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Dedication


To all the wonderful individuals who allowed me to tell their experiences with Elvis; “I Thank You!!”

To my wife for her time, contributions, and patience during those three years and her belief in me that I could do this;

Last but not least, to my English springer, for the loss of some of his outings to the park.

Stanley Oberst

To my sister, Shari, for her unending patience with “the project”;

To my mother, who promptly whipped out her collection of 45s and started a nostalgia fest;

To my father, whose cryptic admission, “I don’t remember the fifties, I was in the army,” even made the waiter laugh (I guess you had to be there);

And especially to Ginnie Bivona and the DFW Writer’s Workshop for all the opportunities, moral support, and unwavering friendship through the worstest and bestest of times.

Lori Torrance





Introduction


Long before he dreamed of pink Cadillacs and paparazzi, a musical wannabe named Elvis Presley and his two faithful sidekicks tore up Texas highways, perpetually late for their next high school hop, car dealership opening, or Lion’s Club fund raiser. As they dodged tumbleweeds at 110 mph to play at every wide spot in the road, scores of abused cars and unwary rattlesnakes sacrificed their lives so that one day Elvis Presley could tell a Dallas newspaper reporter, “I owe a lot to Texas. They’re the ones who put me over the top.”

Though to most good ol’ boys (and gals) Elvis was a mystery wrapped in a riddle inside a pink and black suit, anyone who met him knew he possessed that certain something. No matter what the folks in Texas thought of his creative wardrobe, dubious bodily exertions, or guitar homicide, all agreed Elvis served as an excellent musical ambassador. They just weren’t sure from what planet.

These are their stories. . . .



Well, it’s a one for the money . . .[image: image]


[image: image]

Courtesy of Polly Webb


The Once and Future King


October 2, 1954 - Nashville - The Grand Ole Opry

The free calendars at the farm bureau read 1954. On the counter a freshly printed copy of Lord of the Flies lay next to a bottle of Grapette, a handful of peanuts backstroking through the purple fizz. Country music twanged on the radio, Hank Williams crying in his cornflakes again. Every so often a station break reminded you of its call letters, broadcasted the Supreme Court’s recent verdict in the public school desegregation case, or repeated Edward R. Murrow’s denunciation of Senator Joseph R. McCarthy as a communist witch hunter.

Meanwhile, Jimmy Stewart stared through the Rear Window of his apartment, wondering what was in the trunk and where his neighbor’s wife suddenly disappeared to, Lucy Ricardo and Ethel Mertz climbed the ledge of their brownstone dressed as Martians, and the Grand Ole Opry gave Elvis Presley the Grand Ole boot.

On July 10, 1954, five days after it was recorded, the young unknown’s radical rendition of “That’s Alright, Mama” spun on Dewey Phillips’ WHBQ “Red, Hot and Blue” turntable in Memphis. The switchboard lit up like a firestorm. Who was that guy?

Dewey and record producer Sam Phillips dragged the soft-spoken teenager into the studio to interview him on the air and satisfy listener curiosity. Elvis skittered over to a chair in the recording booth and perched like a man holding a one-way ticket on the Titanic. Dewey took one look at the quivering introvert sitting across from him and lied like a rug. Hey, I’ve got a few records cued, so let’s just gab for a few minutes, Dewey told Elvis. I’ll tell you when we’re ready to start. The young man nodded nervously.



Remember when . . .

you had to wait for your neighbors to get off the party line before you could make your phone call? With six other households sharing your line, you might never get a chance to make that all-important call, unless your neighbors hung up so they could eavesdrop on your conversation. Three rings . . . that’s your house, I believe.



So, what school d’ya go to? Dewey asked him innocently enough. It seemed the listening audience loved the tune, but couldn’t tell what color the singer was.

Humes High, Elvis told him. (Bingo, he’s white.)

That apparently urgent matter clarified, the two shot the breeze for a few more minutes. Finally Dewey said, Alright Elvis, thank you very much. The teenager did a double take. Aren’t you gonna interview me?

I already have, Dewey told him. The mike’s been open the whole time.

Elvis melted into a horrified puddle on the seat.

The next couple of nights, Elvis returned to Sun Records studio to come up with a B-side ditty for “That’s Alright, Mama.” The audience had spoken; they wanted that song and they wanted it yesterday, or the day before if at all possible. Record stores begged Sun for the single. Sam Phillips arranged Scotty Moore and Bill Black from the Starlite Wranglers to play backup, just as he did for the first recording session. Elvis, Scotty, and Bill had already broken the ice musically the last time they met, so they rolled out a revved version of “Blue Moon of Kentucky” in short order. By July 19, six thousand advance orders awaited the delivery truck.

A bit overwhelmed by the attention, Elvis asked the older and hopefully wiser Scotty Moore to act as his temporary manager. Scotty got 10 percent off the top for his pains and 25 percent of the split. Meanwhile, the boys earned their daily biscuit: Elvis as a Crown Electric truck driver, Bill at Firestone, and Scotty at his brother’s dry cleaning business.
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Blue Moon Boys, Scotty Moore and Bill Black. Courtesy of Elsie Medlin
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Don’t quit your day job. The Opry’s suggestion to Elvis must surely go down in history as the worst career advice since scouts told Custer that Little Big Horn sounded like a swell career-advancing move.

Sam Phillips decided Elvis and the Blue Moon Boys (as they now called themselves) needed to play the Grand Ole Opry for exposure. Sam managed to convince the Opry’s booking agent, Jim Denny, to slide them into any loose chink in the bill. On October 2 Elvis, Scotty, Bill, the Blue Moon Boys’ better halves, and Sam Phillips piled into Sam’s black Cadillac (the wheels of choice in the south) and caravanned to Nashville.

Hoping to provoke a tear or two, Elvis decided to sing “Old Shep” to the staunchly country Opry audience. But the institution’s rules read that singers could only perform what they officially recorded for the label. That gave them a whopping choice of three: “That’s Alright, Mama,” “Blue Moon of Kentucky,” and their newborn of a couple of days, “Good Rockin’ Tonight.”

Elvis quavered through both side A and B of the 45; the conservative collective remained unimpressed. He wilted offstage as the murmur of disapproval followed him. That didn’t sound like country to me, no sir. I tell you, Ethel, I know country when I hear it and I ain’t heard it. No sir. This show is going to Purgatory in a pouch.

Backstage, Jim Denny suggested to Elvis that the boy had a real future in truck driving . . . stick to it. The Cadillac drove the two hundred miles back to Memphis in silence. The people inside didn’t talk either.


Hayride to the Rescue


October 16, 1954 - Shreveport - Louisiana Hayride

Briiiiing, briiiiiing.

Sun Studios, may I help you?

This is Tillman Franks of the Louisiana Hayride. I’m looking for one of your artists, a Mr. Elvis Presley. Is he there?

I’m sorry, Mr. Franks, he isn’t here today.

Okay, I’ll try back later.

Briiiiing, briiiiiing.

Sun Studios, may I help you?

Yeah, this is Tillman Franks of the Louisiana Hayride again. I’m still looking for Elvis Presley. Is he in yet?

I’m sorry, Mr. Franks, he hasn’t come in today. May I take a message?

Yes, tell him to get a pager.

A what?

Never mind, I’ll call back later.

A couple days later Tillman reached Elvis Presley, almost too late to do either of them any good. Opportunity was knocking, but Elvis stared through the peephole in his pajamas.

Tillman explained that he booked the Louisiana Hayride in Shreveport as well as played in the band. One of his acts, Jimmy and Johnny, had a gig in New Mexico in which Tillman agreed to play backup on bass. But Horace Logan, emcee of the Hayride, told Tillman he needed him that weekend. Tillman had begun preliminary negotiations. If he could find a victim replacement, it was Lousiana in his rearview mirror. And he knew just the singer.

Okay, so the Opry hated the kid. But they hated anything that smelled like it might have a drumbeat. Tillman’s DJ friend Tommy Cutner played Elvis’s record on the air so often the needle had almost dug to China. Lo mein sprung from the grooves on each revolution.

Who knows, maybe the younger and hipper crowd of the Hayride would get a kick out of the mutilated version of “Blue Moon” and its singer. Stranger things had happened.

So, how about it, kid? Wanna play the Hayride?

Sure. When?

Tomorrow.

Gulp.

The next afternoon Elvis, Scotty, and Bill rolled into the parking lot of the Hayride and did yoga breathing exercises. Inside, lay the Hank Williams holy shrine, ground zero for country music worshippers.

Tillman and Horace Logan greeted Elvis, Scotty, and Bill with the warmth of invited guests. Tillman told the boys they’d play in the first segment, where all the fresh new talent got broken in. While they waited their turn, Elvis occupied himself by meeting the other singers backstage. The family atmosphere seemed to calm him, until Horace Logan announced them.

[image: image]

What a difference a day makes. E. at the Hayride, 1955. Courtesy of Bobby Holeman

Once again, Elvis sidestepped nervously onto the stage. The audience wanted to like him, they really did, but he sang like he was stapled to a pole. They applauded generously anyway, and the threesome retreated behind stage to resuscitate their hearts.

You don’t get the reputation for new talent by overlooking unpolished diamonds, and Horace Logan and Tillman Franks thought they saw a sparkle behind the rigid frame. Tillman took Elvis aside and told him that he and Horace decided to let them play again in the second segment. Relax a little, Tillman told the singer. Just go out there and do your thing.

Throwing caution to the wind, Elvis returned to the stage. This time his leg started moving. His voice caught hold and he rocked to the beat. Suddenly, his hip jerked to the side. A collective squeal pealed out of the female contingency. Fired up by their response, he dropped all pretenses of shyness and grooved through the rest of his set. Their last chord struck a chord with the onlookers. They screamed and applauded, jumping up and down.
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This isn’t so hard! E. and the boys at the Hayride. 1955. Courtesy of Pat Green

Horace moved in swiftly, cornering them barely ten feet off the stage. How about a year contract, he asked them. They looked at each other. Well, alrighty then. It’s a deal.

Elvis, Scotty, and Bill re-met Tillman before they left that night. Thank you, Mr. Franks, for the opportunity, Elvis told him.

In three short months, Elvis would pole vault over the ranks and headline the show. The nervous young man on stage dissipated that night, replaced by a provocative he-siren who lured girls with his come-hither voice. Elvis might not have completely understood why his performances caused such a meltdown of moral certainty, but he certainly learned how to capitalize on it in short order. A few months from this night, Horace Logan would tell Elvis that his phrasing was too suggestive for a G-rated audience. I don’t try to sing them suggestively, Elvis protested. The girls didn’t complain, however.

Meanwhile, Tillman Franks pondered the possibilities for this young man in front of an audience of wild Texas women. Thank you, Mr. Presley . . . for checking your messages. Tillman never did get to New Mexico.

[image: image]

Shreveport Municipal Auditorium, home of the Louisiana Hayride


The Gladewater Connection


November 22, 1954 - Gladewater - Mint Club

Good morning, Texas. This is radio station K-S-I-J, serving the Gladewater community with “some mo’ of yo’ favo’ right, requested, recorded, cowboy, western, hillbilly folk, and mountain william tunes, with some old un’s, new un’s, good un’s, bad un’s, glad un’s, and sad uns’, leg-a-shaking, toe tapping, knee knocking, tearjerkers. So if you’ve written in, stick around and listen in, as we get ready to get gone, like a turkey thru the cawn.”

DJ Tom Perryman ruled the radio world from his small town in East Texas. Like an IP address in the musical net, Tom knew everyone who knew anyone, especially DJs. And DJs in the fifties arbitrarily determined if a record ever got played. In short, they could make ya’, take ya’, shake ya’, or break ya’.

One morning Tom received a call from his old pal Tillman Franks. Got someone I think you might like, Tillman told the DJ. Not many records, but what there is, is gold. You should have heard the girls screaming their heads off at the Hayride. Intrigued, Perryman told Tillman he knew a dive on Tyler highway where they could slide Elvis in. There’s no stage fence, but the bands hardly ever get hit with beer bottles anymore . . . even if they stink.

Done.

And on that note (E sharp), Texas welcomed Elvis to the Lone Star State. (Actually Elvis snuck in the back door in Houston. He popped his head in for a concert in which no one remembered his music or his fuzzy face.)

When Elvis stepped off the Greyhound, he looked like ten miles of bad asphalt. Starved, exhausted, and wrinkled beyond recognition, Elvis even smelled like a man who had been sleeping in a car for a while . . . a very small car. Which in truth, he was. In Shreveport, the agent who supposedly booked his little band for the next two weeks suddenly became blacklisted by the clubs. Elvis and the Blue Moon Boys found themselves stranded in Louisiana with very little money, no place to stay, and few prospects of a prospect. Some of the Hayride gang dug up a few little gigs around town to earn the boys some gas money and the occasional hamburger. Then Tillman Franks found the job in Gladewater for them. They had just enough money left to throw Elvis on the bus and pay for gas to get Scotty and Bill to East Texas with all the equipment.



Remember when . . .

everyone went around singing “He’s a tramp, but I love him,” in honor of the release of Disney’s Lady and the Tramp. Other box office smashes of 1955 included Mister Roberts, with Henry Fonda, James Cagney, and Jack Lemmon, and Oklahoma!



Gladewater DJ Tom Perryman and his friend Hal Long met the bedraggled singer at the bus station. He wasn’t hard to spot; shockingly dressed anorexics wouldn’t come into fashion for several decades. The East Texas gents took Elvis down to the Green Hut café to stuff his face with a burger or two, hoping they didn’t have to feed him intravenously. While the young man chowed, Hal made him peel off the prunified jacket. Hal’s wife worked at the dry cleaners around the corner. He ran it down there for her to work some magic. Tom checked Elvis into the Res-Mor Motel, so the boy could get some shut-eye before that night’s show and preferably a long hot bath as well (with lots of soap).

A couple of hours later with a little rest, a shave, and a freshly pressed jacket (how’s that for service?), Elvis reemerged a new man. He sauntered through the once prosperous oil town and found his way to that evening’s swanky venue, the Mint Club (not that he could miss it, covered from top to bottom in sickly, three-cents-a-gallon chartreuse . . . hence the name).

Tom and Hal’s wives stood at the door selling tickets. Elvis introduced himself and ventured into the claustrophobo-joint, spotting Scotty and Bill already assembled on stage. The Mint Club might not be much to look at, but hey, at least it had a stage. A couple of weeks ago, they played a blood drive. There’s nothing quite like singing to an audience that passes out after the first song (and they tip you with orange juice and Twinkies).

A clean but well-worn looking crowd propped the bar up, swilling longnecks and jawing loudly. When Tom and Hal arrived well into the set, the situation hadn’t changed one iota. Elvis and the boys jammed at record volumes, attempting to drown the conversations around them.

[image: image]

Sir, would you mind putting that beer down for a minute and listening? Gladewater 1954

[image: image]

Yes sir, I was referring to you. Gladewater 1954

Fixin’ to visit Bobby Rae after this. Did you hear about what happened yesterday?

Just heard about it from my cousin’s uncle. He’s the one who sold him the tractor.

Well, Erma Jean said she didn’t want to have any more young’ns, anyway. . . .

Tom Perryman leaned against the bar, straining to listen to the music and liking what he heard. He noticed a group of women crowding the stage, giving the lead singer the once over. Their enraptured expressions convinced Tom that he needed to tell a couple of his fellow DJs about this guy. Maybe the kid had a future.

At the break, the girls swarmed Elvis. He gave them autographed pictures for fifty cents and hugs for free. One bold young lady asked if he would mind her taking a picture with him; she just happened to bring her camera. Elvis readily agreed but asked if he could get extra copies to send home to his mama. No problem.

Either out of sympathy or very good business sense, Tom Perryman gave the musicians the entire evening’s take, instead of shaving his standard twenty-five percent. The boys wrapped up the concert and returned to the Res-Mor ninety dollars richer.

The next morning while Scotty and Bill snoozed, Elvis strolled around town. He popped into the Roundup, a beer joint, to see what passed for entertainment in other sections of Gladewater, and later scored some barbecue at the Green Frog to sustain him through the long drive.
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After the show and at halftime, girls could get “Love Ya’, Elvis Presley” scrawled across his glossy 8×10 chest for fifty cents. Boys just got a “Yours.” Gladewater 1954

[image: image]

Look at that grin. Oh boy! A girl actually wants to take a picture with me. Gladewater 1954

Elvis and the boys moved on to Houston to fill an already loaded bill. The show proved a success, and in victory, Elvis wired his share of the proceeds home to his folks, complete with a telegram that read:

HI BABIES. HERE’S THE MONEY TO PAY THE BILLS. DON’T TELL NO ONE HOW MUCH I SENT I WILL SEND MORE NEXT WEEK. THERE IS A CARD IN THE MAIL. LOVE, ELVIS

Meanwhile, Tom Perryman phoned a few select contacts and made plans for Elvis to return to Gladewater at a more lively location.
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His earliest publicity shot in the “prom date” style, sold out before West Texas. Courtesy of Polly Webb
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The “boy next door” look served as his promo pic for Sun Records until the middle of ’55.
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Would you let your daughter date this bad boy? Post-discovery headshot, late ’55 to ’56.


The First Elvis Impersonator


December 3, 1954 - Texarkana - Municipal Auditorium

Carl “Cheesie” Nelson was one of those small town, class-clown types whose ultra-accurate impressions either made you laugh hysterically or cry piteously, depending on whether or not he was impersonating you. His uncanny knack for flawlessly imitating the principal’s moral lecture, complete with finger pointing and the crescendo on the second syllable of “del-ín-quent,” might have led him down the long, dark road to crime, but Cheesie preferred to hone his talent on more challenging subjects, musicians.

Late at night, Cheesie secretly listened to DJ Gene Nobles on WLAC Nashville spin Fals Domino, Little Richard, and the Midnighters for black audiences and hundreds of rebellious white teens. At that time, easy listening and my-dog-has-fleas country music monopolized the mass music market. In the South, R&B kept to its tiny corner of the airways. But in the words of an immortal, times they were a changin’, and the dawn of the crossover sat poised on the horizon waiting for the perfect ambassador to escort it into mainstream America.

A new record hit the Melody Shop in Texarkana, and the salesman hollered over to Cheesie, who spent so much time at the local record store, he conducted guided tours.

Hey Cheesie, I got a record here I think you’re gonna like.

Spinning on a turntable, the tinny tones of “That’s Alright, Mama” filled the listening booth. With its thumping bass and fast licks, the record sounded raw and wild and wholly unlike anything Cheesie had ever heard before. He stopped the record and examined the sunburst on the 45’s label. Elvis Presley, who in the world was that?

Setting the record player to automatically repeat, Cheesie practiced the song in the mirror in his room until his rendition reached perfection, surpassing even his impression of Little Richard. Then he took his show on the road, not to Vegas, but to the Texarkana High School talent show. With his friend future recording artist Pat Cupp playing Scotty Moore’s part on guitar, Cheesie wowed the crowd with “That’s Alright, Mama.” As only a minute fraction of the students had ever heard Elvis, Cheesie’s true impersonation skill remained unappreciated until three weeks later, when the factory original himself came to Texarkana, backed by his Blue Moon Boys.

Jim LeFann of radio station KOSY sponsored a group of performers to raise the rafters at the Texarkana Memorial Auditorium on December 3. With them, LeFann scribbled in the Hayride rookie Elvis Presley as filler.

The night of the concert, Cheesie sat in the balcony of the auditorium, guarding it, as he often did for Mr. LeFann, from the inevitable deadbeats that tried to sneak in. While Cheesie watched the excited teenagers fill the seats below, another student popped his head in the doorway to inform him that LeFann wanted to speak to him posthaste. Cheesie quickly deputized the recruit and hustled down to the floor.

It seemed that Elvis, Scotty, and Bill were running a tad late, Mr. LeFann explained. They needed to stall for time.

[image: image]

Texarkana Municipal Auditorium sat geographically on the Arkansas side, but catered almost exclusively to Texans.
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Is it live or Memorex? Cheesie does Elvis with Jimmy Day (left), Scotty, D. J. Fontana, and Bill (right). Texarkana 1955. Courtesy of Marileon Hopkins Jerden

Cheesie said nothing, just scratched his crew cut and scuffed his oxfords.

Rumor has it that you do an impression of Elvis, Mr. LeFann continued. How about doing it on stage to warm up the crowd?

Cheesie hesitated. Impersonating someone without their knowledge was one thing; doing it with a better-than-excellent chance that the impersonee might show up in the middle of the act was still another. While Cheesie tried to make up his mind, the local football team hoisted his beanpole frame in the air and planted it on the stage.

Thus convinced, Cheesie resurrected his talent night entry with pal Pat Cupp, adding a long-suffering version of “Blue Moon of Kentucky” to boot. His act met with great acclaim by the locals, as well as by the new arrival with the sideburns, who laughed his glutious maximus off when he heard the song.

Do you know “Roll With Me Henry?” Elvis asked eagerly as Scotty and Bill hauled their instruments onto stage behind them.

Before Cheesie could finish a nod, Elvis yanked him to the microphone to do a duet, much to the wild approval of their audience. Ladies and gentlemen, Texarkana Municipal Auditorium presents Elvis . . . in stereo. Blushing, Cheesie slipped into the crowd afterwards, and Elvis continued in monophonic sound for the rest of the evening.

After the concert when Elvis met with the young man again to thank him for his help, Cheesie asked Elvis if he needed him to find a date for the singer. Nineteen-year-old Elvis replied tersely that he could manage on his own. And manage he did, with a chirpy brunette he met after the performance. Like all the kids in town, the two gentlemen cruised to Lee’s Drive-In, where Cheesie and Elvis entertained their double dates. Too old for teenie-bop haunts, Scotty and Bill retired to the Townhouse Motel to get some sleep for tomorrow’s drive back to Shreveport, where they had a standing commitment at the Louisiana Hayride.
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The real enchilada. Texarkana 1955. Courtesy of Marileon Hopkins Jerden

Cheesie became one of Elvis’s “regulars,” one of the young people who’d hitch a lift with him whenever the singer played nearby. They double-dated frequently, and their stage duet became a standing order with the audience. By the end of the year, Elvis got in the habit of swinging by the filling station owned by Cheesie’s father and asking the young man if he wanted to catch the nearby DeKalb or New Boston show. Is the Pope Catholic? Of course he wanted to go. But fan or no fan, Cheesie’s parents wouldn’t let him travel to Shreveport to see the Hayride, no matter how sweetly the Memphis boy asked. Maybe they’d heard about Elvis’s collection of speeding tickets.


Watch Him Like a Hawk


December 17, 1954 - Hawkins - High School Gymnasium
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Hawkins High School, December 1954. Courtesy of Polly Webb

The graduating class of Hawkins High School faced a senior moment; the Class of ’54 trip to Panama City, Florida, loomed near, and the fudge sales hadn’t raised enough cash to get them even to Longview. So three enterprising young men zipped over to Shreveport on the weekend to catch the Louisiana Hayride and hopefully convince one of its singers to do a show at their alma mater.

One of the new singers of the Hayride broadcast, some guy with the unlikely name of “Elvis,” seemed perfect for the job; he was hip, he was now, he was within their limited budget. The three pounced on their victim as he exited the auditorium. Doil Stone, high school senior and future salesman-of-the-year, explained their impoverished situation. Performer and performees struck a deal and sealed it with a handshake. Elvis would play at the Hawkins High School gym in December.
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Hawkins High School gym 1954. Courtesy of Polly Webb
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And for entertainment, we had ole whatshisname. Hawkins Yearbook 1954. Courtesy of Billy Bob Pruitt
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Let’s see how many people we can get on one tiny platform. Carolyn Bradshaw, E., and Bill (far right), careful not to step too lively. Hawkins Yearbook 1954. Courtesy of Polly Webb

From Shreveport back to Hawkins, Doil and company had two and a half hours to contemplate how to sell their scheme to the school superintendent, a Baptist deacon.

On a Friday afternoon, Elvis and the Blue Moon Boys wheezed into town in a yellow Bellaire, borrowed from Scotty’s wife, Bill’s bass strapped to the roof. They rambled up the main drag and turned into the high school parking lot stashed behind the downtown strip. They unloaded the Chevy in the parking lot and, piece by piece, lugged the equipment to the basketball gym, where a narrow two-foot-high platform had spontaneously appeared overnight with the help of some industrious high school elves. While they assembled and tested the mikes, amps, lights, and other band paraphernalia, the town’s pride and joy, the Hawkin’s Hawks, hooped it up fifteen feet from the stage, preparing to defeat their East Texas rivals with Jordan-esque (or in this case, Cousy-esque) moves. Forty minutes into the practice, the basketball players heard a disembodied voice behind them.

Mind if I play? asked the newcomer with sideburns.

Team captain Billy Bob Pruitt looked the skinny singer over, sizing up the competition. Sure, he said. Someone, get that kid a jersey and shorts. (Apparently Elvis didn’t resemble much of a threat.)

Elvis eventually lured Scotty and Bill into the game, and in the end, the evenings’ entertainment retired with a net worth of 20+ points, depending on who’s telling the story. Fortunately, NBA scouts were not lurking that day, or history might have turned out very differently.

That night the inhabitants of the Humble Oil town had turned out in groves of droves, some out of curiosity, some because there wasn’t much else happening on a Friday night in East Texas. Although that marvelous invention called “television” started making its debut across the country, few homefolk actually owned one. And even if your family splurged and bought a set, the TV signal in most of Texas was still too weak to receive clear images. The good news was that in most of East Texas, you had a choice of three channels, a virtual smorgasbord of selection. The bad news was that they all broadcasted snow.

So most of the population of the oil town turned out, as well as the bored and restless from neighboring villages. At a buck a pop, the school trip to Florida suddenly seemed much closer geographically.

A deliriously happy and financially prosperous Doil Stone and his equally ecstatic co-conspirators welcomed the musicians as the entertainers rolled to a stop in front of the gymnasium. To open the show, Elvis invited petite stunner and on-again off-again girlfriend Carolyn Bradshaw of the Hayride. She was promptly whisked away to the girls’ locker room to prepare, as the gentlemen retired to their respective abode to await their cue.

[image: image]

Carolyn Bradshaw, 1954

After a tantalizing period of time, Elvis vaulted to the stage in the memorable pink and black suit that would soon serve as his trademark costume. Leg twitching, he launched into “Hearts of Stone,” only to be met with an enthusiastic roar from the pumped-up crowd. Like a foreshadowing of this time next year, girls screamed, cried, and did their impression of pogo sticks in saddle oxfords. Younger girls in the audience laughed at the hysterics of the older girls, and in the back of the auditorium, student Don Dierlam frantically adjusted his new gadget, a reel-to-reel tape recorder, in an early attempt to become a Napster executive. Much to his chagrin, the tape later revealed static, a couple of F sharps, and enough screaming to rival the Roman lion dens.

The jam session ended with a “Shake, Rattle, and Roll,” literally. Students, reluctant to lose the concert high, bought souvenir pictures hawked by Bill Black for fifty cents and waited to get the signature of the wild man they had just heard on stage.

“How did you like the show?” Elvis asked James Dean wanna-be Lee Taliaferro. Forgetting that he was supposed to act cool, Lee blankly thrust out a couple sheets of mimeograph tests he’d bummed off a friend. Smiling crookedly, Elvis scribbled on them. Lee was elbowed to the back of the crowd before he looked down at the handwriting.

Yours truly, Lash Larue
 alias Elvis Presley

Apparently, Lee wasn’t the only teenager who wanted to be a movie star.

[image: image]

Scotty, Elvis, and Bill, freshly scrubbed and still wearing their Starlite Wrangler costumes. Symbolically enough, in later versions of this picture, Elvis no longer has his hands on the friends’ shoulders, and after Parker enters the scene, there’s no Scotty or Bill either. Courtesy of Johnny Stokes

The lights dimmed, the teenagers migrated homeward, and the musicians packed the car for the long drive to Shreveport. The Louisiana Hayride required them to perform every Saturday, with a strict five-misses-and-you’re-out policy. So all were long gone by Sunday, when Deacon Smith rained brimstone on the impious youth of the town for listening to “devil’s music.” Smith vowed that sinner Presley would never again tarnish their fair high school with his “sexual inn-u-endos.” And Elvis never did. He performed at the rec center instead.



Two for the show . . .[image: image]


[image: image]

Courtesy of Rob Lowe Jr.


New Year’s Revelation



Well, if you’ve seen my milk cow,
Please ride her on home.
I ain’t had no milk or butter
Since that cow’s been gone.

—from “The Milk Cow Blues Boogie” by K. Arnold, recorded December 20, 1954, by E. Presley.



As the new year sailed in, so did Elvis’s ship, so to speak. His recent release, “The Milk Cow Blues Boogie” backed with “You’re a Heartbreaker,” flew off the shelves faster than the clerks could stock them. Pressed in both 45s and 78s, Sun Records wanted to cover both bases, even though 78s had already begun their slipslide into obscurity.

After a couple of months, the Louisiana Hayride seemed like home and all the players like family. The show was broadcast on radio stations throughout East Texas, and the steady Saturday work gave Elvis invaluable exposure as well as $18 per appearance and a chance to refine his stage presence. But it also made the threesome crisscross the states at a frantic pace to meet their commitments.
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