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CHAPTER ONE

	Introduction

	 

	 

	“I ain't no saint, but I've tried never to do anything that would hurt my family or offend God...I figure all any kid needs is hope and the feeling he or she belongs. If I could do or say anything that would give some kid that feeling, I would believe I had contributed something to the world.”

	— Elvis Presley

	 


Elvis Presley entering the music scene in the mid-twentieth century would signal a drastic change in the culture of not just music but race relations in the United States of America. Growing up in abject poverty and eventually living in a neighborhood with predominantly Black people, Presley was rejected by the members of the white community in his neighborhood but was embraced by the Black members. He would often attend church with them. Presley lived during a time when racial segregation between white people and African Americans was particularly pronounced, but the Black community was where he first felt safe and accepted. This would influence race relations in a way that some say the US Supreme Justice Court failed to do for many decades. Through his music and humble spirit, Presley inspired many people from all walks of life to come together in the spirit of rock and roll. 

	Coming from a very poor background, Presley was forced to interact with people whom he was meant to be segregated against. Presley grew up humble and would remain someone who never looked down on anyone or where they came from. His eccentric fashion sense and hip-swinging sent people into ecstasy or an uproar. Even when people criticized him for his overtly sexual music performances, they could not deny that the superstar triggered a cultural shift. “It isn’t enough to say that Elvis is kind to his parents, sends money home, and is the same unspoiled kid he was before all the commotion began. That still isn’t a free ticket to behave like a sex maniac in public,” Eddie Condon would comment on Presley in the December 1956 issue of Cosmopolitan. Presley took the criticisms as a sign that he was doing the right thing because from the moment he was born, he would be going through tribulation. 

	No one would have thought that the poor church boy from Tupelo would have such a resonating impact upon generations long after his death and the heyday of his music. Born in a troubling situation where his younger twin was stillborn, Presley’s survival was uncertain. He did survive somehow, but the odds were still stacked against him. His parents would never be able to become financially stable, which led to his father being arrested and losing multiple houses where they stayed in. Despite having little, his parents instilled in Presley politeness and love. The family was known to be tight-knit and close, which made the poor conditions bearable for the little family. However, it didn’t make the bullying that he went through in high school any easier; he was a social pariah. The shy boy learned to seek solace in his guitar and make music without any formal training. Even though his classmates would discourage him and call him the “hillbilly that sang race music,” and even though his teachers often graded his music skills lowly and told him that he couldn’t sing, he continued to do it until he started to gain recognition. 
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