was grateful for the attention he got and didn’t parade around like he thought he was God’s gift to women and everyone else. That was the reason, Red theorized, that he took so readily to uppers: they “[brought] out a personality that he didn’t have.”


And then there was the other situation—Red didn’t like taking orders from Elvis or anyone else, but he’d be damned if he’d take orders from that hypocrite Vernon. Watching Vernon mooning over that drunken sergeant’s wife, the three of them going around together like they were the best of friends while Vernon was fucking the wife—the worst of it came one night when they all went out and everybody got pretty smashed, “but Vernon and Bill really got drunk. We all ended up at Sergeant Bill’s apartment. Luckily [he] passed out in his chair, because things were getting rough. Vernon was mouthing off. [Dee’s kids] were crying, and I put them to bed.” Vernon protested mightily when Red and Lamar carried him out and put him in a taxi. “He was cursing and yelling that he was going to have us on the first plane back to the States. But just as well we got out of there, because if Bill Stanley had woken up and heard all this going on, it might have got out of hand. He didn’t know that Vernon and Dee were more than just seeing each other.” And it wouldn’t have done for Elvis to have found out about this drunken spree either: he had made it clear that he didn’t like Dee, he didn’t like his daddy to drink, and the thought of anyone replacing his mother, Red knew, was the one thing that was guaranteed to send him around the bend.


In the end Red simply announced that he was going home. Whether he jumped or was pushed (opinion was equally divided on the subject), he departed at the beginning of May, just around the time that Dee Stanley returned to Virginia with her boys “to get away and think.” Whatever Red’s private feelings, his public loyalty was unwavering, as he painted a rosy picture of Elvis and Vernon’s experience in Germany in an on-air interview with Memphis DJ George Klein, a high school classmate and longtime friend of Elvis’, shortly after his arrival home. Elvis’ favorite off-duty activity was touch football, Red declared. His army life was a far cry from the night-owl existence he had lived as a civilian. His father, too, had made a good adjustment. “He has met a lot of people who speak English—soldiers’ families mostly—and they visit quite a bit back and forth.”


Elvis for his part could understand Red’s feelings, but he needed someone from home besides Lamar. The first person he called was Alan Fortas, who might have given the matter more serious consideration except that he had already spoken to Red about the subject (“Red kept telling me, ‘Whatever you do, don’t go. I promise you, you’ll hate it, and you and Elvis will never be the same’”). For a period of time he focused on Anita once again, and Colonel even set up a tentative date for her to visit, using her aunt as a cover—but the more Elvis thought about it, the less it seemed like a good idea, and even in his bluest moments, he was aware that it wouldn’t answer his need for constant companionship. So he called Cliff Gleaves, not without a certain amount of trepidation but knowing that Cliff was always good for a laugh and had proved his loyalty if not his responsibility in the year and a half that he had palled around with them all prior to Elvis’ army induction.


Cliff was in Baton Rouge trying his hand at show business when he got the call. A former DJ and natural entertainer who had blown his one line in King Creole out of stage fright, he was promoting his first record, “Love Is My Business,” on Jack Clement’s fledgling Summer label and working some Brother Dave Gardner comedy material into his act, “when the phone rings, and it’s Elvis. He says, ‘Cliff, I got a two-week leave in Paris coming up.’ I didn’t even ask him how are you or nothing. I said, ‘Elvis, I’m on my way.’”


Not so fast that he actually got to go to Paris with them. With the tickets that Elvis supplied, Cliff managed to remain in transit for some time, stopping off in Memphis, New York, London, and one or two other points along the way before finally arriving in Germany at the beginning of June. When he did, he promptly took off again, upon his introduction to an airman named Currie Grant, who served as assistant manager of, and produced a variety show for, the Eagle Club in Wiesbaden, the largest air force club and community center in Europe.


Grant had originally met Lamar, Vernon, and Elisabeth the previous month when they attended a benefit for crippled children that he was hosting in Giessen. He hit it off with Lamar right away, and in exchange for an invitation to the Eagle Club, Lamar in turn extended an invitation to Currie and his wife Carol to come visit Bad Nauheim sometime after Elvis got back from maneuvers. The Sunday that Currie took Lamar up on his invitation just happened to coincide with the weekend of Cliff’s arrival, and Rex noted the almost instantaneous reaction on Cliff’s part to the news that Currie, too, was in show business. Within a matter of days, Cliff was off to Wiesbaden, having first secured a booking at the Eagle Club, and both he and the Volkswagen he had borrowed for transportation stayed gone for some time. Which was why Rex, and not Cliff, got to go to Paris.


IT WAS ELVIS AND LAMAR, Charlie and Rex who made the trip. First they stopped off in Munich, where they revisited the Moulin Rouge, and Elvis had his picture taken with Marianne, a stripper who had developed a routine, as the wire services gleefully reported, wearing “nothing but a standard-size Presley record.” Then after two nights it was off to Paris in a private train car, where they were met on June 16 by Hill and Range co-head Jean Aberbach, a Viennese refugee who with his brother, Julian, had pioneered in the field of country and western song publishing before fate, in the person of Colonel Parker, brought them together with Elvis Presley.


Jean was prepared to take care of everything. He had made reservations for them at the plush Prince de Galles (Prince of Wales) Hotel, where they would occupy a suite on the top floor with a panoramic view of the Champs-Elysées and the Arc de Triomphe and he would be just down the hall. In addition, Freddy Bienstock, the Aberbachs’ cousin and principal publishing go-between at recording sessions, was at their disposal, as was Ben Starr, the Hill and Range lawyer whom Elvis knew from his original RCA signing. Anywhere he and the boys wanted to go, anything they wanted to do could be arranged by Aberbach, a sophisticated and urbane forty-eight-year-old bachelor who with his brother maintained apartments and offices throughout the world; he and Freddy and Ben were just there to show the boys a good time. They brought regards from the Colonel, of course, who was sorry he could not be there himself, and from Hal Wallis, with whom Jean and his brother were already working on the upcoming motion picture, now retitled G.I. Blues, and who would, as Elvis knew, be arriving soon himself in Germany to shoot exteriors and army footage. If they wanted to see the sights, if they would like a guided tour of the city, they had only to ask.


Rex and Lamar were definitely curious, but Elvis was interested strictly in the activities after dark, so it was arranged that they would go to the Lido that night. After a brief press conference, which he handled with his customary aplomb (“In the spotlight he seemed to turn into another person,” remarked Rex, who had never witnessed his friend in this kind of setting before), Elvis decided to give the famed sophistication of Paris a try. Here, reporters reassured him, he would not be bothered by the vulgar crowd; he could go out on the street without fear of being recognized, let alone accosted. The experiment lasted about ten minutes. That was how long it took a crowd of two hundred to swarm all over them at a sidewalk café just blocks from the hotel. It was over an hour before they were able to get back to the Prince de Galles, and while Rex and Lamar subsequently took advantage of Jean’s offer to show them the sights, Elvis henceforth stuck to his original resolve.


Nights were a different matter altogether. The Lido was like a more licentious Las Vegas, and after one night the pattern was pretty much set. They woke up late in the day to have their one full meal, a huge 8:00 P.M. breakfast. Then they would catch the first show at the Carousel or the Folies Bergère, and from there go on to the Lido, where the statuesque chorus line, the Blue Belles, were all English girls eager to make Elvis Presley’s acquaintance. After the Lido closed, they would proceed to Le Bantu, a late-night club which didn’t open until 4:00 A.M., bringing with them as many of the Blue Belles as wanted to come along. At the end of the evening Elvis would take his pick from among all the girls, leaving the rest for Rex, Charlie, and Lamar to choose from. One memorable night the entire chorus returned to the suite with them, and everyone was still asleep the next evening at 9:30 when the phone rang. It was the manager of the Lido, who announced to Lamar that he would like to begin his first show. Lamar told him to go right ahead and hung up without thinking any more about it. A moment later the phone rang again, and the same message was repeated. “Lamar got angry,” observed an amused Rex, “[and] this time… told the Lido manager… to quit bothering us. The manager then told Lamar that he could not start his show, because we had his entire chorus line in our hotel suite. Needless to say, Lamar was a little embarrassed,” concluded Rex, who in later life was at least as embarrassed by the recollection of his own actions, “but at the time it seemed to be all right.”


That was how it went, a kind of Arabian nights existence in which they were shepherded from one improbable fantasy to another. One night at the Lido Elvis got up and sang “Willow Weep for Me” alone at the piano. He was scared to death, he told reporters afterward. “For the first time in 15 months there I was in front of an audience. Then it flew all over me, boy—sudden fear.” As for his army experience, “I had got used to a certain way of life. It’s hard for anybody to adjust to the Army, and maybe it was harder for me than for most. But I was determined to adjust, because any other way I would only have hurt myself.”


They were like a pack of schoolboys, whipping out their butane lighters (just recently introduced on the market) to see who could raise the highest flame should anyone be unwary enough to request a light. Poor Lamar, who had already lost his passport on the train, became the subject of even greater ridicule when he insisted that he had fallen in love with one of the dancers at Le Bantu. Elvis quickly investigated, invited the girl to join Lamar outside in their car, and almost fell over when Lamar discovered to his great surprise that his “‘she’ was a ‘he.’” Elvis loved to tell the story about Lamar’s great passion and how when all was said and done, “she had one bigger than he did!”


At the end of their stay they were having such a good time that Elvis decided to give up their train reservations for one more night in Paris. He hired a limousine on the following day, and they arrived at the barracks in Friedberg just in time for the three soldiers to report back at midnight on the fifteenth day of their leave.


VERNON MEANWHILE WAS TAKING an indefinite leave of his own. He had sailed from Bremerhaven the day the boys left for Paris, arriving in Memphis eight days later, on June 24. He had some business to take care of, he told reporters who noted his presence; he wanted to get the cars registered and ready for Elvis’ homecoming in nine months; and he had a tooth that needed to be extracted while he was in town. But, of course, the real reason for his return was Dee, whom he was determined not to let go.


He had accompanied her to the airport with her husband, Bill, and afterward the two men sat around drinking in the Stanleys’ apartment, each of them despondent in his own way. He was afraid he might have lost his wife, Bill Stanley confessed, unaware of whom he had lost her to, and he asked Vernon to try to help him get her back. “You’re my dearest friend,” he declared in Dee’s version of the story. “You took her shopping and gave her so much that I didn’t. She loved you, you know. She’ll listen to you….” That was finally too much for Vernon, and he called Dee even before she arrived at her sister’s home.


He stayed for a month and a half, attending the Colonel’s fiftieth birthday party in Madison, Tennessee, visiting his father in Louisville for the first time in quite a while and taking the opportunity to introduce him to Dee, mostly just trying to persuade her that they could really have a life together. In the Memphis Press-Scimitar it was reported that he was “so changed you wouldn’t know him…. A friend said, ‘He just goes around crying. He is so lonesome that sometimes he has one of his brothers spend the night in the house with him.’” And, it was further reported, he left untouched a broken windowpane that Gladys had fallen against—out of the deep grief that he and Elvis shared. But he brought Dee to Graceland. And he promised that he would provide a home there for her and her boys. “I got sent home from school,” he told a local friend and fan, Dotty Ayers, leaving no question as to why Elvis was angry with him. “I don’t think that it’s this woman in particular,” he said. “I think it would be any woman right now.” By the time that he sailed from New York in early August, Dee had placed her boys, now eight, six, and three, in a home called Breezy Point Farms and made plans to join him in Germany.


HAL WALLIS ARRIVED in Frankfurt in mid August with a full crew for a couple of weeks of location shooting in Germany. He had gotten the Third Armored Division’s permission to film tank maneuvers, along with more informal scenes at the base—all, the Paramount publicity apparatus hastened to assure the American people, at studio, not government, expense. Elvis was clear on his instructions—he was not to participate in filming in any way—but he did go to dinner with Wallis on several occasions and spoke excitedly about the upcoming production. He had put in a lot of time just preparing for this role, he declared, about seventeen months so far, and he thought he would have it just about right by the time he got out in March. Elvis even asked him for a script, Wallis told gossip columnist May Mann, but he was forced to refuse because he knew his star would have just gone ahead and memorized it on the spot.


At just about the time of Wallis’ visit, on August 15, Captain Paul Beaulieu and his family arrived at the Rhine-Main air base and traveled from there to Wiesbaden, where Captain Beaulieu was to be stationed. Like most military families, the Beaulieus had moved around a good deal, but they had spent most of the past four years at the Bergstrom Air Force Base in Austin, where their oldest child, Priscilla, just fourteen, had been elected “Most Beautiful” and “Best Dressed” by her graduating classmates at Del Valle Junior High School the previous semester. Four years older than her brother Don, with a little sister of four and a newborn baby brother, Priscilla had only recently discovered that Paul Beaulieu, the man she had always assumed to be her father, had in fact adopted her after marrying her mother when Priscilla was three. Her real father, her mother explained in response to Priscilla’s frantic questioning when she came upon a baby picture of herself with her parents, was a navy pilot who had died in an airplane crash when she was only six months old. She thought it would be best, she told her distraught daughter, if they kept this secret to themselves and didn’t tell the other children—in fact, she thought it would be a good idea not to let Priscilla’s father, who loved her very much, know that she had found out. Priscilla bowed to her mother’s judgment, although she didn’t understand her reasoning, and she couldn’t help but feel like something of an outsider in the family from that point on. Which made it seem all the more unfair the following year to be forced to move again—and to Germany, of all places, this time.


For the first few days after their arrival she didn’t do much of anything, refused to be appeased, rejected all offers of help. She was a beautiful girl with a snub nose, a childlike freshness of appearance, but a fully formed, adult expression and a mind of her own. Her mother did everything she could to coax her out of her mood of sullen resentment, and her father, who was strict but fair, tried to kid her out of it, but she continued to sulk with resolute determination, until at last she grew bored with the part herself. The family moved out of the hotel they had been living in and into a pension, and Priscilla started dropping by the nearby Eagle Club, which served as a kind of community center for air force families, every day on her way home from school. She would sit in the snack bar, listen to the jukebox, and write letters to friends at home. It was there that she met Currie Grant.


She didn’t know who he was at first. He was just this good-looking, older guy in his twenties staring at her—but she was used to that. One day, while she was sitting with her ten-year-old brother, Don, he came up and introduced himself. She gave her own name with some misgivings and listened even more suspiciously as he explained that he was the entertainment director here at the Eagle Club, and was she by any chance a fan of Elvis Presley? She just stared at him—of course she was, who wasn’t? She and her friend Angela had located Bad Nauheim on the map when she found out she would be going to Germany, and when they saw how close it was to Wiesbaden she told Angela she was going to meet Elvis over there. “I’m a good friend of his,” said Currie Grant. “My wife and I go to his house quite often. How would you like to join us one evening?”


Eventually, her father agreed to it. After meeting Currie and getting Currie’s assurances that his daughter would be well chaperoned by both him and his wife, Captain Beaulieu next contacted the airman’s commanding officer and then—and only then—let her go, with the promise that she would be home by eleven o’clock without fail; the next day was a school day.
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ELVIS AND PRISCILLA.


(COURTESY OF THE ESTATE OF ELVIS PRESLEY)
















She wore her navy-and-white sailor dress with white socks and shoes. Brenda Lee’s “Sweet Nothin’s” was on the record player when she entered the room, and Rex thought she was a vision of loveliness. Elvis was sitting in his easy chair, with one leg thrown carelessly over the arm. He was wearing tan slacks and a red sweater and smoking one of his little cigars. To Rex it was obvious that Elvis was immediately smitten, but the fourteen-year-old was nearly struck dumb in her tracks.




As Currie led me over to him, Elvis stood up and smiled. “Well,” he said. “What have we here?”


“Elvis,” Currie said, “this is Priscilla Beaulieu. The girl I told you about.”


We shook hands, and he said, “Hi, I’m Elvis Presley,” but then there was a silence between us until Elvis asked me to sit down beside him, and Currie drifted off.


“So,” Elvis said. “Do you go to school?”


“Yes.”


“What are you, about a junior or senior in high school?”


I blushed and said nothing, not willing to reveal that I was only in the ninth grade.


“Well,” he persisted.


“Ninth.”


Elvis looked confused. “Ninth what?”


“Grade,” I whispered.


“Ninth grade,” he said and started laughing. “Why, you’re just a baby.”


“Thanks,” I said curtly. Not even Elvis Presley had the right to say that to me.





He played the piano for her, singing some of his own songs but also, to her surprise, big, expressive numbers like Tony Bennett’s 1953 hit, “Rags to Riches,” and Mahalia Jackson’s “I Asked the Lord,” and, with the others joining in, Earl Grant’s Nat “King” Cole–like ballad, “The End.” The way he looked at her, it was obvious he was trying to impress her, but she didn’t really know how to respond as she looked around the room, checking out the poster of Brigitte Bardot, watching all these adults competing for his attention and approbation. He took her into the kitchen, where she met his grandmother, and he consumed the first of five bacon sandwiches smothered with mustard. She tried to think of things to say, but for some reason it didn’t matter, he just seemed to want to pour out his feelings to her, and when Currie came into the room and said it was time to go, Elvis begged her to stay a little longer. When Currie explained that she couldn’t, Elvis said maybe she could come by again, but Priscilla doubted that he would remember, and she didn’t get home till 2 A.M. anyway when they got held up by an impenetrable fog on the autobahn to Wiesbaden.


It was only a few days before she got another call from Currie: Elvis wanted to see her again. She couldn’t believe it, and it threw the rest of the household into some consternation, but her parents eventually agreed to let her go, and before she knew it she was back in the house on Goethestrasse. This time it was clear from the start that she was the one: after playing the piano and singing to her, Elvis said, “I want to be alone with you, Priscilla.” She looked around; there was no one near them.




“We are alone,” I said nervously.


He moved closer, backing me against the wall. “I mean, really alone,” he whispered. “Will you come upstairs to my room?”


The question threw me into a panic. His room?…


“There’s nothing to be frightened of, Honey.”


As he spoke, he was smoothing my hair. “I swear, I’ll never do anything to harm you.” He sounded absolutely sincere. “I’ll treat you just like a sister.” Flustered and confused, I looked away.


“Please.”





She preceded him up the stairs, so it would “look better,” and explored his room, finding letters from Anita and other girls carelessly strewn about, examining his books and records, all his uniforms, waiting almost breathlessly for him to appear. At last, after what seemed like forever, he did, took off his jacket, turned on the radio, and sat down on the bed. Why didn’t she sit down beside him? he said, as she imagined all kinds of unimaginable conclusions, but she was won over by his sweetness, his sincerity, his eyes, and they fell into a conversation from which she could scarcely be roused to go home. He was just like her, he felt things just like her, underneath “he was just a boy, he was afraid, he didn’t know if he was going to have a career or not, he didn’t know if he was going to come back to [his] fans—he was stripped, he was vulnerable.” At the end of the evening he kissed her good night, and she clung to him desperately, not wanting to let him go. He was the one to pull away. They had plenty of time, he told her, kissing her on the forehead and addressing her for the first time as “Little One.”


ON THEIR FOURTH DATE he met her parents, at Captain Beaulieu’s insistence. Up till then Currie had been taking her back and forth to Bad Nauheim, but Priscilla told Elvis that if he wanted to see her again, he was going to have to pick her up himself. He arrived with his father in the white BMW and sat nervously in the Beaulieus’ living room waiting for her parents to enter. When they did, he jumped up and said, “Hello, I’m Elvis Presley, and this is my daddy, Vernon,” as if they might not know who their visitors were. They made small talk while Priscilla nervously fretted; she knew what her father could be like, and she had seen and heard things at Bad Nauheim that she knew her father would never approve of. But Elvis was on his best behavior—he talked about his assignment with the scouts and looked smart in his army uniform. When Captain Beaulieu told him he would have to pick up Priscilla and bring her back himself from now on, just like a regular date, Elvis explained that by the time he got off duty and cleaned up, much of the evening was already gone, and would it be all right if his father picked their daughter up, he would bring her home.


Captain Beaulieu seemed to mull over this compromise solution, then posed the question directly: What was it exactly Elvis wanted with his daughter? After all, he had all these girls throwing themselves at him. Why Priscilla? Elvis seemed to really squirm at that one—Priscilla felt even more sorry for him for a moment, being subjected to this kind of inquisition, and Vernon, too, shifted uncomfortably in his seat. But then he declared, “Well, sir, I happen to be very fond of her,” in that forthright manner of his that could make you believe just about anything he said. Priscilla was very mature for her age, he stated, and it got kind of lonely for him, being stationed so far away from home. “I guess you might say I need someone to talk to. You don’t have to worry about her, Captain,” he declared. “I’ll take good care of her.”


FROM THAT POINT ON they saw each other almost every night. He didn’t take her home all the time, or even most of the time, and Vernon didn’t always pick her up; it was Lamar as often as not who acted as the chauffeur, but that was no longer an issue. Her parents had been mollified, convinced for the time being anyway that he really was a nice, well-mannered young man.


Every night they ended up in his bedroom. Every night they ended up in each other’s arms. He proved true to his promise: he didn’t harm her, he wouldn’t harm her even if she begged him to—she was too young, he told her; he wanted her to remain pure. Someday the time would be right, but for now there were lots of other things they could do. She felt closer to him than anyone she had ever known in her life. Through Grandma, whom she called Dodger now, just as he did, she got to hear all about what he was like as a child, she learned all the family stories, she heard how hard his mother could be on him sometimes but how she protected him from all harm. She felt totally a part of him, and yet she didn’t know what her own role was supposed to be. She knew he had other girls, much as he might deny it. When she told him that she loved him, he put his fingers to her lips and said he didn’t understand what he was feeling himself. “Daddy keeps reminding me of your age and that it can’t be possible,” he stumbled on. “When I go home…. Only time will tell.”


It was worst when they were around the others. Earlier in the evening, before Priscilla preceded him upstairs, they were constantly surrounded, and he could be so different when other people were around, hiding the little boy that had been revealed to her, brutally brushing aside their secret life. She didn’t know how she was supposed to be with him then. Then she was just the same as all the rest, waiting for him to reveal his mood, laughing when he laughed, sitting silently with a blank expression until he had something to say.


“I really felt I got to know who Elvis Presley was during that time. Not with ego—not the star that he felt he should portray. I saw him raw, totally raw, I saw him as he really was after he lost his mother. We talked so much, he shared his grief with me, he was very insecure, and he felt very betrayed by his father, that he would even fall for such a woman [as Dee Stanley]. He used to literally babble about how this couldn’t be his father, about how ‘This will pass, once we get away from Germany, this will go away….’ He was at his most vulnerable, his most honest, I would say his most passionate during that time.”


About his career he expressed trepidation, but he had utter faith in the Colonel. He showed her letters Colonel had written him, letters detailing their plan, showing how he was keeping the fans’ interest alive, running down the list of all his pitches and promotions, telling Elvis not to worry. “He talked about how I’d meet the Colonel one day, how Colonel was working on a film project for him as soon as he got back and he was going to be in more films [after that]. He spoke of him very endearingly.” And it was obvious that he trusted him implicitly, because, he told Priscilla, Colonel was the whole reason he hadn’t performed the entire time he was in the army, and, as in every other career decision, Colonel had been right.


She soaked it all in, no more surprised by his conviction on this subject than by his almost evangelical espousal of the benefits of yogurt, which he had only recently discovered and ate by the gallon. At the end of the evening they would listen to “Goodnight, My Love,” the sign-off number on the armed forces radio station every night, and then Lamar would drive her home.


EVERYONE COULD SEE it was different right from the start. To Charlie there was no question that he had fallen in love at first sight. “Did you see the bone structure in her face?” Elvis demanded of his friend, as if somehow he had to explain it. “It’s like the woman I’ve been looking for all my life.” To Joe Esposito, a newfound army buddy from Chicago who had recently started playing touch football with them on the weekends, the source of the attraction was obvious (“Every Sunday afternoon Priscilla sat by herself on the sidelines watching the football games. I still have that image clear in my head. I’ve never seen anyone before or since so absolutely fragile and beautiful”), even if the underlying explanation might have been more mundane. “He knew she was young, and he was going to train her to be just the way he wanted her to be.”


Even Elisabeth, who continued to sleep with him every night and was, of course, intensely jealous, knew immediately that this was something of a different order from all the other dalliances, from all the other girls who passed in and out of his life. She had thought for the longest time that he would never leave Anita; she passed on Anita’s letters without comment and expected, like everyone else, that they would probably get married someday—but with this quietly pretty, petite brunette she sensed all certainty evaporating. “I often wanted to ask Elvis if he had fallen in love with Priscilla, but I knew better than to ask that question.”


Otherwise, almost all of the talk, all of the focus was now, suddenly, on going home. Elvis spoke sometimes about bringing Elisabeth back to Memphis as his secretary. Sometimes he talked about taking them all home with him. But even as he was waxing nostalgic about how much they had all been through together, it was perfectly clear where his attention was increasingly directed, even when he was with Priscilla, who saw her dream evaporating before she had even been able to fully formulate it, who was growing more and more certain that he would go back to the States, and it would be as if it had never happened.


Communications from the Colonel were arriving at an ever accelerating pace—calls, telegrams, letters. The Frank Sinatra television special, which had first been announced in July, was now all worked out: it was to be subtitled “Frank Sinatra’s Welcome Home Party for Elvis Presley,” and Elvis would be receiving $125,000, the highest fee ever paid for a guest appearance on television—and, the Colonel made sure to point out, for singing only two songs. The recording session that would take place just prior to the special was on his mind as well. He would debut his new single on the show, Colonel said, so he should be thinking about that—that would be their first order of business at the session, and it had to be right. Otherwise they had RCA just where they wanted them. They couldn’t write a new contract until certain tax issues had been cleared up, but the record company had already agreed to pay a full, “favored nations” publishing royalty on all songs in which they had a copyright interest, an important modification of the existing contract that stipulated a three-quarter rate on all such compositions, according to standard company policy. What this meant in light of Elvis’ publishing partnership with Hill and Range, the Colonel was quick to point out, was a 25-percent upgrade in payment on virtually every song that he would record. Not only that, if any other RCA artist were to get a better deal, Elvis’ deal would automatically kick up to the same level due to the “favored nations” clause in the contract. They had RCA practically eating out of their hand, the Colonel crowed—and it was all because they had stuck to their guns.


Elvis’ mind for the most part, though, was on other things. He enjoyed Colonel’s running account of his business successes, he loved to hear how Colonel had all the big shots jumping to his tune, and he certainly appreciated the way in which his manager was always looking out for him, the extent to which Colonel had provided a measure of insurance against the future—but what concerned him most of all, what Colonel had freed him to be able to concentrate on, was the music. That was what he focused on each night as he sat down at the piano, that was what he dreamt about more and more—the songs that he would actually record when he got home, the music with which he would once again be able to communicate to the world. There were a number of songs that he had been considering for some time: the Four Fellows’ 1955 hit, “Soldier Boy,” an understandable refrain ever since he had joined the army; “I Will Be Home Again,” the old Golden Gate Quartet number that he and Charlie sang as a duet; classic r&b material like Clyde McPhatter’s “Such a Night,” and Vikki Nelson’s “Like a Baby.” He knew he was going to do a gospel album before the year was out, and to that end Charlie kept feeding him jubilee material, while Gordon Stoker of the Jordanaires sent him records by everyone from the black gospel group the Harmonizing Four, with their great bass singer Jimmy Jones, to the latest releases by the Statesmen and the Blackwood Brothers. Good old Dewey Phillips back in Memphis kept tipping him to songs he probably would never get around to recording, and Freddy Bienstock kept up a steady flow of Hill and Range material.


None of them seemed to fully recognize the new directions he wanted to explore—but then, how could they when it was territory he had always tended to shy away from since he had begun making records himself? He had always been drawn to the big-voiced, inspirational, near-operatic ballad singing of Roy Hamilton, for example, nominally an r&b artist whose “You’ll Never Walk Alone” had shot to number one in 1954. He had recorded Hamilton’s bouncy “I’m Gonna Sit Right Down and Cry (Over You)” upon his arrival at RCA in 1956, but he hadn’t thought he was even close to ready to tackle Hamilton’s more ambitious numbers—and who knew what Steve Sholes, the man who signed him, would have thought if he had? Now, with Charlie’s encouragement, he worked constantly on improving his vocal technique—Charlie continued to show him tricks to help with his breathing and expand his range, and he employed those lessons on numbers like Hamilton’s “Unchained Melody” and “I Believe,” as well as the lilting Irish air “Danny Boy” and one of his other longtime favorites, Tony Martin’s “There’s No Tomorrow,” a 1949 English-language adaptation of “O Sole Mio,” which was itself based upon an Italian folk melody forever immortalized in the great opera singer Enrico Caruso’s 1916 recording.


At first it frightened him to think what his fans’ reaction might be. But then he fell back on the one precept that had guided him throughout his recording career: what you sang had to come from the heart; it couldn’t just be a matter of following trends, because then the public would never believe you. Up till now he had relied on instinct alone, and his instinct had proved as reliable in music as the Colonel’s in business. It wasn’t as if he was putting on airs; this was music he had always loved—he could remember listening to Caruso’s records as a child. So he pursued these new directions with the same unfaltering zeal that he always showed for a fresh idea, picking up tips from Charlie, studying familiar records by the Ink Spots and the Mills Brothers minutely for clues as to how to phrase, how to hit the note, preparing himself for the challenge.


Freddy did his best to get a cut-in on “There’s No Tomorrow” so that they would be able to participate in publishing royalties, but when he failed, he came up with the idea of commissioning new lyrics, since the melody was already in the public domain. Elvis was open to the idea—it was the song he cared about, not the words—and they talked about it some more when Freddy came to Bad Nauheim to deliver acetates for Elvis’ consideration. Everything was falling into place for the upcoming session. They would use most of the same musicians from the last session in Nashville in June of 1958, and even Scotty Moore, Elvis’ original guitarist, was back in the fold—he had a song on which he wanted to make a deal. That was just the way things ought to be, Colonel said, a good business relationship, and if the other original trio member, Bill Black, was playing hard to get (Black had recently formed his own combo, which was starting to enjoy a little bit of success), well, there were plenty of good bass players in Nashville, Colonel declared, and it never did to beg. There was no question in Freddy’s mind of Elvis’ enthusiasm about getting back to work—he had never seen him anything less than 100 percent committed, but now he was practically champing at the bit. At the same time, Freddy’s sardonic view of human nature was also satisfied during his visit as he observed Elvis’ increasing discomfiture and watched him turn the record player up louder and louder to try to drown out the sounds of Vernon and his blond girlfriend in the next room.


IN OCTOBER ELVIS saw a magazine notice advertising the services of a South African doctor who specialized in dermatology and owned the patent rights to a unique method of treatment guaranteed to reduce enlarged pores and acne scars, which he felt might greatly improve his appearance in front of the movie cameras. He had Elisabeth get in touch with the doctor, Laurenz Johannes Griessel Landau, and they had an immediate reply from Johannesburg proposing a course of treatment which would remain entirely confidential (“Boy Scout’s honor,” promised the doctor), and would cost Elvis nothing except the dermatologist’s expenses unless, and until, it proved successful. It would be Dr. Landau’s pleasure to work with such an eminent patient, he suggested in the course of his initial ten-page letter, and in a four-page p.s., he mentioned that he would be bringing with him recordings of some of his own musical compositions. The correspondence continued while Elvis was on maneuvers in Wildflecken, and then Dr. Landau himself showed up in Bad Nauheim with no advance notice before Elvis had even returned from the field.


Treatments began on November 27 and continued several times a week for roughly two hours at a time for the next four weeks. Elvis was positive that he could see results and pointed them out to everyone around him, though no one else recognized any change and Vernon was convinced that the eccentric South African was going to bankrupt them. In early December Elvis began formal karate lessons as well after witnessing a demonstration by Jurgen Seydel, “the father of German karate,” whom he sought out at his studio in Bad Homburg. He and Rex went twice a week at first, and before long Elvis was demonstrating what they had learned to Priscilla and everyone else in the household and giving lectures on the discipline required to master the art of karate and its superiority to other, cruder forms of self-defense.


Then on the day before Christmas Elvis emerged from a session with Dr. Landau in his bedroom with a look of horror on his face. The sonofabitch was queer, he told Lamar and Rex, he was going to kill the fucking sonofabitch. Landau was hustled out of the house right away, if only to keep Elvis from actually following through, but the South African reappeared that night with a letter that threatened to go to the press with photographs and tape recordings and accounts of “compromising situations” of which he had direct personal knowledge, including an illicit relationship with a “16-year-old [sic]” American girlfriend.


Vernon was utterly panic-stricken; he was convinced that this could mean the end of Elvis’ career, and there were emergency calls to the Colonel and general consternation all around. Colonel remained unfazed, however, consulting with some of his high-level army contacts in Washington, and on his advice Elvis and Vernon got in touch with the army’s Provost Marshal Division, which in turn referred the matter to the FBI. On January 6 Laurenz Johannes Griessel Landau (who turned out, not surprisingly, not to be a medical doctor) was on a plane to London, having received a small amount of money for his troubles but never to be heard from again.


ALL OF THIS EXCITEMENT cast something of a pall over the holiday season, but it didn’t spoil the Christmas party that Elvis threw for some of the guys at his home, and by the time he had his twenty-fifth birthday party on January 8 at the local recreation center, Dr. Landau was little more than a memory. It was a gala affair, with close to two hundred in attendance, and the room filled with attractive women, but Elvis had eyes only for Priscilla. Charlie sang and Elvis joined in; Cliff, who had been AWOL for much of the last few months, put in a rare appearance; Joe Esposito and a bunch of the “regulars” presented a trophy inscribed ELVIS PRESLEY. MOST VALUABLE PLAYER. BAD NAUHEIM SUNDAY AFTERNOON FOOTBALL ASSOCIATION, 1959; and Vernon and Dee, who had brought Priscilla to the party, acted like an old married couple, proudly surveying the scene.


Earlier in the evening Elvis had spoken to Dick Clark, the Philadelphia-based host of American Bandstand, by telephone, touching on his upcoming television and motion picture appearances, all part of the stepped-up publicity campaign that the Colonel had been waging ever since November. For the first time, full-length features were beginning to crop up regularly in the American press; RCA put out a carefully orchestrated series of press releases and planted stories that posed the question, Will Elvis Presley Change His Style?; and there was a whole series of interviews scheduled over the next two months, which would climax, according to the Colonel’s plan, in an avalanche of coverage of Private Presley’s Triumphant Return Home. The reality of the life that he had left behind was beginning to impinge more and more on even his everyday activities, he had already begun to think about packing—but he still didn’t know what he was going to do about Priscilla.


Grandma had seen where things were going almost from the start, and she felt very bad for Elisabeth, who had been her best friend in this godforsaken land. She didn’t blame Elvis for it exactly, but she didn’t like to see the girl left dangling on a string—and she saw the way that Rex was looking at her out of the corner of his eye. So she brought the two of them together, dropping oblique hints at first, then inviting them surreptitiously to her room, where she told them both exactly what she thought they should do.


At first they met at the apartment of a service couple who were part of the whole gang—the wife even helped Elisabeth with the fan correspondence. They had to be very careful, because Elvis seemed able to keep track of where everyone was at all times. Lamar and Cliff knew about the relationship and to Rex’s surprise “seemed to really enjoy the intrigue of the situation…. Maybe it was their way of getting back at Elvis for some of the things that Elvis had done to them.” Once they almost got caught, but a friend said that he was the one who had been seen with Elisabeth, so he, instead of Rex, was banished from the house. They had been seeing each other in this manner for a little over two months when the birthday party took place, and Rex could only observe helplessly as Elvis showered all of his attention on Priscilla while he could not so much as ask Elisabeth for a dance.


Finally, it was just too much for him, watching Elisabeth besieged by dancing partners, with one in particular making a blatant play for her. Out of sheer frustration he informed Elvis that this guy was trying to hit on Elisabeth, and he took a small measure of satisfaction when Elvis blew up, as Rex knew he would, and told the guy to get lost.


Elvis went to Paris a second time shortly after that, taking Joe and Cliff and his karate instructor, Jurgen Seydel, with him this time in addition to Lamar. The evening activities remained much the same, but during the day he now studied shotokan technique with a Japanese karate teacher that Jurgen Seydel introduced him to. Joe held the money for them on this trip, paid all the bills, and on Vernon’s instructions collected all the receipts, impressing Elvis with his organizational skills. One night they went to the Café de Paris to hear the Golden Gate Quartet, and Elvis went backstage and sang spirituals with them for hours, dredging up songs that even the group had trouble remembering on occasion.


He was promoted to acting sergeant on January 20, two days after his return. It was somewhat of a bitter pill, since Rex had long since gotten his full promotion, and Elvis even took the occasion to state that Rex had probably made sergeant only because of his association with Elvis. “Rexadus,” he said, “see what good things can happen to you because you know me.”


He finally got his full sergeant’s stripes on February 11 and threw a little party at the house, where everything was in a flurry of preparation, with Grandma busily packing, Vernon and Dee making plans for the future, and Priscilla desperately clinging to him every night, not wanting to go, not wanting him to go, ever—but if he did, why couldn’t he take her with him? She didn’t care about her parents, school wasn’t part of the picture, and she couldn’t even let on that she was tired, because one night when she fell asleep waiting for him to finish his karate class, he asked her how many hours of sleep she was getting. “After a second, I said, ‘About four or five hours a night. But I’ll be fine.’



Elvis looked thoughtful and said, “Come upstairs a minute. I have something for you.” He led me up to his room where he placed a small handful of white pills in the palm of my hand. “I want you to take these; they’ll help you stay awake during the day. Just take one when you feel a little drowsy, no more than one, though, or you’ll be doing handstands in the hallway.”


“What are they?” I asked.


“You don’t need to know what they are; they give them to us when we go on maneuvers. If I didn’t have them, I’d never make it through the day myself. But it’s okay, they’re safe,” he told me. “Put them away and don’t tell anyone you have them, and don’t take them every day. Just when you need a little more energy.”




She trusted him, she believed him implicitly, but she put the pills away in a little box she had for her keepsakes—cigar holders, the sweet little notes he wrote her, things that would remind her of him when he was gone. And she tried to stay awake from then on.


Meanwhile, Elvis had business to take care of. In interview after interview he stressed that he felt as if he had really accomplished something. “People were expecting me to mess up, to goof up in one way or another. They thought I couldn’t take it and so forth, and I was determined to go to any limits to prove otherwise. Not only to the people who were wondering but to myself.” He couldn’t wait to resume his career, he said. He didn’t know what was going to happen, but whatever it was, the Army had been an invaluable experience and his manager, Colonel Parker, an unfailing source of support and sound advice. Yes, he expected to tour Europe, definitely. Maybe next year, though the timing was up to his manager. He would never change his style; he chose all his own songs by instinct, as though he was the one buying the record himself; more than anything, he wanted to be taken seriously as a dramatic actor.


As the day of departure drew near, he found to his surprise that it got harder and harder to let go, and he talked to each of the boys individually about staying in touch, about not allowing friendship to fade, about maybe going to work for him when they got home. Joe was the first to ship out, leaving a week before Elvis and Rex and promising at Elvis’ last-minute urging that he would give up the bookkeeping job that he had been planning to go back to and report for duty as soon as Elvis called. Lamar and Cliff, of course, would continue in their familiar roles, Cliff as the comedian always good for a laugh until you got tired of him, Lamar the loyal butt of all jokes. Charlie promised he’d come by as soon as he’d had a chance to visit his mama and daddy in Decatur, no more than a hop, skip, and a jump away. Elisabeth would continue as his private secretary; there was no question of her loyalty, and he knew he could trust her to keep her mouth shut when she was around Anita. Rex was the one he really wanted, though. Rex had been with him all the way and was the lieutenant he needed, the most practical, the best-educated, in his own quiet way the most independent of the group.


Rex for his part was racked with guilt. After breaking off with Elisabeth in a series of painful confusions and misunderstandings, he had finally gotten back together with her just a week before they were scheduled to go. But then Grandma had become ill and Elisabeth had had to take charge of the preparations, so they had less time to themselves than ever, with more than two dozen trunks and suitcases and over two thousand records to pack. They could scarcely look at each other when they were around Elvis without immediately looking away again. Both of them were aware that if either one of them was to work for Elvis Presley, they could not continue their relationship, but Elisabeth was in no mood to go back to her family, who had just been reassigned to the States, and each remained confused and conflicted about how things were going to end.


March 1 dawned raw and gray. There was a press conference scheduled for Elvis at 9:00 A.M. in the enlisted men’s club at Ray Barracks in Friedberg. Over one hundred reporters and photographers were present, flinging questions at Elvis almost as he walked in the door seventeen minutes late in a hand-tailored uniform. For the most part the questions were the usual ones: what did he think of his army experience (“I’ve learned a lot”); any prospects of marriage in the near future (Not really); had he kept a diary (“I haven’t kept a diary, but I can tell you any date you would like to know. I would like to write a book”); what about his movie and recording plans? He even received a special certificate of merit from his commanding officer, General Richard J. Brown, citing his “cheerfulness and drive and continually outstanding leadership ability.”


All in all, it was a masterful, utterly disarming performance, with the only sign of nervousness on Elvis’ part the constant jiggling of his leg under the table. The one hitch came when he was asked about the air force captain’s daughter, Priscilla Beaulieu, who was generally believed to be his “16-year-old [sic] girlfriend.” Yes, he acknowledged, he had seen her a number of times over the last few months, she was a very pretty brunette with beautiful blue eyes. “She is a very nice girl. Her family is nice, and she is very mature for her age.” That sent reporters rushing to the phones immediately to call the girl’s father, who, before making any comment, asked to know exactly what Sergeant Presley had said, since he wasn’t going to say anything to embarrass either Elvis or his daughter. “There is nothing serious about this,” Captain Beaulieu finally declared, after being debriefed. “The two of them have been great friends. They have had a real nice time knowing one another. But that is all there is to it.”


Toward the end of the news conference Elvis spotted an old friend in uniform. “Marion!” he called out in utter surprise, recognizing Air Force Captain Marion Keisker MacInnes, whom he had not seen since she left Sun Records in the summer of 1957 and who was now stationed in Germany. “Marion,” he repeated as she drew closer, “I don’t know whether to kiss you or salute!” “In that order,” replied Sam Phillips’ former assistant, who had been the first to welcome him to his original label. When, a little later, he saw her being reprimanded by an army captain for overfamiliarity with a noncom, he rushed over to explain that they wouldn’t even be having this press conference if it weren’t for this lady. “This WAC captain,” replied the army officer without so much as glancing at her, Marion later recalled. “Elvis said, ‘Well, it’s a long story, but she wasn’t always a WAC captain.’ Then he held my hand. He was determined that the army wasn’t going to throw me out. That was a very significant thing for me; that was the first and only time that Elvis indicated publicly that he recognized the role that I had played.”


The calls about Priscilla kept coming in all day. Elvis had lunch and returned briefly to the barracks to finish up some business, but he was back at Goethestrasse signing autographs by 5:40 P.M., emerging from the house several more times in the course of the evening to try to calm his near-hysterical fans. Priscilla stayed with him till late that night, pleading with him one last time to consummate their love. He told her that he loved her and promised that someday they would, when the time was right—but not now, she was still too young. She returned from Wiesbaden early the next morning after a sleepless night, and the two of them emerged from the house at 11:10 A.M. to be hustled past a clutch of screaming fans, some of whom had never abandoned their post over the course of the long night. Then Elvis bade a temporary farewell to Priscilla and the rest of the family—Daddy and Grandma and Elisabeth and Lamar would all be flying out of Frankfurt by commercial airliner later in the day—joining his fellow GIs on a military bus that would transport them to the air base at Rhine-Main. Reporters were already lying in wait by the time Priscilla arrived at the base, hurling questions at her, snapping her picture. She was wearing a kerchief knotted around her chin and a demure, high-necked, checked dress under a plain winter coat. She was very fond of Elvis, she repeated over and over again in response to their questioning, but that was all there was to it. “I’m too young for marriage,” she had told one reporter the day before, “but I think Elvis is a wonderful boy—so kind, so considerate, such a gentleman…. He doesn’t drink or smoke and doesn’t even use bad words, like some boys do.”


At the airstrip she was held back by a cordon of MPs, who would not permit her to say good-bye. Reporters picked up every nuance of this lovers’ farewell. “More than ten tall Air Force police surrounded Priscilla,” reported the New York Mirror.



She cried. She ran towards Elvis, but the policemen pulled her back….“They won’t let me see her, they won’t let me see her,” said Elvis, disappointment written all over his tanned face.


Priscilla fondled the gold wristwatch with a large diamond that Elvis gave her for Christmas.


“He has promised to telephone me as often as he can. Elvis said he would rather telephone than write because he can hear my voice,” the Air Force captain’s daughter said.




The plane lifted off at 5:25 P.M. and Life magazine got a shot of Priscilla waving good-bye. “Girl He Left Behind,” was the caption, and it was accompanied by another photograph of “16-year-old” Priscilla in the backseat of the car that had taken them to Ray Barracks, about to bestow “a last kiss [before] they separated.”


“When he left, the car ride home was extremely painful. I didn’t know if that was the last time I was going to see him, if he would ever call. It was always in my head, you know, why would he even call me? He was going back to Hollywood, and his days would be filled, where I’d be at home, I’d be at school, thinking of nothing but him, writing his name down on a piece of paper every day like a kid. Was it infatuation? Was it illusion? At the time it was very real for me. I was in love, and these were the first [deep] emotions I had ever felt. I wasn’t sure if it was a good feeling or not, in a way I didn’t like these feelings because I couldn’t control them, I just knew they were very painful and very real.”
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FRANK SINATRA SHOW, MARCH 26, 1960.


(COURTESY OF THE ESTATE OF ELVIS PRESLEY)
















IT WAS LIKE COMING HOME to a party for which all the places have been laid, all the guests provided with noisemakers and party hats, and only the occasional look of bewilderment on the guest of honor’s face betrays a fear that he may somehow have wandered into somebody else’s dream.


He was dressed all in black, with just a gold medallion around his neck to provide color and his light brown hair dramatically upswept, at the press conference that took place on the very day of his homecoming. Some fifty reporters crowded into the little building behind the main house at Graceland, which ordinarily served as his father’s office. More than one reporter remarked upon the white nylon Christmas tree standing off in a corner with its lights twinkling and what looked like gifts still piled up beneath it, a memento of his last Christmas at home.


“Now, gentlemen,” he announced from behind an austere metal desk with a sign that read “The Boss” on it, “I have called you here to discuss a very important matter.” He chuckled as the assorted reporters picked up the allusion to one of President Eisenhower’s televised news conferences. Then the questions came fast and furious. Had he chosen his first single yet? What had he learned from army life? Was his music going to change?


He carried it off with the same aplomb that he always seemed to keep in reserve for public occasions, declining only to pose with a doll that was thrust upon him from a pile of stuffed animals and other fan tributes. “It would look a little silly for a twenty-five-year-old man home from the army to be playing with dolls,” he said, considerably more interested in sharing with reporters his knowledge of karate and more than ready to split a board for them if one could be obtained. “I just can’t get it in my mind that I’m here,” he said between questions. “I’m hungry, but I haven’t even taken time to eat. I just keep walking around and looking.” Behind him was a plaque that read, “Let not your heart be troubled. Ye who believe in God believe also in Me,” and he smilingly posed for photographers as he cut and sampled a giant white guitar-shaped cake, said to have been baked by fans, that declared “Welcome Home Elvis,” with “Hound Dog” and other song titles written in script on the side. He had no immediate plans other than to catch up on his sleep (he hadn’t slept in twenty-four hours, he said, he had been so excited about getting home) and to renew old acquaintances. With that, Colonel Parker declared the press conference over, and Elvis retired to his bedroom upstairs in the main house, leaving Colonel to point out the financial intricacies of some of the deals he had made to the reporters who remained.


Anita came over after dinner. He had written to her “that the first night he got home we would not see each other because his family and friends and fans might be offended. So I was at his cousin Patsy Presley’s house—I knew Patsy and Aunt Clettes and Uncle Vester were going out there, and I wanted to go so bad, but I knew what he had said. Then he called [and said], ‘Come on out, Little, I want to see you.’ So I went flying out there—I just can’t explain, there are no words to explain the feeling that I had when I saw him again; it was like he’d never left.”


Anita quickly made Elisabeth’s acquaintance, and, after getting over her initial surprise that the drab, practically orphaned secretary that Elvis had described in phone calls and letters should turn out to be this pretty young girl, immediately started pumping her for information. She invited Elisabeth to spend the night with her sometime soon, and Elisabeth, barely acclimated to her new surroundings and still unsure what to feel about the position Elvis had put her in when he asked her to hide a half-gallon jar of amphetamines in her luggage, happily accepted—but not without hearing from Elvis right away that she had better be careful what she said.


He went to the cemetery the following day to visit his mother’s grave. It was the first time that he had seen the Italian statuary that he and his father had commissioned as a monument, with an open-armed Jesus and two kneeling angels at his feet. The inscription on the gravestone read, “She was the Sunshine of Our Home.” Afterward he was subdued and depressed, the visit brought back “memories and sadness,” but he returned again and again.


He was almost as upset about his father. Vernon had been dodging the press ever since he had arrived in Memphis four days earlier with Grandma, Elisabeth, and an unidentified Dee, who had picked up the train in Virginia. At first denying that he even knew “the mysterious blonde” in dark glasses, kerchief, and a cream-colored coat, he was soon confounded by reporters who had eyes of their own and within a day had admitted to Press-Scimitar photographer James Reid, “Well, you know I’m not being honest with you…. I just can’t talk about it yet.” Dee stayed out of the way during the press conference and for the next few days, but Elvis could barely wait for them to leave for her brother’s house in Huntsville. It was obvious even to reporters that they were planning to get married (“Let’s not talk about that just now,” Vernon was quoted as saying with a warm laugh), but for now Elvis simply didn’t want to think about it. He tearfully visited his mother’s room, which on his instructions had been kept exactly as she had left it. “He didn’t seem like Elvis,” said his aunt Lillian, who came by the house with the rest of the relatives looking for a job two days after his return and went back to work for him the following Monday.


But he was Elvis. And if his mother never entirely left his mind, other things were beginning to crowd in on it, too. He felt like a man who had been let out of prison. Just riding around town with Elisabeth on his motorcycle gave him a sense of freedom that he had sometimes thought he would never experience again. On Thursday night he went to the ice show at Ellis Auditorium accompanied by nine or ten girls and half a dozen guys. It was the same company he had seen in Frankfurt the previous year, Holiday on Ice, and he spent most of the evening reminiscing backstage with various members of the troupe. On Friday he dyed his hair black in preparation for the television filming just two weeks away, and he went out motorcycle riding with Lamar. Charlie and Joe showed up at the house, Red and Cliff were scheduled to arrive at any moment, and Anita, Alan Fortas, and George Klein came by after work every day. His cousins Gene and Billy and Junior Smith were constantly at his side, with Gene chattering away in his secret language, somewhere between pig Latin and double-talk, that only Elvis could understand.


The fans, too, were back at the gates. The whole gang in fact was reunited, except for Rex, who had not yet returned from visiting his family to give Elvis his decision about heading up the team. Toward the end of the week Elvis surprised Elisabeth with a car that he had picked out for her, a pretty yellow Lincoln, and even gave her driving lessons in it himself. He also told her she was free now to date others, and for the first time she saw her choice clearly: “I could stay with Elvis and be, only, his private secretary—or I could go with Rex.” Without hesitation she called Rex (“I explained to him that I was calling from one of the Graceland phone lines… so I couldn’t say everything I felt on the phone”), and he promised he would be there in just a few days.


Saturday night Elvis had a big party for all of his friends, taking time out to greet students from the Arkansas School for the Deaf who had shown up at the gate. On Sunday he returned to Ellis and watched the ice show’s “performance for Negroes,” spending most of his time backstage chatting and signing autographs but mounting the podium briefly in his formal dark suit to conduct the seventeen-piece orchestra with a lighted baton. He surprised everyone by extending an invitation to the entire sixty-member company to come out to Graceland the next day, and when they arrived in the two buses he had rented for the occasion, he greeted them at the door in black slacks and a maroon jacket, presenting each of the children in the troupe with a signed stuffed animal before taking everyone on a personal tour of his home. “If you’d rather just wander around the house, why, that’s fine, too,” he said. The only rule was that they had to “check [their] flash guns at the door.” He was clearly proud of Graceland and proved to be an exemplary host, showing them his bedroom, with its carved figure of an Indian chief, its formal portrait of his mother and father, and Dr. Norman Vincent Peale’s The Power of Positive Thinking and Dr. John A. Schindler’s How to Live 365 Days a Year on the bed table next to his oversize bed. He pointed out his gold records and the soda fountain downstairs and proudly declared that there had been talk of Khrushchev coming to visit his home “to see how in America a fellow can start out with nothing and, you know, make good.”


Rex showed up that evening while he was dressing to go to the movies, having rented the Memphian Theatre for himself and his friends from eleven o’clock on. “I was very serious about everything as I proceeded to tell him my decision to go to work again for the firm I had left when drafted into the army. I thought Elvis would be very upset with me, but instead he said he understood and wished me the best of luck…. I said I would like to spend a couple of days, and he said I could stay as long as I wished, and I would be welcome to come back anytime.” Emboldened by his success, Rex next brought up the subject of Elisabeth while helping Elvis with his suspenders. Without alluding to any past connection, he said he would like to ask her out for the evening, maybe take her to a drive-in where they could be apart from the crowd. “Elvis was completely silent for a minute or so, and I held my breath. Finally, he said, ‘Rexadus, you know Elisabeth will never love anybody but me,’ still looking at himself with great pride and ego.” Rex didn’t reveal any reaction of his own, simply saying that he figured Elisabeth needed a break every once in a while. Elvis nodded thoughtfully and said he was glad it was Rex taking her out, since he knew he could count on Rex to always treat her like a lady.


Elisabeth left the next day. She told Elvis that she was going to see her parents, who were vacationing in Florida, even though by now everyone in the household knew that she was going off with Rex to meet his family. To throw Elvis even further off the scent, she arranged for Janie Wilbanks, the girl from Mississippi who had visited in Germany, to pick her up at Graceland, but just as they were leaving, Elvis came running out of the house and asked her to come back inside. Elisabeth’s heart was pounding, as “Elvis looked [me] straight in the eye and asked if [I] was going to meet Rex.” Evidently Cliff had been unable to keep her secret past the moment that she walked out the door, but Elvis chose to believe her when she told him he was just being silly; he knew that she was going to see her parents in Hialeah.


Rex and Elisabeth married less than three months later, sending Elvis a telegrammed invitation. Elisabeth remained in touch with Grandma, but except for a signed photo that he sent the following Christmas, neither she nor Rex ever heard from Elvis again.


ON SUNDAY, MARCH 20, the whole gang left for Nashville in the Greyhound bus the Colonel had chartered for the occasion. The studio was booked under a false name, and some of the musicians were initially told that they would be working a Jim Reeves session. In addition to guitarist Scotty Moore, drummer D. J. Fontana, and the vocal backup group the Jordanaires, who had worked almost every RCA session from the beginning, the band consisted of the same group who had backed Elvis on his last session, while on furlough, in June of 1958. This was Nashville’s A team of studio players, made up of pianist Floyd Cramer, brilliant country-jazz guitarist Hank Garland, stand-up bass player Bobby Moore, and percussionist Buddy Harman, who would once again double with D.J. on drums. With RCA executives Steve Sholes and Bill Bullock joining Colonel Parker, his assistant Tom Diskin, Nashville a&r head Chet Atkins, publisher’s rep Freddy Bienstock, and engineer Bill Porter in the control booth, the anticipation bordered on outright tension, and it seemed almost eerie, according to Jordanaire Ray Walker, when Elvis finally walked in the back door. “He hadn’t made a sound—you couldn’t have heard it if he had—but everybody, just like we were on pivots, turned, and there he was.”


The first order of business, as it often was at any Elvis session, was to get something to eat, and Lamar was sent out to Krystal’s for hamburgers, sweet milk, and fries. There was plenty of time to get reacquainted while they were waiting for the food, and they all listened to acetates and caught up as they ate. “Of course he talked to the guys about Germany and tank battles and all that kind of stuff,” observed twenty-eight-year-old newcomer Bill Porter, who had arrived at RCA as chief engineer the previous year after five years of audio engineering on Nashville television station WLAC. “And karate demonstrations. Bobby Moore, the bass player, was also into karate, and he and Elvis got into a demonstration in the studio. This went on for about forty-five minutes.” When Elvis finally started on the first tune, Porter sensed the Colonel, Sholes, and Bullock almost breathing down his neck. “They didn’t say anything, but they wouldn’t sit down until he got it down. [After that] they all started talking about other things.”


The first tune, a rousing Otis Blackwell gospel-flavored number called “Make Me Know It,” actually required nineteen takes, which must have prolonged the suspense a little, and the second, “Soldier Boy,” which Elvis had brought home with him from Germany, took fifteen. With the third, “Stuck On You,” a somewhat pedestrian mid-tempo rocker along the lines of “All Shook Up,” they hit a groove, and even the difficulties that they encountered nailing down “Fame and Fortune,” a kind of doo-wop ballad that Elvis could really sink his teeth into, didn’t take away from the overall good feeling of the session.


By this time Porter had recognized that, for all of the big shots in the booth and the veteran musicians on the floor, it was Elvis who was calling the shots. The next-to-last number of the night, “A Mess of Blues,” was probably the highlight of the session. Written by Doc Pomus and Mort Shuman, a new Hill and Range team who specialized in rhythm and blues material, it was the one song of the evening to escape formulaic predictability, and its sly sense of having fun with the genre suggested some of the very sense of freedom that had animated all of Elvis’ best music from the first. Unlike “Stuck On You,” for example, it was tailored to his image without being confined to it, and Elvis’ high-spirited whoop at the end, a kind of wobbly falsetto, is almost reminiscent of his joyous exclamation at the conclusion of “Mystery Train.” But there was nothing on the session that could not be said to be of a very high standard, and they concluded with an exuberantly dirty “It Feels So Right,” whose dissonant chords matched its sexual message, just as the sun was coming up.


RCA wasted no time in capitalizing on the session’s success. Within little more than forty-eight hours they had pressed 1.4 million advance orders for the new single (“Stuck On You” and “Fame and Fortune”) and shipped them out in preprinted sleeves that announced only “Elvis’ 1st New Recording For His 50,000,000 Fans All Over the World” in the absence of definitive titles at the time they had gone to press. They finalized arrangements, too, for a second session to follow the Sinatra taping, which would ensure completion of the album, already entitled Elvis Is Back and scheduled for mid-April release, before Elvis’ departure for Hollywood. After all the frustrations of dealing with the Colonel, and all the worries that he had caused them, whether intentionally or just for sport, RCA executives Steve Sholes and Bill Bullock finally felt as if they had some breathing space. Judging by his attitude and performance, there seemed little question: Elvis really was back.


THE TRAIN TRIP TO MIAMI to tape the television show was little less than a repetition of the triumphant journey home just two weeks earlier. To Scotty Moore, who had seen the crowds from the beginning, “it was just unreal. The only thing I can relate it to was reading about Lincoln’s body going back to Springfield or seeing movies of Roosevelt—his body coming out of Georgia after he died. Every little crossroads, every little town; you just can’t imagine—they were lined with people. Even though you knew the Colonel had gone ahead and let all those little places know, still it was thrilling, just all the way down.”


For Scotty the experience so far had had all the characteristics of a true reunion, with the stirring up not only of old memories but of some of the painful confusion that old memories necessarily involve. The train ride was simply more of an extended opportunity to try to recapture some of the feelings of easygoing good fellowship that he and Elvis and D.J. had shared on the road. “Everybody would just get in his car and be kibitzing. At one point it was getting late, it was like two or three in the morning, and he gave D.J. and myself a couple of little white pills and said, ‘Here, these’ll keep you awake, it’s what they use in the army, driving tanks.’ I never did take mine—couldn’t have been very much. But I had never known him to do that before.”


For the rest of the guys there was more of a sense of restless anticipation. For Joe and Lamar, Elvis’ cousin Gene, and Peck’s bad boy tagalong Cliff Gleaves, there was no question of not staying awake, even if all they were doing was playing cards, eyeing girls, or cracking jokes throughout the long night. For Joe, regarded with some mistrust by Elvis’ Memphis sidekicks as a “slick operator” from Chicago, this was in reality his first taste of the big time. The session had introduced him to a whole new world, and now here he was on his way to Miami with the possibility of actually meeting Frank Sinatra. The Colonel, whom he had just met in Nashville, was obviously keeping an eye on him, and he felt in many respects as if he were auditioning for a job whose description he had not yet been given. But he was determined to keep on his toes and take care of business just like he had in Paris, and he figured the old man would accept him in the end. The Colonel for his part stayed mainly within his own little coterie, taking in everything that was going on around him, brusquely making his presence felt—but quietly exulting in the triumph that his boy had achieved in Nashville, confident now that nothing was going to stand in their way.


ELVIS AND JOE SHARED a two-bedroom penthouse suite at the Fontainebleau, with everyone else in adjoining rooms and the Colonel just down the hall. The first meeting between host and guest star in the Grand Ballroom was carefully staged, with Elvis dressed jauntily in a beige sports jacket and black fedora and Frank studiedly cool in baseball cap and sweater. Sinatra’s pal, comedian Joey Bishop, unctuously requested an autograph for his niece and got word back from the Colonel that there would be a charge of $1, while Sammy Davis, Jr., who had hung out with Elvis when he first came to Hollywood, greeted his old friend with undisguised, and unabashed, delight. Elvis spent the week nightclubbing and rehearsing, with the guys in constant attendance, but Scotty and D.J. and the Jordanaires (the rest of the band was picked up in Miami) were specifically excluded from all social activities by order of the Colonel.


The night of the taping, it was Frank, forced after all to swallow his intemperate criticism of rock ’n’ roll to build a show around its principal representative, who appeared the more embarrassed of the two. It was not so much that he had changed his mind about the music, he was at pains to reassure the press. “But after all, the kid’s been away two years and I get the feeling he really believes in what he’s doing.” As for Elvis, faced with a situation which could very well have become a repetition of the Steve Allen debacle, where he sang “Hound Dog” to a basset while dressed in top hat and tails, he carried himself with dignity, anchoring a creaky, almost painfully self-referential “Rat Pack” reunion (only Dean Martin was missing from the Sinatra gang) with an eight-minute appearance almost forty minutes into the show.


“Well, Elvis, that’s our little welcome home gift,” Sinatra declares. “All you seem to have lost is your sideburns.” And then, turning to the audience: “Now, folks, what would you say if I was to sing another song now?” “No,” come the carefully cued screams from the four hundred fan club presidents and members who have gotten their tickets from the Colonel. “WE WANT ELVIS!!” And with that the man of the hour comes slinking out from the wings, ducking his head and laughing self-consciously, his hair piled up like a waterfall, looking impossibly fresh, impossibly elegant in his perfectly draped tuxedo.


It is a marvelous performance of two fairly mediocre songs, his movements so subdued during the ballad (“Fame and Fortune”) that even the planted audience does not know quite how to react. But then as he launches into “Stuck On You,” we do, indeed, see a new Elvis, a modified Elvis, who suggests motion without precipitating it, who elicits genuine screams by indirection rather than assault. Sinatra at this point comes out for what is undoubtedly intended to be the knock-out punch, a two-song medley, with Frank singing one of Elvis’ songs, Elvis one of Frank’s. The older man opens with “Love Me Tender” and, by attempting to parody it, merely parodies himself; then Elvis launches into Sinatra’s sophisticated “Witchcraft,” for which he shows utter respect, indicating by a shake of his shoulders, the limp extension of his wrists, his bemused acceptance of a task which he is prepared to perform with elegance and humility. They conclude by harmonizing on the last lines of “Love Me Tender,” then repeat the harmony after Frank declares, “Man, that’s pretty.” And that’s it, except for a little additional comic dialogue and a plug that the Colonel has arranged for the upcoming production of G.I. Blues. It is, all in all, an amazing performance, and one that must have been deeply satisfying to a performer who had been worried whether he still had a place in show business. The subsequent ratings (the show broadcast a month and a half later, on May 12, with a 41.5 Trendex rating, representing a 67.7-percent audience share) can only have made the triumph all the sweeter.


And then it was back to Memphis—by chartered bus this time, as the Colonel felt the train gimmick had been played out, and funds were not unlimited. There was a week to go before the follow-up session in Nashville, and Elvis got a letter from the Colonel not long after getting home, running down some of the things that he should keep in mind when he went back into the studio. All that he had to deliver in order to fulfill his contractual obligation to RCA were eight additional tracks. With four cuts in the can and a single already released, this would give the record company everything that it needed to put out an album, and he should record no more. It was the same set of rules that had always guided them; they didn’t want to give RCA any more leverage in future contract negotiations than they had in the past. So far as material went, Scotty had made the standard deal required of any outside musical contractor: he had given up half the publishing to Elvis Presley Music and assigned one-third of the writer’s royalties to Elvis Presley himself. Under these circumstances, Colonel advised, Elvis should do all he could to record Scotty’s song. Also, Colonel had directed Freddy to clear “Fever” at a favorable royalty rate, along with “Are You Lonesome Tonight?,” the first song that Colonel had ever directly asked Elvis to record. He knew it was old-fashioned, he told Elvis, a ballad with a dramatic recitation that had first been a hit in 1927, but he thought it could be right for Elvis’“new style,” and he had a hunch that it could be a hit all over again. Elvis knew how much it meant to the Colonel both because Gene Austin, the first singer Colonel ever managed, used to feature it in his stage act and because it was his wife, Marie’s, favorite song—he probably would have done it just as a sentimental gesture. But he actually liked the song. The rest of the content of Colonel’s letter left him less sanguine. The press had gotten wind of the fact that Dee and her children were living at Graceland, the Colonel advised him soberly, so it would probably be better not to set up any appointments at the house. He also wanted to call Elvis’ attention to the fact that Joe’s record keeping for the Miami trip had been sloppy and inefficient, and while this was entirely Elvis’ business, if Colonel were to run his business this way, he wouldn’t last very long.


The second session, on April 3, started once again at 7:30 on a Sunday evening and went straight through till morning. It was the same lineup of backing musicians as the last time, with the addition of saxophonist Homer “Boots” Randolph, a regular member of the Nashville A team who could double on percussion if saxophone wasn’t called for on a song. Elvis’ old drummer, D. J. Fontana, and Buddy Harman both continued to play drums, with Harman steadying D.J.’s time, and on the first track, “Fever,” it was just bassist Bobby Moore and the two drummers providing a seductive backdrop for Elvis’ interpretation of the 1956 Little Willie John r&b hit, which had enjoyed even greater success as a torch song for Peggy Lee two years later. Elvis’ version falls somewhere in between the two, with a warmth and intimacy that stems not just from the erotic suggestion of the song but from a new vocal confidence and a new vocal control. By the time that they got to “It’s Now or Never,” the rewritten version of “O Sole Mio” that Freddy had commissioned, it was obvious that Elvis was reaching for something more than he had ever attempted before, and he delivered several performances that were impressive right up till the moment that he had to achieve the full-voiced operatic cadence with which the aria concludes. Trying to be helpful, Bill Porter suggested that they could always splice the ending on. “I said, ‘We don’t need to do the song all the way through.’ He said, ‘Bill, I’m going to do it all the way through, or I’m not going to do it.’ And he finally did.”


Over the course of the long evening they cut an extraordinarily diverse range of material—blues, ballads, standard pop fare from Hill and Range that he elevated by his passion, “Such a Night,” done as a lilting tribute to Clyde McPhatter, much in the manner of “White Christmas,” the Drifters homage on his 1957 Christmas album, for which he had been so roundly reviled by the critics. It was only as the session wound to a close, and with the Colonel’s requisite eight cuts already under his belt, that he finally got around to the number that his manager had requested, along with the song Scotty had brought in, “Girl Next Door Went A’Walking,” and the Golden Gate Quartet tune he had promised Charlie they would sing as a duet despite Colonel’s opposition.


He started with “Are You Lonesome Tonight?” at around 4:00 A.M., with just acoustic guitar, drums, and bass, the mood of the song strikingly similar to “My Happiness,” the very first song he had ever recorded. He asked Chet Atkins if the lights could be turned down. “He chased everybody out of the studio, all the guests and everything—you know, studios back then were like supermarkets with bright fluorescent lighting, but he was singing in the dark.” As this was going on, Bill Porter was editing the master take off the last reel and splicing it onto a master reel so that at the end of the session all the agreed-upon versions would be in a single place. “Well, I turned around and looked in the studio, and the lights were all out, and I couldn’t see what the hell was going on, and then I hear the guitar and the bass and the Jordanaires humming a little bit, and Elvis started to sing. And then suddenly he starts talking right in the middle of it! If you listen closely, you’ll hear them bumping the microphone stands because there were no lights out there. So we started the take again, and he got about, oh, maybe two or three bars into it, and Elvis said, ‘Mr. Sholes, throw that tune out, I can’t do it justice.’ Steve looks at me and says, ‘Don’t you dare, that’s a hit, Bill.’ He pushed the talkback button and said, ‘The Jordanaires made a mistake, and I’d like to get one good take all the way through.’” So they did that, and that became the master, right up to the final bar.


After that he made short work of Scotty’s tune, then summoned Charlie into the studio for their touching duet on “I Will Be Home Again.” With eleven cuts in the can and the musicians almost out on their feet (this was not the end but the beginning of their working day: they had at least three Monday sessions scheduled), Elvis was in no mood to quit. He began strumming Lowell Fulson’s “Reconsider Baby,” an old blues that he had fooled around with at Sun, on his Gibson J-200, and despite themselves, everyone just fell in. Just as on the Sun sides, Elvis’ rhythm guitar takes the lead, and piano, sax, and guitar all get gritty solos, but what carries the song is the manner in which Elvis’ voice soars, giving the blues a kind of harmonic freedom that recalls no one so much as Little Junior Parker but in the end is Elvis’ mark alone.


WITH JUST TWO WEEKS to go before leaving for Hollywood, Elvis occupied himself mainly with roller-skating wars at the Rainbow Rollerdrome, touch football games, moviegoing, and dating Anita. One night he called up gospel singer James Blackwood, one of his earliest inspirations, who used to admit him to the all-night singings at Ellis Auditorium for free when he was a teenager and with whom he had always stayed in touch. “He said, ‘First night y’all have off and are not doing a concert, why don’t you come out and let’s sing?’ We sang most of the night, all gospel, he wouldn’t do anything else. I think he knew every song we ever recorded.” He spoke of the gospel album he was planning to make before the year was out. He only hoped he would be worthy of the task.


The first Saturday after the session, he went on a $4,000 shopping spree downtown, looking for a birthday present for his father. Somehow the fact that one of his purchases was a diamond necklace for Anita was immediately picked up by the papers, and both he and Anita spent much of the next few days denying that the gift meant anything special. He was in fact already dating another Memphis girl without Anita’s knowledge, a nineteen-year-old singer and beauty contest winner named Bonnie Bunkley, whom he had met when she arrived at Graceland with her voice teacher to collect a teddy bear he had donated for a benefit at Whitehaven High School, her alma mater. They hit it off right away, and she would come by sometimes when he told Anita that he wanted to spend time by himself. He had an aquarium in the music room upstairs, and often they would just sit by themselves and listen to records and watch the fish in the tank. He got depressed sometimes for no reason, he said, his mother’s memory was always with him. He was moodier than she would ever have thought from observing him in public, but he was always considerate of her and her feelings. Anita was never mentioned when she was around, and he asked if she and her mother might come to visit while he was making his movie in California.


Anita dyed her hair black to match his, and on Easter Sunday, April 17, the day before his scheduled departure, they attended the First Assembly of God Church together, where Elvis’ presence caused such a commotion that they had to leave the service. Then it was off to Hollywood on another triumphant three-day whistle-stop trip, this time aboard the Southern Pacific’s Sunset Limited. The party of eleven occupied two private cars at a cost of $2,424.41 and, in addition to the Colonel’s three-man staff, incorporated a personal retinue of six, including Joe, Gene, and Lamar, with newcomer Sonny West (Red’s cousin) and last-minute addition Charlie Hodge. Charlie had been visiting for the last couple of weeks and accompanied them to the train. “We hadn’t talked about me working with him or anything. So Mr. Presley and I are standing there and Elvis was standing at the door of the train, and he was waiting on his cousin Gene. And Elvis looked down and said, ‘You want to go with me?’ and I looked at him and I said, ‘Why not?’ And he said, ‘Daddy, put him on salary!’”


Elvis had made it clear from the beginning that it was loyalty he was concerned about most of all. “What he said on the ship over to Germany was, ‘Charlie, as long as you’re cool’—he was talking about the press and all kinds of things like that—‘we can be friends for a long time.’” With Sonny and the others the same consideration applied. Sonny, three years younger than Elvis and just behind Red, with whom he was raised almost as a brother, at Humes High, had first met Elvis in March 1958 a few weeks after his discharge from the air force and just days before Elvis went into the service himself. His initiation had come in one of those vicious games of roller mayhem at the Rainbow, with Junior Smith refereeing and Sonny, a rugged ex–football player and boxer, ending up on the floor, decked by a girl. By the time that Elvis got out of the army, Sonny was dating Elvis’ double first cousin Patsy Presley, and it seemed only natural that he would start coming around. Elvis liked him from the start. He could use another good-natured, down-to-earth, physical type of guy to help take care of some of the simple tasks and problems that were always coming up; his only reservation about Sonny, he told Red at the time, was Sonny’s language. “He’s a heck of a nice guy… but he never stops saying ‘sonofabitch.’ He calls everyone ‘sonofabitch.’ I just [wish] he would stop saying it all the time.”


Elvis took special pride in the guys he had around him. They proved you didn’t need to surround yourself with college-educated “intellectuals.” These down-home southern boys (with Joe the only exception—and he had Chicago “street” connections) were all smart, dedicated, and could take care of themselves. Cliff was a “character”; Red (who, like Cliff, was waiting for them in California, where he was working on Nick Adams’ new television series, The Rebel) was a good old boy; Lamar capably filled the role of court jester; Charlie had show-biz connections; and Gene was family. Elvis tried to get Alan Fortas to come along with them on this trip, too, but Alan’s family was still opposed. Elvis knew he would join up before too long, however; Alan wanted to be a part of things too much to risk being permanently left out.


They all had their individual identities, they all had their personal idiosyncrasies and specially delineated roles. Elvis was proud of having assembled a team much like the Colonel’s, a group of guys with whom he could be comfortable and share some laughs and not have to worry about who he was or where he fit in. From Sonny’s point of view, “I guess you could say we were a bunch of hicks, [but] there was a great warmth between us. No pettiness, just a bunch of young guys setting out for some excitement and going to conquer the world. It was fantastic, and the guy who was most fantastic was Elvis.”


In his own role as leader Elvis maintained a somewhat different perspective. A leader, he knew, had a different role; a leader had to provide direction, inspiration, coalescence; most of all a leader had to believe in himself. He was aware, certainly, of the personality conflicts within the group. Joe had a very low opinion of Lamar; Charlie was seen as little more than a know-it-all by a number of the guys; Lamar was so devoted as to be jealous of anybody else who got Elvis’ attention; and nobody but a blood relative would ever have understood Gene. Others might take this division as a drawback, but Elvis saw it as what the Colonel called “creative conflict.” In an imperfect world one basic principle always applied: divide and conquer. This was his world, a comfortable space with a rattle and clatter all its own, its own constant hum of anticipation and excitement. When asked by a former girlfriend, Barbara Hearn, to name his pet likes and dislikes for a column she was now writing for the fan magazine 16, he came up with enthusiasm for sports, staying up all night, fried foods, listening to old rhythm and blues 78s, Marlon Brando, making movies, and, above all, “having lots of people around me at all times.” Among his dislikes were conformists, humorless sourpusses, insincerity, being alone, and not being able to attend church regularly. “I hate it most of all that my mother was not at home on my discharge from the Army. She prayed for that day so many times. It didn’t seem right to return to a home without her.”


THE CROWDS ON THE WAY out to California were almost as overwhelming as on his two previous train trips, and Elvis had to disembark at a siding outside Union Station in Los Angeles, for fear that some of his fans might get hurt. He reported for preproduction on April 21 and that night went out to a club in the Valley, the Crossbow, to see Lance LeGault, a Louisiana boy who Red said was a great rhythm and blues singer. They sat up in the closed-off balcony digging the music—Ray Charles, Jimmy Reed, Fats Domino, all the good old sounds—and in between sets Red introduced him to club owner Tony Ferra. There was a picture of Tony’s pretty fourteen-year-old daughter, Sandy, on the club owner’s desk, and when Elvis asked about her, Tony picked up the phone and gave her a call. “My dad said, ‘I want you to meet Elvis Presley’ and put him on the phone, and he said, ‘Your father told me about you, and I’d like to meet you.’ It was ten o’clock at night, and I had school the next day, so I said, ‘I’m sorry, I can’t tonight.’ And he said, ‘Well, maybe some other time.’” Then he and the guys went back to the hotel, and Sandy Ferra thought she would never hear from him again.


“Stuck On You” hit number one the following week, a foregone conclusion after the preshipment of over a million copies to dealers, which was more a statement of confidence on RCA’s part than a true reflection of sales, since the dealers could always ship them back. Elvis made his initial recordings for the soundtrack of G.I. Blues, too, but due to a new union agreement, he was forced to record at the RCA studio on Hollywood Boulevard rather than at Radio Recorders, where he knew the room, liked the people, and had grown to feel comfortable. For Elvis it was an altogether unsatisfactory situation, and on May 6 he went back to the old studio to redo half the songs after a week’s worth of shooting on the film.


To assistant engineer Bones Howe it was a very different Elvis who returned to Radio Recorders than the one who had left two years before. “He came to the studio in full-dress uniform, with the piping around the sleeves [presumably his costume for the film], and all these guys around him, a whole new cast of characters. I was flabbergasted. He looked great, he had everything he could want, all the same people were there—but it just wasn’t the same.” Howe detected an absence of spontaneity, a searching for the spark rather than its actual presence. “It was like, ‘Wait a minute. How did I do this? What was it I did?’ Maybe through being away all that time he’d had [too much of] a chance to think about what he’d been doing and tried to figure out what it was. But something was gone.”


Elvis himself seemed to sense that there was something missing from the movie from the start. With the exception of Pomus and Shuman’s “Doin’ the Best I Can,” written in conscious emulation of songwriter Don Robertson’s elegantly austere style, the songs for the most part were an undistinguished lot, and Elvis was disappointed at the exclusion of Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller’s compositions from the soundtrack for what the Colonel described as “business” reasons. In a phone call to Priscilla in Germany, amid fond endearments, he expressed his bitter frustration about the score. He had just had a meeting with Colonel Parker, he said, and informed him that half the songs in the picture should be cut. What did the Colonel say? Priscilla wondered. “Hell, what could he say? I’m locked into this thing,” Elvis replied miserably, and they went back to talking about how someday she would be able to come over and see all of this for herself, dreamily planning for a future that was hard for either of them to believe would ever really exist.


By this time, though, he had met Sandy Ferra, and he was intrigued. He had called her a second time from her father’s nightclub and got the same answer as the first: it was late, it was a school night, there was no way she could come out to meet him at this hour. Well, how about if they made a date for the next Thursday? he asked. Maybe her mother could drive her over. “So I asked my mom, and she said okay. They had the whole upstairs roped off for him, and he had a date that night with an actress named Kathy Kersh. So there I was with my little ponytail, and he held my hand and smiled at me. And I don’t remember exactly what our conversation was, because this very attractive woman was on the other side of him. But then he said, ‘I’d like to see you again,’ and he kissed me good night on the cheek when my mom took me home.


“A few days later Red West called and said, ‘Elvis is having a party at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel, and he’d like you to come.’ My mom said, ‘No way. I don’t care who he is—you’re not going.’ She talked to him and said, ‘I don’t care if you’re King Farouk; my daughter is more important to me.’ And he said, ‘You know, I have a career, and I know your daughter is underage, and I promise you I’ll respect her.’ So my mom came on the date—I mean, she came with me. I thought, Well, you know, he’s probably never going to want to talk to me again. I mean, how embarrassing! But he liked my mom. We sat in the kitchen in his Beverly Wilshire Hotel suite, and we had banana splits. And he was talking to my mom and telling her how much he missed his mom. He really liked talking to her; they had this great understanding.


“A few days later he called again. I thought he’d never call, and he called again, and my mom said, well, I could go, as long as I took another girl with me. So I would invite one or two girlfriends to go with me, and that was okay for a while, and then eventually she trusted him and let me start seeing him by myself, and I dated him for years.”


The age difference never really struck her, though the difference in their professional circumstances did. Sandy was enrolled at the Hollywood Professional School, and she was flattered when he told her that she was a better dancer than his beautiful twenty-three-year-old South African co-star, Juliet Prowse, whose ballet training had led to her discovery by Hollywood choreographer Hermes Pan. She never thought of visiting him on the set, though, and she was under no illusions about using their friendship to advance her career. At the same time she felt perfectly comfortable in his company. “He was a very young twenty-four. I mean, he and the guys played like teenagers, they’d have water fights and chase each other through the halls and play hide-and-seek—kid stuff. So he didn’t really seem older, and he didn’t act older. We danced a lot—we’d dance and neck for hours, and then I’d go home. Sometimes we’d kiss for so long that my skin would be bright red, and I’d have to put makeup on my face for school the next day.


“You know, it was really strange. There were always all these other women. On nights when we had dates, I would be sitting there in my frilly little dresses, and girls would come in that would be half undressed, they’d tremble and they’d shake and they’d cry and they’d just go bonkers. But I felt pretty secure sitting there because he’d called me, because he wanted to see me. I mean, it never really bothered me, because the way I was raised, these other girls could do things that I wasn’t going to do—nor did he ask me to. So I figured, somebody’s got to be there for him to date in a more adult fashion, because I wasn’t ready for anything like that. So we just had fun, and I think—I don’t know, maybe he dated me because he didn’t feel he had to be this Valentino, he didn’t have to perform for me other than just to have fun, kiss me good night, then he could go to sleep and get up and go do his movie the next day. Whereas when he was dating these other women that were really women, I’m sure they expected more of him than I did. He told me that he felt very relaxed—tranquil—when he was with me.”


Bonnie Bunkley, the girl he’d met in Memphis, came out with her mother for a weeklong visit, and he took them on the set where Dean Martin and Shirley MacLaine were filming All in a Night’s Work. She met Currie Grant, too, the airman who had introduced Elvis to Priscilla in Germany, and Elvis said to him, “Doesn’t she look like Priscilla?” Which kind of made her mad, even though she didn’t know who Priscilla was. But otherwise he was a model host and never gave her reason to think he was anything but a perfect gentleman.


For Elvis and the guys on their own, on the other hand, Hollywood was just an open invitation to party all night long. Sometimes they would hang out with Sammy Davis, Jr., or check out Bobby Darin at the Cloister. Nick Adams and his gang came by the suite all the time, not to mention the eccentric actor Billy Murphy, longtime friend of John Wayne and Robert Mitchum, who traveled up and down Hollywood Boulevard invariably clutching the battered script about Billy the Kid that he had been working on for years. Elvis outfitted all of the guys in sunglasses and dark clothing, and they carried around briefcases so it would look like they had something to do. Gene’s briefcase contained a hairbrush and a doorknob, and he had taken to wearing makeup and calling himself by a stage name, El Gino Stone; if anyone ever asked him about his duties, he said, “I don’t do a goddamn thing. I’m Elvis Presley’s cousin.”


“None of us,” by Joe’s account, “slept more than a few hours at a time. We lived on amphetamines. We woke at five o’clock each morning to report to the set, then spent the rest of our time screwing around.” Just as at the Hotel Grunewald in Germany, their escapades were beginning to grate on other residents of the hotel. Joe was not surprised. “Music blared continuously…. We ferried Hollywood starlets up and down in the elevators all day and all night. Elvis was breaking boards in his suite and trying to teach the rest of us karate, [and] when we weren’t trying to break boards, we were running around the halls, waging water-gun fights that escalated into full-scale battles.”


With the idea of pursuing his karate studies more assiduously, Elvis attended a demonstration by kenpo karate master Ed Parker at the Beverly Hills Hotel. Parker, a twenty-nine-year-old native of Honolulu with a degree in sociology from Brigham Young University, had developed a flexible new “street” approach to the art, and after his demonstration to a group of doctors, Elvis came up to him. “He said, ‘I don’t think you know me, but my name is Elvis Presley,’ and I kind of laughed.” He told Parker that he had studied karate while he was in the army and that he had subsequently been in contact with Hank Slamansky, an American karate pioneer, but that he saw in Parker’s methods real creativity and innovation.


“He felt like I was kind of a rebel in my field, as he was in his. I didn’t accept a lot of the Oriental methods, because I knew they didn’t work on the street, but a lot of the other aspects could be revamped so they would be applicable.” They spent some time out by the pool, talking about karate and the Islands, about Parker’s royal Polynesian heritage and his Mormon beliefs. “His mother meant an awful lot to him, and he talked about how she kept him from physical activity for fear he might get injured or hurt. Now that she was gone, he found karate to be an avenue of pursuit that he wanted to be involved in, because he wanted the activity and the knowledge that stemmed from it. He talked to me about the fact that he was different than others. He was basically a very shy guy.” Parker offered to give him lessons, and they discussed technique (“He was intrigued with the logic of what I taught”), but despite occasional contact over the succeeding months, and despite Elvis’ continuing passion for the sport, it would be years before he finally applied to Parker for formal instruction.


He remained resolutely professional in his commitment to the film, though it became harder to hide his underlying resentment with each passing day. Colonel kept reassuring him that it was going to be a big success, that it would enable him to reach an older audience at a time when his own audience was growing older—but that didn’t make him feel any better about the script, or the image of him that the script presented, which were the key elements that Colonel and Mr. Wallis were counting on to allow this expansion to occur. The character that Elvis played was at odds not just with the characters that he had played in all of his pre-army films but with the very image of rebellion that had always defined him. Far from being an outcast, this Elvis Presley was safe, “social,” and cheerfully domesticated, a conventionally bland Hollywood stick figure whose principal conflict comes in the ethics of “dating” a nightclub dancer (Juliet Prowse) in order to win a bet. The girl turns out to be unexpectedly down-to-earth, the army tank corpsman that Elvis portrays proves as adept at baby-sitting as at seduction, there is plenty of sightseeing footage of Germany, and the highlight of the score comes at a puppet show for children when Elvis’ character improvises a song. It is, in other words, a genuinely wholesome entertainment, a motion picture for the entire family, and not really all that far removed from those aspects of the real Elvis Presley that aspired to middle-class respectability. But it did not even begin to suggest the complexity of either the real Elvis or the real world that Elvis had come to know, and his feelings of foolishness and humiliation were not helped by the guys smirking over some of the “cute” bits he was given to do and his ineffectual attempts to control his amphetamine-racing speech.


They observed his romantic escapades with a somewhat keener degree of interest and respect. He was dating Judy Rawlins, an actress with a small part in the picture, and he met Tuesday Weld, the sixteen-year-old “sex kitten” who was about to start shooting Return to Peyton Place, around this time as well. But it was his relationship with Juliet Prowse, his co-star and Frank Sinatra’s unofficial fiancée, with which his growing entourage was most intrigued at this time. Elvis made a big point of withdrawing to his dressing room with her every day, and before long the guys started banging on the door and yelling that Frank was on his way. One day Sinatra actually did show up, but Elvis emerged unruffled and unmussed after first telling Red to go fuck himself when he heard the same tiresome message once again. They were all intrigued by Elvis’ stories of Juliet’s athletic limberness, Lamar perhaps most of all. “He said Juliet liked to grab her ankles and spread her legs real wide. But then [later] he said it about another girl, too. I said, ‘I thought that was Juliet.’ And he said, ‘Well, a lot of ’em do different things like that.’ And I said, ‘Oh, okay.’”


There was a steady stream of visitors on the set, arranged for the most part by the Colonel: Elvis greeted the king and queen of Thailand, Tennessee Ernie Ford and Minnie Pearl, the wife and daughter of the Brazilian president, Pat Boone, and three Scandinavian princesses in one day. The Colonel made a particular point of claiming credit for the royalty, citing it to Wallis as an example of the kind of tireless dedication he gave to thinking up new ways to promote the film. As he sat in the headquarters which Paramount had given him free of charge and surveyed the three rooms plastered with Elvis Presley album covers and sheet music, life-sized cutouts of the boy, and various items of merchandise large and small, the record player that he had gotten from RCA never ceased its steady stream of Elvis Presley hits. He had his own “wall of fame,” on which he was pictured with celebrities from every walk of life, and his sense of overall well-being is reflected in interviews that he gave out at this time which for the first time focused on the Colonel alone.


Grizzled, unshaven, dressed in an untucked Hawaiian shirt, sandals, and a whimsical beanie, he made no apologies for himself as he entertained reporters’ questions and detailed the business successes that he had achieved in guiding his boy’s career. Yes, they were asking $150,000 for television guest shots now, but he didn’t expect to do any, he didn’t want Elvis competing with his own movies. As far as the movies themselves went, he doubted that they would win any Academy Awards. “All they’re good for is to make money.” As for the money, “He relies on straight income, and so do I. When he works, he knows that about 90 cents out of every dollar that he earns goes to the government and a dime to him.” The Colonel was in the 90-percent tax bracket, too, he implied, but, far from looking for any loopholes, he and Elvis took the attitude that “We’re luckier than a whole lot of people, even as things are…. Somebody’s got to pay the government for the country we’ve got.”


It was almost as if he were speaking to an unseen audience; crude, blustering, crassly honest to a degree that appears as defiant of public opinion as reflective of it, he seems bound to proclaim his patriotism, his integrity, his honesty in a subtext that underscores every wisecrack he throws out. There was no question of his gruff affection for his client, but he made clear that they did not socialize, and he didn’t handle Elvis’ finances either. That was his father, Vernon’s, job. “I’m not his father…. Our interests are different. And he doesn’t need a nursemaid…. I just tell him, ‘Don’t forget to pay your taxes.’ I tell him that every week when he’s working. I’ve seen too many people get into bad trouble by forgetting to pay their taxes.” And if the balloon ever burst? “He could go back to driving a truck. And I could always go back to being a dogcatcher. Head dogcatcher, that is.”


Elvis must have smiled when he read some of the stories, if he even bothered to follow all the “snow jobs” the Colonel was handing out. He had heard it all before: the pet cemetery in Tampa; the Snowmen’s League, the phantom organization in which Colonel had enlisted half of Hollywood; the carny stories where the customer was always the mark; the movie that would someday be made of the Colonel’s life (it would probably be produced by Bob Hope, he told Louella Parsons); all the ways in which he managed to bedevil poor Mr. Wallis and Mr. Hazen and then just flung it back at them when they finally capitulated to his demands. Colonel was a funny duck, there was no doubt about that—it was Elvis’ little joke to call him Admiral, since he had no more claim on one title than on the other. He had his own ways and he stuck to them, you had to admire that about him. But more than anything else, it had all turned out exactly like he said it would. Elvis knew that Colonel was just having fun now, and his attitude was, Let the old man have a good time. He certainly was having a good time himself.


They took off for Las Vegas on the weekend that they finished shooting. The studio would not release Elvis until the following week, after all the footage had been screened, so he decided they should treat themselves to a little vacation. They had visited once during filming, and the boys were all excited about going back, but they had only gotten as far as Barstow when Elvis asked Gene for his kit bag. He mumbled something about wanting to brush his teeth, but everyone knew that was where he kept his pills, and when it turned out that Gene had forgotten the bag, Elvis got so angry that he had the whole caravan turn around and head back to L.A., cursing and yelling at Gene and the rest of the guys all the way.


Everyone was tired and depressed. Sonny, who had been as excited as any of them, watched while Elvis drove and smacked Gene in the chest every time he dozed off. “There will be no goddamn sleep, do you hear?” he announced as Gene jerked awake and indicated assent. “Joe in the back is dozing off,” recalled Sonny, “and chewing gum at the same time. ‘Joe, goddamnit, I said no sleeping.’ Joe replies, ‘I wasn’t sleeping, just looking out the window.’” By the time they got back to the Beverly Wilshire, everybody had pretty much had it. It was early in the morning, and they all drifted off to bed. Just as they started to fall asleep, the phone rang. It was Joe. Now that he had retrieved his bag, Elvis had changed his mind; they were going to Las Vegas after all.


It was a long weekend. Elvis dropped $10,000 at the craps tables, and they went to all the shows, catching Billy Ward and the Dominoes at the Dunes, Della Reese at the New Frontier, and Red Skelton at the Sands. The guys all wore their black mohair suits and sunglasses, there were more girls than you could trip over, and they got maybe two hours’ sleep the whole weekend. The joke around town was that they were Elvis’“Memphis Mafia.”


He was finally released by the studio the following Wednesday, June 29, and was so impatient to get home that he and Gene took a plane to St. Louis late that night, then rented a Cadillac and arrived at Graceland at three o’clock the following afternoon. Anita came over as soon as she was done with work, the papers reported, and they had a quiet evening at home with Gene and his wife, Louise, and Vernon, who was for the moment on his own but left the following day to join Dee at her brother’s house in Huntsville. They were going to get married, he told Elvis. They were going to do it in Huntsville to try to throw reporters off the track. Elvis shrugged and wished him luck. He wouldn’t attend the ceremony, he said, because he didn’t want to take away from the attention that should go to Dee. Both of them knew that what he said wasn’t what he really meant, but neither of them knew how to address their true feelings. They spoke briefly of transferring ownership of the house, so it would be in Elvis’ name alone, but mostly they communicated in nods and silences, and in a shared sadness which neither could express.


Vernon and Dee got married that Sunday, July 3. The following day Elvis went to the cemetery on his motorcycle and was almost run down by a girl who spotted him kneeling by his mother’s grave in prayer. “She spoke to me using a lot of jive talk,” he was quoted in the Press-Scimitar. “She asked me where I would be later. I told her that she didn’t need to use that kind of language, especially in the cemetery. I guess I was feeling a little depressed. As I was leaving a little later, she came back in the cemetery and swerved toward my motorcycle.” She was smiling, he said, as if it were all a joke.


He bought a boat, went waterskiing out on McKellar Lake, just like he used to with his first love, Dixie Locke; he did all the same things, went to the movies, rented the Fairgrounds, took over the Rainbow for roller-skating parties—it wasn’t the same. Toward the end of the month Vernon and Dee came home from their honeymoon and moved into Graceland with her three kids. He continued to speak well of Dee for public consumption. “She seems to be a pretty nice, understanding type of person,” he had said when news of the marriage first began to leak out. “She treats me with respect, just as she does Daddy. She realizes she could never be my mother. I only had one mother and that’s it. There’ll never be another. As long as she understands that, we won’t have any trouble.” As for Vernon, “If he can find happiness in some way, I’m all for him…. He is my father, and he’s all I got left in the world. I’ll never go against him or stand in his way. He stood by me all these years and sacrificed things he wanted so that I could have clothes and lunch money to go to school. I’ll stand by him now—right or wrong.”


He felt sometimes as if there were a weight pressing down on him that he could no longer bear. He was surrounded by friends and relatives, all dependent on him, all looking to him for help, for guidance, for handouts—for something. He could give them jobs, he could dispense money and favors, on the surface they all deferred to him, and he was clearly the one in charge—but in his darkest moments he suspected that it was all a masquerade, they were like bluebottle flies buzzing around a dung heap, with no more loyalty to him than a fly would feel. His uncles Travis, Johnny, and Vester, his aunt Lillian, his cousins Harold Loyd, Gene, Junior, Bobby, and Billy Smith, even his daddy, were in a state of constant contention, it sometimes seemed—Bobby using his name to pass bad checks, Daddy falling out with Travis and Vester over one thing or another, Lillian accusing Daddy of being tight with his money, one uncle getting drunk and opening the gates, inviting everyone in off the street, other relatives just taking the money he offered them without thanks, blowing it, and then coming back for more. With his father’s new wife in the house, he felt as if there were a cloud hanging over him and over his mother’s memory, and he left almost as soon as they arrived.


HE SPENT A WEEK in Las Vegas before having to go back to work. The new picture, Black Star (it was retitled Flaming Star after shooting had been completed), was the first of the two back-to-back productions the Colonel had sold to Twentieth Century Fox, and was a straight dramatic role. Originally intended as a vehicle for Marlon Brando, with a script by respected writers Clair Huffaker (author of the novel on which it was based) and Nunnally Johnson (screenwriter of The Grapes of Wrath), it reunited Elvis with producer David Weisbart, who had shown such faith in him in his first movie, Love Me Tender, and brought in talented forty-eight-year-old Don Siegel (who had made the original Invasion of the Body Snatchers) to direct. Everyone connected with the production saw it as a serious picture; Siegel in fact had initially objected to the selection of a leading man who in his view was widely considered to be “a laughingstock,” until Weisbart, whose great success had come with James Dean’s Rebel Without a Cause, overcame his objections. There was to be a minimum of songs (four were recorded at the soundtrack session on August 8, and in the end only two were used); there was a socially progressive, if somewhat confusing, story line in which Elvis played Pacer, a “half-breed” caught between two worlds; there was extensive location shooting scheduled and a fine supporting cast, including veteran actors Steve Forrest, John McIntire, and Richard Jaeckel, and the fiery fifty-five-year-old Dolores del Río, playing Pacer’s Indian mother, in her first Hollywood role since 1942.


From the start, though, there were problems in almost every aspect of the production. Not surprisingly, the Colonel contributed to them by insisting on every advantage he could get, and studio production head Buddy Adler’s death in mid July was something of a factor, but the principal stumbling blocks were the relationship of star and director and the confusion of purpose that lay at the heart of the script itself. Elvis had gone into the picture with the idea that it could be his dramatic breakthrough, and he threw himself into it at first without reservation, but he felt little warmth coming from Don Siegel, and in fact he sensed that the director was laughing at him. Siegel’s own recollection was that he “had a problem communicating with [Elvis]” because he could never get him alone, but Elvis was convinced the older man was looking down on him, that he was patronizing him about his karate, his cars, and his gang, and it only motivated Elvis to play the yokel with Siegel all the more. Every morning when he and the guys arrived on the set, they started off with karate exercises as though they were doing their daily calisthenics. He generously loaned Siegel his brand-new Rolls-Royce but allowed the director to think that it was his “childlike” way of bribing him to put off a difficult scene. And constantly during the breaks he and the guys would play nonstop games of touch football in one-hundred-degree weather at the Conejo Movie Ranch in Thousand Oaks, somewhat to the director’s amazement and consternation. “[He] didn’t know how we did it,” recalled Sonny. “It was because of the uppers.”


Unfortunately, this same ambivalence showed up in his performance. For all of his sincerity of commitment, for all of the tributes that he garnered from fellow actors and grips with respect to his thoughtfulness and cooperation, he never seems at ease in his on-screen role: he is stiff and unsure and forever gulping his words, and this most instinctive of performers (“Acting skill will probably ruin him,” Weisbart had said when Elvis first arrived in Hollywood, “because his greatest asset is his natural ability”) seems to have no instinct to fall back upon but flounders about instead for some stock theatrical gesture. The film itself would not have won any awards, with or without Elvis; there is a great deal of undifferentiated action, and it is confused in its message, which veers between the tragedy of being an “invisible” member of society, deprived of history and roots, and a fairly insipid plea for racial tolerance. Perhaps most surprising, it never really gives Elvis a chance to rise above a style of ensemble acting for which he is clearly not suited; whatever his billing, he is unquestionably playing a supporting role with few lines or situations that allow him to go beyond a somewhat passive, reactive response. At the end Pacer, desperately wounded and having seen “the flaming star of death,” rides off into the desert to die alone. “Maybe someday, somewhere,” he says, “people’ll understand folks like us.”


In the midst of shooting, Elvis was forced to find new living quarters, having finally been asked to leave the Beverly Wilshire after a number of incidents, culminating in Tuesday Weld throwing a fit in the hotel lobby when security wouldn’t allow her to go upstairs. Joe looked at four houses and found one on Perugia Way, in Bel Air, overlooking the Bel Air Country Club. The house, owned by the Shah of Iran, was available on a six-month lease that could be extended and was perfect for their needs: it afforded privacy, space, and the opportunity for more and better parties. Elvis put up a painted photograph of himself, his mother, and father over the fireplace in the living room, and it was home.


THE PICTURE WRAPPED ON October 7, and after a weekend in Las Vegas they started off on the seventeen-hundred-mile drive home. There was less than a month to go before the start of the next picture, but Elvis missed Memphis, and there was no question that he wanted to record his gospel album in Nashville, not Hollywood. At Graceland he quickly settled into his old routine but made little secret of just how conflicted he continued to feel about his father’s remarriage and the presence of Dee and her boys in his home. “When I first came back,” he told the Press-Scimitar’s Bob Johnson in an interview from Hollywood the previous month, “everything was strange. Now I’m lonesome, and so homesick it hurts. In some ways what I’ve got is good, and in some ways it isn’t. I’d like to get back home again. But even that will never be the same.”


Not long into his three-and-one-half-week stay, he heard from the Tau Kappa Epsilon fraternity at Arkansas State College that they would like to induct him as a member. The letter came from chapter president Rick Husky, who had dreamt up the idea as a stunt, following in the wake of the bonanza of publicity their house had gotten when movie actor Ronald Reagan, passing through town in his role as corporate spokesman for General Electric, genially agreed to pose for pictures with the officers of the local chapter of his college fraternity. Husky, in the midst of a recruiting drive, saw Elvis Presley as a way of making TKE the most successful house on campus and concocted “a heartfelt memo about how we’d like to initiate him in the fraternity and give him an award as man of the year. Two days later there’s a telegram slipped under my door from Elvis’ secretary, Pat Boyd, saying that Elvis would be at Graceland at eight o’clock on Tuesday night. ‘He’d love to see you and accept his award.’”


There was no award. There had been no thought of doing anything more than putting out the publicity announcement as a news item—but Husky, a resourceful young man majoring in journalism, wasn’t going to allow that to stop him. He devised some appropriate wording, sketched out a design, and went to the local sporting goods store to have a trophy made up. They told him it would take at least two weeks, but when he explained his dilemma, somehow they came up with a plaque in time for the Tuesday appointment.


“We took an adult adviser to the fraternity, myself, and two other guys. We were cleared through the gate and went up; it was like a postcard—you just drove up and there’s this gorgeous building, like the White House, with a black Rolls-Royce parked outside. Joe Esposito opened the door and said, ‘Elvis will be down in a minute,’ and we go into the music room and look around. By now I’m getting totally nervous, but then Elvis came down and was absolutely terrific. He was just so genuine and sincere. And so we just very sincerely initiated him into the fraternity. He put his hand on the skull and swore an oath; we gave him the secret word, and I pinned him. He was really great.”


In a way they were embarrassed by the very ingenuousness of his response. He told them how he had always wanted to go to college but couldn’t afford it; he asked about the Arkansas State football team and said he hoped maybe he could attend some games. “My great love is football,” he told them. “I always wanted to play, but I couldn’t because I had to work.” He reminisced about dances he had played in Jonesboro and other small Arkansas towns just a few short years ago. Wealth was in the eye of the beholder, he declared, proudly showing off his Rolls-Royce. “You know, when I first got home with the car I was pretty proud of it,” he said. “The first day I arrived, I left it parked outside, alongside my Cadillac limousine. The maid came in, and the first thing she said was, ‘Mr. Elvis, I heard you got yourself a new car. I’d sure like to see it.’ I told her that it was parked right outside and she said, ‘Well, I just came from outside, and all I saw out there was some big, long white Cadillac and some old black car.’” When they were leaving, he told them, “This is one of the nicest awards that I’ve ever received. The plaque is certainly beautiful, and you can be sure that it will occupy a place of honor in my home.”


FREDDY BIENSTOCK SHOWED UP on the afternoon of October 29 to go over songs for the gospel session that was scheduled to start at 6:30 the following evening. Once again recording was to be confined to a single all-night session, and although the Colonel wanted to make sure that Elvis had the afternoon cleared for Freddy, there really wasn’t all that much to go over, given that Elvis knew what he wanted to record and Freddy had already made cut-in deals on the publishing for many of the songs. Freddy did bring one new nongospel song with him, which he had commissioned Doc Pomus and Mort Shuman to adapt from another Neapolitan ballad (“Torna a Surriento”) in the public domain. Elvis liked the new Pomus and Shuman number, “Surrender,” very much. It offered him the opportunity to prove to his critics that the ambitious new direction he had first embraced with “It’s Now or Never” (which had gone to number one the previous summer, far outstripping “Stuck On You” in sales) and “Are You Lonesome Tonight?” (due to be released as the new single within the next couple of weeks) was no fluke. He could not have been more excited about the gospel session either. But he shocked Freddy when he confessed to him about a recurring nightmare he had been having. In this dream there were no fans outside the gates, there was no Colonel Parker, and he felt alone, helpless, and deserted. The debonair young Viennese businessman didn’t know how to react or what to say to Elvis, except to suggest that it was natural to doubt the reality of success when attempting to deal with such unimaginable popularity at so early an age. But it struck him as a curious confession nonetheless and a telling parable of the extent to which Elvis saw his own success linked to the continuing presence of his mentor.


The session itself was as inspiring as its genesis, as much a promise that Elvis was keeping to himself as a tribute to the quartet tradition on which he had grown up. From the first confident, lightly swinging notes of the Trumpeteers’ classic “Milky White Way,” there was no question of either his fervor or his confident sense of just what he wanted to do, and it translated instantly to the background singers and the band. Charlie joined in on the next three numbers—“His Hand in Mine,” “I Believe in the Man in the Sky,” and “He Knows Just What I Need,” each a Statesmen standard on which Jake Hess, perhaps Elvis’ most direct vocal influence, had provided the original stirring lead. The session went off without a hitch, concluding at eight o’clock the following morning with a rousing version of “Working on the Building” and a grand total of fourteen sides. By then Chet Atkins had long since gone home, the musicians were all exhausted, and Bill Porter was feeling violently ill (“I had food poisoning that night and was throwing up; around five in the morning I said, ‘Mr. Sholes, I’ve got to quit. I can’t keep this up.’ He said, ‘One more song, Bill, one more song. Just hang in there.’ I heard that about four times”). To Gordon Stoker and the Jordanaires the highlight came toward the end of the evening with “Known Only to Him,” another of Jake Hess’ virtuoso performances, on which all the singers got inspired, to the point where it was almost like having church.


One week later Elvis caught a flight to L.A., where he was scheduled to record the soundtrack for his next picture, Wild in the Country, on Monday, November 7. Advance notices for G.I. Blues (scheduled to open at Thanksgiving) were just beginning to come in and only echoed the enthusiastic embrace of the “new” Elvis which had first greeted the success of “It’s Now or Never.” Moreover, the soundtrack album, just out, gave every evidence of far outstripping Elvis Is Back in sales (surprisingly, that eclectic, and truly adult, album had not sold even half a million copies), while Colonel was in the first flush of his all-out campaign to promote the movie with an “exploitation” that involved distributing more than one hundred thousand paper army hats, which he had gotten RCA to pay for after Paramount turned him down (“We are always promoting,” Colonel flung back defiantly at Hal Wallis).


At RCA, meanwhile, there was no question that the Colonel had won the war. To begin with, he had succeeded in undermining Steve Sholes’ authority by persuading new RCA president Bob Yorke to move the decision-making process into marketing, where Bill Bullock, Sholes’ nominal superior and the man responsible as much as anyone else for signing Elvis Presley to the label, was not inclined to challenge his authority. The result was that nothing happened without the Colonel’s okay: he dictated copy, he approved the artwork, by now he had even taken over the files that publicity director Anne Fulchino had painstakingly assembled and was charging RCA a licensing fee for the very photographs that had in most cases originally been paid for by the label. He had in addition convinced RCA to cede to Elvis the authority to run his sessions, pick his singles, select album cuts, and approve the sound mix, none of which would be formalized until the renegotiation of the contract option at the beginning of the new year but all of which was in place by the time that Elvis completed his gospel album, which would be titled His Hand in Mine and would be rushed out for Christmas release. RCA appeared to be so well trained at this point that they even offered to build Elvis a studio in his home so he could record whenever the inspiration took him—but the Colonel wisely urged him to turn the company down, seeing their generosity for what it was, a desperate attempt to generate more product and thereby undercut the Colonel’s unassailable bargaining position.


WILD IN THE COUNTRY started shooting on location in Napa, California, on November 9. Taken from J. R. Salamanca’s well-regarded 1958 first novel, The Lost Country, the script had been written by prizewinning playwright Clifford Odets (Waiting for Lefty, Awake and Sing!); the director, Philip Dunne, was the author of such notable screenplays as How Green Was My Valley and The Ghost and Mrs. Muir; and the older woman, one of three principal love interests in the story, was to be played by the distinguished French actress Simone Signoret. Unfortunately, Signoret fell through, Odets was fired just as filming was about to begin, and studio head Spyros Skouras, in agreement for once with the Colonel, insisted that the number of songs in the picture had to be expanded in order to make it more of an “Elvis Presley” picture. There was the usual confusion of studio politics, there was the somewhat less common confusion of a script that appears to have been cobbled together just ahead of the actors’ delivery of their lines, but it was on the whole a creditable venture with a good cast, a trio of women to fall in love with Elvis and vice versa (Tuesday Weld was the hoyden, Millie Perkins the dewy-eyed innocent, and twenty-six-year-old Hope Lange capably, if somewhat improbably, filled in for Simone Signoret), and what appear to have been altogether honorable intentions.


Of all the principals, the only one who seems to have taken a dim view of the proceedings was Millie Perkins, and her reservations centered more on pretense than lack of aspiration. Perkins, a twenty-two-year-old who had been discovered and generally acclaimed for her only other previous acting role, the title part in The Diary of Anne Frank, saw the whole enterprise, probably with some discernment, as intellectually dishonest. She had no reservations about Elvis Presley as a person, and given the manner in which she had been plucked from a modeling career and awarded the starring role in a major motion picture, she could have had little objection to an attempt to do the same for a popular singer. But she saw Dunne as the kind of intellectual poseur who took pride in playing the Fifth Brandenburg Concerto for some of the love scenes (“I think I won a unique place in the directors’ pantheon as the only director ever to make Elvis Presley listen to Bach. As a matter of fact, he loved it,” Dunne wrote in his memoirs). And, whether out of dissatisfaction with a movie career that had just happened to her (“I had never even thought of being an actress. I didn’t know the movie business. I was very shy, very opinionated—I wanted to be in Paris”), or with a clarity of vision that came from being an outsider, she saw the entire enterprise as hopelessly compromised from the start, a phony attempt to dress things up in a self-serving way that kept stressing the lofty mission of art.


“I think that everybody making the movie thought, ‘We’re classier than all those other Elvis Presley movies. We’re so much better.’ Everyone was going around patting themselves on the back for being artists; they were going to do something with Elvis that other people couldn’t, or didn’t want to, do—and I think they didn’t come up with the goods at all.




Elvis turned out to be someone I liked very much. I felt there was a man with a heart and soul there who truly cared about people. Certainly he treated me as if he cared about me; there was a mutual respect between us. But his life was on a level that my life was not on. I was married to Dean Stockwell at the time, and he was—I felt like he was drifting. The guys were on the set every day, you know, wrestling on the floor. I didn’t even know what girls he was dating at the time, because it didn’t interest me, his personal life seemed so silly. And yet I knew he was a victim of it. I felt like Philip Dunne fawned all over Elvis. Elvis’ attitude was—I saw Elvis looking around that set and summing up people faster than anyone else could have, and I felt that after a short period of time he was disappointed in Philip Dunne, but he was too polite and well behaved to say anything.


He tried very hard to make this film better than his other movies, and you saw him trying and asking questions. And I just believe the sad thing is that [the director] did not have the ability to help Elvis through it. I remember doing this one scene; we were sitting in the truck, and we were supposed to be driving home from a dance or going to a dance, and in the script he was supposed to break into song, turn on the radio and start singing. And to me it was like, “Yuck,” I was very young, and I thought, “My sisters are going to tease me, this is so embarrassing and tasteless.” You see, I was a snob, too. But—and this was the nicest thing—while we were rehearsing, finally the director walked away, and Elvis looks at me and says, “God, this is so embarrassing. Nobody would ever do this in real life. Why are they making me do this?” So there we were, both of us having to do something and we just wanted to vomit.


He never used his star power—never. Maybe he should have. Maybe he did it on some other level, but he sure didn’t do it on the set. I felt like he was younger than me, this very humble person who would make statements about what he believed in. And I would think, “He’s saying that to show me he’s a fine human being.” All I know is that there was a person there with a refined heart and soul, and I say refined on any level you want to look at it. When you meet someone like that, you know they’re there, even if they’re sitting there eating fifteen lollipops—that’s beside the point. That’s just what they’re doing at that time, but that’s not the essence of the person. The essence of Elvis was as fine a person as I’ve ever met; he treated me as well as anyone has ever treated me in this business.





Her explanation of the failure of the film may well be correct, and certainly her insights into the ambivalent impulses of Elvis’ nature are prescient, but they still don’t explain what we see on the screen. If you were to pick out the one thing that is desperately wrong with Wild in the Country, leaving aside a script that is freighted with all the “sensitive young man” clichés of its time—it is Elvis Presley. He simply seems lost in the role, ambling his way through it, alternating between bouts of sullenness that start and end with bombastic declamation and equally silly posturings of trembling sensitivity.


You look at the actor up on the movie screen, and he is simply not engaged. There is one moment early in the film when the character speaks of his dead mother, and a sense of genuine sorrow and regret seems to come through. Elvis is clearly visualizing his own experience, using emotions that he has himself felt to summon up a wellspring of conflicting feelings. But otherwise—nothing. He is flat, he blurts out his lines, there is an almost total absence of timing, conviction, commitment, tone. If you doubt your eyes, contrast this with his performance in King Creole, full of jauntiness, assurance, an ease and melodiousness of nuanced approach. Here, just two and one-half years later, there is no pulse, no beat between the lines, there is simply the sense of a young man running, in many cases racing, through his lines.


What role amphetamines may have played in this dramatic deterioration of affect and attitude is impossible to say. To Millie Perkins the waiting-around moments were always the most important moments on the set, a time when “your training as a human being to discipline yourself to do what you really believe in or do what you say you believe in” should kick in—and they represented Elvis’ most conspicuous failure. She put it down to externals, the guys around him who kept him from growing, the lack of formal education that only added to his natural insecurity. The guys themselves, meanwhile, watched with a growing sense not so much of alarm as bemusement at the increasingly violent mood swings that Elvis sometimes exhibited, not always recognizing their employer as he gave in to sudden fits of unpredictable rage.


One time, on a weekend excursion to San Francisco, he pulled a derringer on a carful of guys who gave him the finger; another time, back in Hollywood, he flared up at Christina Crawford, who had a bit part in the picture and was dating Joe at the time, dragging her by the hair and cursing her out because she objected to Joe’s lighting his cigar. It was not that they did not understand the reasons for his anger. Christina had no business knocking the boss’s cigar out of his mouth; he was within his rights to get pissed off at her, and he’d always had a pretty hot temper anyway. But they noticed the differences, too, not just the loss of control but the absence of remorse in a nature that each of them saw as essentially soft-hearted, for good or for ill. They were all taking pills to keep going; they were all under stress, Elvis most of all, and in the end they just accepted his behavior as something that grew out of his role. It was like getting first choice of the girls, an unquestioned prerogative that went with the territory.


Otherwise, it was the same old Elvis, the same kind of hijinks and good times that they always had on the set. Alan Fortas had finally rejoined the group for this film, lured by the promise of meeting Tuesday Weld, and he and Tuesday actually got to be good pals, the other guys all jibing at him for the puppy-dog devotion he showed the seventeen-year-old blond actress. Hope Lange liked to drink vodka, and Elvis uncharacteristically joined her throughout the filming, for the first time allowing the guys to have liquor in the house.


When they got back to Hollywood, it was just more of the same, except that Anita came out for a brief visit and started snooping around and found a recent letter from Priscilla in Germany. “In the letter there was something to the effect of—‘You need to call my daddy and talk him into letting me come over. I want to come really bad.’ When Elvis came home from the studio, I confronted him with the letter, and we had a terrible argument. He said, ‘She’s just a young, fourteen-year-old [actually fifteen now] child, and she just has a bad crush on me. She wants to come over. We’re family friends, army buddies, her daddy’s a good friend of mine.’ He just tried to smooth it over that way. Well, I did not understand, because I had seen pictures of Priscilla waving ‘good-bye.’ She was waving ‘good-bye’ like I was waving ‘good-bye’ when he left Memphis. Elvis kept saying, ‘She’s just so young. It means nothing.’ But I was still perturbed. So, I went back to Memphis.”


As soon as she left, he went back to dating Nancy Sharp, a wardrobe girl on the picture, and he continued to see Sandy Ferra, with whom he remained fascinated. “We’d just spend hours dancing in the living room, and then he would sit down at the piano sometimes and sing spirituals, and it was just beautiful. Cliff was around all the time at that point; he had ‘Long Black Hearse’ out—his ‘big record!’—and a lot of times he’d get up and sing. I lived in the Valley, and different guys would pick me up in either the Rolls or a limo, and we’d go up to the house. There was always a line of girls standing outside, and we would drive through the gates, and usually the guys would have dates, and we’d sit in the den, or the maid would make up something for dinner, and we’d sit and watch TV and eat.


“One time I wore pants, and Lamar picked me up and didn’t say anything, we drove out to the house and I walked in and Elvis was all dressed up, because he always got dressed up for our dates. So he said, ‘Hi, baby,’ and he kissed me on the cheek, and we sat down on the couch, and he did not speak to me for the next three or four hours. It seemed like an eternity.


Then he kissed me good night, and he said, ‘Don’t ever wear pants again.’ I said, ‘Oooooh, I won’t.’’Cause he said he got all dressed up for me, and he expected me to get dressed up, too. So I always wore my prettiest party dresses from then on. No more pants.”


The movie was briefly threatened by a new studio policy limiting shooting time to thirty-seven days instead of fifty, even for those shows currently in production. Philip Dunne threatened to quit several times before that problem was resolved, but the picture was still over schedule, and cast and crew were given just one week off for Christmas before shooting once again resumed. Elvis was just as glad to get back to California after discovering the changes that his father’s wife had made in his home, and he and his daddy quietly agreed that no more changes would be made without his explicit approval.


The Colonel meanwhile had preceded him to Memphis to join the mayor in making an announcement about the big Memphis Charities show that he had been hinting at all year. Elvis would headline at Ellis Auditorium on February 25, the performance would benefit some two dozen Memphis charities plus the long-dormant Elvis Presley Youth Center in Tupelo, and, as per his long-standing policy with respect to benefits, even the Colonel would be buying his own ticket. “There will be no passes,” he said. “This is going to be 100% charity.”


Flaming Star opened strongly nationwide on December 21, though not as strongly as G.I. Blues, which had risen as high as number two on Variety’s weekly list of top-grossing films, ranking number fourteen overall for 1960 and grossing $4.3 million in the last six weeks of the year alone. For Elvis’ twenty-sixth birthday, on January 8, there was a small party on the set, and cast and crew presented him with a plaque portraying a cartoon Elvis clad in a karate ghi and breaking blocks of wood. “Happy Birthday, ‘King Karate,’” was the message. On January 20 he was finally released by the studio and permitted to go home, though he was recalled briefly two and one-half weeks later to reshoot the ending when studio executives decided that Hope Lange’s character’s suicide after her abortive romance with Elvis’ film character was “too bitter an ending.” By this time, though, Elvis was busily preparing for his return to live performance, which was now scheduled to include not just one but two big charity shows that the Colonel was promoting with all of his customary flair and zeal.
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