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prelude


Before Elvis, there was nothing.


—JOHN LENNON


ELVIS PRESLEY WAS ON The Ed Sullivan Show, and the kids did not understand what the fuss was about. If they had even heard of Elvis (“Elvis Pretzel singing ‘Heartburn Hotel,’” some of them thought the deejay said on their little plastic radios), they knew he was a singer whose voice attracted them. They had never heard anything like it. Now, seeing him for the first time playfully blub blub blubbing his way through “Don’t Be Cruel,” they saw he was grown-up, sort of, but a kid like them, too. They could tell by the way he looked at them—he knew them, knew what they were thinking. Elvis … Elvis. They said his name and felt the first stirrings of love. He knew what was in their hearts and spoke directly to them.


The adults saw Presley and thought, What the hell was that? If they were particularly threatened, they might shoo the kids away from the television set, as if he were contagious and could somehow teach them about sex through the fuzzy black-and-white image. But since this was 1956, Dad probably just cleared his throat and left the room shaking his head, These crazy kids …


Elvis was the first. Before the Beatles, before the Rolling Stones, before U2, before Sean Combs, there was Elvis. The original Slim Shady, he was black and white, rhythm and country, hot and cool. His appearance on Ed Sullivan ripped the 1950s in half, and America was never the same. He could not have seen what was coming—the Colonel, who wanted to make him into sort of a hip Perry Como (if such a thing can be imagined) certainly did not. And for himself, his wildest dream, the one beyond imagining, was to be in the movies like Tony Curtis. But whatever happened, he was game.


In the beginning, Elvis did not understand the audience’s ferocious response to him. But he quickly learned to harness it, toying with his screaming fans like a lover. Onstage, something came over him. He was a different person—freer, able to express himself, musically articulate as he never was in conversation. People loved him and he gave their love back to them in kind.


Did the kids even know why they liked Presley? They knew their parents hated him, which was a start. His concerts were an almost Dionysian release. After the placid tones of Frank Sinatra and Tommy Dorsey, rock and roll was a safe place for American teens to go berserk. The great seducer, Elvis left them spent, stunned. They had never seen anything like him: He was so totally different, that’s for sure. This beautiful man who loved his mama, wore mascara, and sang like an angel.


The first superstar, Elvis was almost pure style. Tolstoy believed that one critical way to judge art was if it got a response—either good or bad. Everythingabout Elvis was provocative. His clothes, his hair, the way he sang, the way he moved on stage, his half-kidding sneer. Adults, church leaders, the great dull morass that makes up acceptable society considered Elvis a joke, but Leonard Bernstein recognized his impact. Talking to Richard Clurman, an editor at Time magazine, he proclaimed, “Elvis Presley is the greatest cultural force in the twentieth century.” What about Picasso? Clurman wondered. This kind of parrying was common at the Time-Life Building. “No,” Bernstein insisted. “It’s Elvis. He introduced the beat to everything and he changed everything—music, language, clothes. It’s a whole new social revolution—the sixties came from it.”


In terms of style, there were three distinct Elvises. The 1950s’ Hillbilly Cat beloved by fans is considered the purest Elvis. In his slouchy Lansky jacket Presley played country rube to New York City television audiences. The 1960s’ Hollywood Elvis—onscreen, he plays racecar drivers! Roustabouts! Twins!—presented a more clean cut (some would say neutered) Elvis acceptable to middle America. And finally, there was the 1970s’ Vegas Elvis—the glitz, the glamour, the behind-the-scenes shenanigans. Elvis is no longer the wide-eyed country boy happy to be here. Spend enough time in Oz and you just know there is some heavy stuff going down. In Bill Belew’s hand-studded jumpsuits, Elvis is no longer a singer, but the greatest entertainer in the world. He is quite simply, the King of Rock and Roll.


ELVIS BLEW INTO the complacent center of the 1950s and tore them apart. Like Audrey Hepburn, Grace Kelly, and Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, three other style icons of the twentieth century, he came along at precisely the right time. Television, then in its infancy, and the first teenagers with spending money and a world view apart from their parents joined forces to make Elvis a star. Asked why he became the phenomenon he did, Elvis said humbly, “The people were looking for something different and I came along just in time. I was lucky.”


Elvis’ style worked because it came from his life. Presley (possibly the most distinctive looking, and sounding, man in the entire world) was no publicist’s creation. Instead, he lifted his style—which was, essentially, himself—from Beale Street, church, the army, Hollywood, and finally, Las Vegas and the road.


No one looked like Elvis before he came on the scene. He was a stunning original—a shambling Memphis Beau Brummel, the bad boy (albeit with very good manners, because his mother would have killed him if she thought he was getting a big head), a Southern James Dean who reached audiences through his music.


Elvis had a keen visual sense not only in how he presented himself onstage, but in his homes, the cars he drove, the women he dated, even the guys who surrounded him. His pure, idiosyncratic style was all the more remarkable because he was completely untutored. Elvis instinctively recognized the transformative power of clothing—and, indeed, his very life—to simultaneously draw attention to himself and set himself apart from others. Dean Martin, the level-headed, golf-addicted, Rat Pack crooner Elvis idolized, also recognized this. “In a tuxedo, I’m a star,” he said. “In regular clothes, I’m nobody.”


By high school, Elvis was using his wardrobe as an extension of his personality. A shy, dreamy boy with few friends and no discernible talent or ambition, he wore lace shirts when other boys his age wore khakis and madras shirts, refusing to cut his hair to play on the football team.


Presley came to think of himself as a “freak,” set apart by the superstardom of his life and all it demanded of him. His talent was so extraordinary, his rise to fame so absolute, that nothing in his past, or his family’s past, prepared him for it. But then again, what could possibly prepare anyone for that almost crippling kind of attention?


Unlike some celebrities who hide from the public’s attention, Elvis believed he owed everything to his fans. During the 1950s, whenever a teenager was reported missing, the local Memphis police checked the front gates of Graceland, in case she had run away. Elvis always stopped to sign autographs and pose for pictures, no matter how tired or busy he was, reasoning, after all, that they made it all possible.
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Elvis had an almost mystical relationship with his fans that continues to this day. By the end of his life, his connection with his audience was so absolute that there was no downtime for him. In the 1970s, he had his costume designer, Bill Belew, designing his offstage wardrobe as well. Unlike other public figures who made very clear delineations between their public and private lives, by then there was no separation between Presley’s professional and personal life: He was Elvis.


ELVIS AFFECTED HISTORY and, in turn, became history in a way that we, who recognize his influence—in fashion, in music, in cultural expectations—do not. Today, he is so linked with a singular moment in time that he is also a stylistic adjective used to describe a manner of dressing, living, and even behaving.


But while icons like Audrey Hepburn and Jacqueline Onassis, for example, are aspirationally associated with European couture filtered through classic East Coast style, for a time Elvis became the punch line of late-night jokes and cheesy impersonators, raucous living, and zero impulse control. Except onstage or in the recording studio (to him, the only places it mattered), Elvis did not have the personal discipline of Audrey or Jackie.


But at the beginning of the twenty-first century, now that we are able to take a more studied view of Presley’s extraordinary talent (which, at the end of the day, is what counts, really), this initial, hasty opinion is finally being recast.


The first thing that Elvis represents, perhaps his most compelling contribution, even today—is freedom. Total, absolute, and utter freedom. Freedom from parents, crummy jobs, school, people who don’t understand you. Elvis was not part of the Establishment, and never wanted to be. Instead, he created his own world.


A man with the childlike personal conviction to do exactly as he pleased and the money and creative imagination to back it up, Elvis lived a life millions of people fantasize about. To do what you want, be who you want, drive, escape, live the way you want. Elvis’ voice—so intimate, so pure, awakened something in those who heard it and gave them the freedom to be themselves, too. Bruce Springsteen felt it. “It was like he came along and whispered some dream in everybody’s ear, and somehow we all dreamed it.”


There is also Elvis’ dark side, as necessary to his style as his voice or his Cadillacs, for his darkness offsets his vast charisma. In the phrasing of his words we hear longing, regret—for things he can no longer have: his twin brother, his mother, the perfect dream of home, lost innocence. How simple his desire must have seemed when he stepped off that truck and walked into Sun Studio, smiling shyly to the woman behind the desk.


In Elvis, we hear the longing of America. Those lonely whistle stops. A dog barking on a country road. A man who got onstage and sang to twenty thousand, who hated sleeping alone. This longing, this loss—both his and ours—and the endless search to fill it, built this country.


Finally we see that Elvis is America, like rock and roll or blue jeans. For better or worse he inhabits our energy, optimism, and goodwilled rambunctiousness, as well as our short-tempered, childish, and occasionally violent side, and reflects it back to us as clearly as any mirror. As Jimmy Carter said, “Elvis Presley was a symbol of the country’s vitality, rebelliousness and good humor.”


Elvis does not possess the disciplined, flawless French style of Audrey and Jackie, nor Cary Grant’s cool Savile Row tailoring. How dull that perfection can be at times, after all. He was not a tiresome intellectual—but out on the road, searching, pushing forward, reaching the people. Elvis is not the voice of the city; we leave that to Frank Sinatra and Cole Porter. In Elvis, we hear the South, the West, churchgoing folk, truck drivers with one more haul to go before daybreak. Even today, Elvis speaks for them.


Like the true America, Elvis is not properly schooled, but has unerring instincts; how to move an audience, but mostly, how to sing. Jerry Leiber, who cowrote “Hound Dog,” “Loving You,” and other hits, says, “He had an incredible, attractive instrument that worked in many registers. He could falsetto like Little Richard. He could sing. The equipment was outstanding. His ear was uncanny. His sense of timing was second to none.” Elvis singing to us: how intimate like love, how trusting, that voice in your ear leading you through the dark. Our modern prayer. Through his songs and through his life, he conveys the inchoate desire of this gorgeous heartbreaking country of ours.


Dead at forty-two, worn out finally and alone, Elvis tested the Zen koan as few are given the opportunity: What would you do if your life were pure possibility? If you could have, or do, anything you wanted? In the end, Elvis faltered. Paradoxically, the man who had all the freedom in the world closed up upon himself, retreating to Graceland.


Yet for all his perceived faults (and who is anyone to judge another’s life?), Elvis did not fail to live in the time he was given. Like few men, he chased love—both giving and receiving; believing in its power like he believed in God. With his genius, he recognized that love and its transformative possibility of redemption, perhaps even more than his talent, could save him.


He may have made a few bad judgment calls—some fans and cultural critics judge him as harshly as any ex-wife, but his lowest moments were higher than most men’s highs.


Finally, we see that Elvis had all the dreams of man: youth, talent, physical perfection, artistic exuberance. Once possessed, they can never be taken from him. But none of it was enough to save him. Is this our American story? In the end, like all great loves—like the world itself—he will break our hearts. His voice and some small measure of innocence are the only things that will outlive him.


And us.
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memphis days



If Elvis had worn a white button-down oxford cloth shirt, he would still be driving a truck.


—HAL LANSKY


IT IS THURSDAY, JULY 8, 1954, the close of another hot summer day in Memphis. The sun is just setting as Elvis comes roaring in, almost slamming the door off its hinges. “What’s wrong?” His mama jumps at the racket, always fearing the worst. “Nothing,” he says, setting his radio on the kitchen table, turning the dial to one station, and telling her not to touch it no matter what. “Make sure you and Daddy listen to Dewey Phillips tonight, and don’t tell nobody. I’ll be back.” “What’s going on?” she wants to know. Oh Lord, this boy has her so worried. He can’t—he can’t sit still, he is too skittish, amazed. “See you later, Mama.” With that he heads outside, the street and the soft night the only thing to contain his energy.


He ends up at the Suzore number two movie theater over on North Main, where he worked as an usher before he got the job driving a truck for Crown Electric. He walks in right in the middle of a double feature, barely registering the images on the screen. Roy Rogers and Trigger. Good. He slouches low, legs sprawled over the seat in front of him totally against the rules of the theater, chewing bunches of red licorice. His feet crossed at the ankles beat an edgy staccato.


Outside, there is music in the air in Memphis: gospel, rhythm and blues, jazz. There are piano chords, the foot-stomping faith of a church choir, the hard bass of the sharecropper. Music in his head, in his walk, in the tap-tap-tapping of nervous fingers measuring a bravado beat only he can hear. This music is realer than anything he has ever known. He is poor, he is hungry. Beneath his extraordinary politeness—he has the docility of a house servant—wells the rage of an outsider with nothing to lose and nowhere to go but up. He wants to get the hell out. He comes from nowhere, has nothing. He is anxious for knowledge, for worlds he cannot imagine. These words, this song, this chorus inside his head. Everything, he will say and prove later with his success, is for his mama. Yes, music in the air in Memphis.


OUTSIDE, HIS DREAMS TOOK SHAPE ON BEALE, blessed Beale, the soul of Memphis. In the end for good Southern boys, all dreams begin on Beale Street.


Sam Phillips, founder of Sun Records and the man who discovered Elvis, first visited Memphis with five boys from his church and the only thing they wanted to see was Beale. He’d heard so much about it. He knew that W. C. Handy was from Florence, Alabama, his hometown. He knew Handy had come to Memphis and wrote the blues on Beale Street. And there was nothing, nothing Sam wanted to see more than that. It was pouring down rain the morning they arrived, five boys in a ’ 37 Dodge convertible. They drove up and down Beale at four in the morning—and it was everything he had heard. There were folks dressed fit to kill, winos, clean drunks, people from the farm just looking, looking to make sure they didn’t miss anything. Beale was the center of the black universe. “They had been saving for years, some of ’em, to come to Beale Street and spend the weekend,” Phillips observed.


For Sam and his friends, Memphis was it. “At that time,” recalled Phillips, “Memphis, Tennessee’s main street was the prettiest, widest thoroughfare—you would have thought I was in Germany on the autobahn.”


On Beale, as in life, the sacred and the profane bumped right next to each other. You saw things you would never see back home. There were grocery stores, nightclubs, pawnshops by the handful, bars, honky-tonks, liquor stores, restaurants—the Old King Palace, which, in its heyday, sold more beer than any place in the country; Pee Wee’s Saloon; and the Culpepper. Johnny Mills had the best barbeque in town—Frank Sinatra always went there when he played the Peabody Hotel. One of the clubs, The Monarch, was so disreputable that the wives called it “the castle of missing men.” On Thursday night, the Palace Theater had the “Midnight Rambler,” and white folks would come in and go to the movies from 11:45 until one or two in the morning. There were loose women, blues men who never saw the light of day, rooming houses with just one bathroom, and one number-three washtub for fourteen people. You had to get up pretty damn early in the morning for that bathtub.


Mrs. Jackson had one of the finest rooming houses in the city of Memphis. Count Basie, all the big bands used to stay with her. She had the best fried chicken you would ever want to eat. Tony’s Fruit Stand was on the corner of Beale and Main, run by an Eye-talian—he did nothing but print money. The old One Minute Restaurant had a ten-cent hot dog that was unreal. It was owned by a Greek fellow who knew how to make hamburgers and hot dogs. You couldn’t get into the place it was so good. During the Depression, farmers came by horse and wagon to trade butter and eggs. The Handy Theater was over on Park Street. Leonard Bernstein went down there after he had a concert at the auditorium. He stayed up all night playing piano with the guys. Unreal.


There was a little club at the corner of Beale and Second, behind the liquor store. Bernard Lansky, who runs Lansky Brothers’ clothing store, recalls seeing a man walk out the front door in broad daylight, his throat slashed from ear to ear with a carpet knife. He dropped down dead and no one blinked an eye. “Nobody pushed or nothing like that, they just step aside and walk down the street,” he recalled.


ELVIS AARON PRESLEY was a kid who was different and needless to say, he loved Beale. He lived with his mama and daddy, Gladys and Vernon, in the Lauderdale Courts, public housing really, but a step up for them. A step they were most grateful to take. He went to high school at Humes, where the white kids went, and majored in nothing, really. There was never any talk of college. Any money he earned from his after-school jobs was handed over to his daddy on Friday afternoon to help the family. Years later he would say about college, “I’d like to have gone, but I never thought about it. We just didn’t have the money.”


In his uncertainty, in his anonymity, Elvis was like millions of other American kids. Going to the movies, listening to his radio, scrapping a quarter to buy a burger and a shake—he loved french fries but wouldn’t touch the ketchup. Wondering what might happen next.


“I was a nobody, a small town kid in the big city, without a dime in my pocket, not too good in class, kinda shy … and the other guys wore GI haircuts,” he said later. “I wanted to look older, be different. I guess mostly I wanted to be noticed. My hair, the black shirt and pants I wore did it. But don’t think I didn’t take a lot of kidding from my friends. Still, I stuck with it. I guess I always knew if you want to stand out in a crowd you gotta be different.”


Like most boys his age—he was eighteen—Elvis loved girls, cars, and music. And was wildly particular about his looks, how he presented himself to the world. He was terrible about his hair, taking hours—it seemed—to comb it, using three different kinds of grease to get it to stand the way he liked. Elvis wanted to look like the hard men you saw in redneck bars. His chief style influence was from the truckers who roared down Highway 78 on their way to New Orleans. “They were wild looking guys, they had scars,” he recalled. “I used to lay on the side of the road and watch them drive their big diesel trucks.” His daddy, too, drove a truck—although it was, admittedly, for just a few months: “My dad was a truck driver and I admired him and other truck drivers I knew. Most wore sideburns and mustaches. So when I was sixteen, I grew sideburns to look as much like them as possible.”


At Humes, his favorite colors were pink and black, a wild statement when most boys his age wore khakis and madras shirts with loafers. Elvis didn’t care. Well, he did care, he wanted to be part of the gang. But he wanted to stand out, too. “It was just something I wanted to do,” he said. “I wasn’t trying to be better than anybody else.”


And he was shy beyond belief, that was the other thing. He looked as if he would just about fall over if you said boo to him. But then he wore those crazy clothes, just looking for attention, itching for a fight, almost. To an outsider it didn’t make any sense.


Elvis barely had two nickels to rub together but he knew one thing—you want smooth threads, you got but one place to go: Lansky on famous Beale Street. And when you get there, ask for Bernard.


Bernard Lansky was raised in south Memphis. Growing up, his daddy had a dry goods and grocery store with one gas pump. He went to Riverside grammar school and then South Side High School. Asked his favorite subject, he laughs—“Makin’ money.” After that it was the college of hard knocks; in other words, the army. “Uncle Sam took care of me then.”


Like pretty much everybody else during Korea, Bernard was in the army for three and a half years. He started out in Fort Bragg, North Carolina, and from there headed up to Fort Knox, Kentucky.


When he got out, it was back home to Memphis. By then, his dad had bought a second store, this one on Beale Street, because Bernard’s brother, Guy, had just gotten out of the army and had nothing to do. Mr. Lansky Senior still had the grocery store and dry goods store on Kansas Street, so the boys got into the surplus business.
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Nothing was planned. It was just that after the war, styles were loosening up and people started buying fatigues. Folks wanted the stuff because it was cheap—you could get a cap or a shirt for fifty cents, or fatigue pants for $1.95. Then surplus started thinning out and they had to start thinking of some other kind of line, so they went into the menswear business.


As Bernard recalls, “People thought we were crazy down on Beale Street, going into high fashion merchandise.” It was a good move. Other shops on Beale sold simple clothes for farmers—four-button overall pants, cotton dresses for the ladies. When Lansky Brothers started, they were the only store in all of Memphis carrying this kind of merchandise. “We had all the kids, people in high school—had the blacks, and the whites used to come in and shop with us because we had fashion. We had something that nobody else had.


“You want to look clean as Ajax? Lansky’s is your place!” says Bernard Lansky with no small understatement. Because there are two things Bernard Lansky knows—clothes and people. He could always talk to anybody. Not immodestly, he says, “I was number one because I knew how to put the language with the people. I knew how to communicate. You know, a lot of people go to college and learn all that English and stuff, I knew what was happening, I was down here with the people.”


You go to Lansky’s and Bernard—who is there, even today, every morning at 6:00 A.M.—or one of the boys will take care of you. Bernard describes his style philosophy. “A man walks in and I see he’s got the wrong tie on. You got to know what will look good on ’em. You don’t put no rock-and-roll clothes on a man goin’ be working in a bank or something.


“You know, different people buy different things. But you can tell. When you go into one of our stores you better know what to put on the customer. Know what kind of business—first thing you do, ‘Hey, how you doin’, what’s your name, sir? By the way, what do you do?’ Right away, you know what you’re going to put on that customer. I’ve been here a long time, I know what’s happening.”


The whole thing started, like so many things, with the black entertainers. Rufus Thomas, the number-one man in Memphis who had recorded “Bear Cat” with Sun Records, bought some wild stuff from Lansky. He’d visit the shop, open his coat, and say, “Ain’t I clean? Lansky—that’s where I buy my clothes!” The blues guys who played Beale needed some sharp threads so they would stand out. I mean, you can’t be dressing like a damn farmer when you’re onstage. “A lot of these entertainers used to come in here—black and white. In fact, it was all black at first and then the whites started seeing what they were wearing, they liked what they were wearing. So they used to come in here and buy the same thing.”


By the mid-1950s, everybody knew about Lansky’s. All the musicians shopped there—B. B. King, just off a tractor with $2.50 and a guitar, and the gospel groups, James Blackwood, who favored Swedish knits. The gospels were great for business because they used to come in and buy ’em as a group of four or five guys, gamblers from California and Vegas who dropped some big green. They got a lot of people from Nashville, or Arkansas, down in Mississippi. Kids in from the country who could barely afford to look.


After starting out with a small shop that sold surplus goods, Bernard and Guy added some jewelry and a small pawn shop; expanding, they bought the stores on either side, the upstairs, which had been a rooming house, and eventually, the entire building and the lot next door for $90,000. In 1955, Lansky sold everything a man could want—they had two, three thousand suits in the place. There was no end to Bernard’s inventiveness. They had the finest piece goods—silk, wool, and mohair. They had their own in-house tailor shop. If they didn’t have what you wanted, they would show you some material and make it for you, whatever you had in mind. “I guarantee you, on Friday and Saturday you couldn’t find a parking place around here with all the people picking up their clothes,” recalls Bernard. They had shirts, ties, a shoe salon, hats, even luggage.


The place was so jumping, there were ten salesmen on the floor. Ten besides Bernard; his wife, Joyce; Guy; and their sons. They had a tailor shop with six men working full time. Wherever they saw a need, they filled it. Bernard was everywhere. He was the Donald Trump of Beale Street without the ego and the dubious comb-over. On Sunday, he dressed the windows himself. “I knew what to put in those windows, I wouldn’t let anybody do it but me ’cause I knew what was happening. People looked at our window—it was just like looking at a morning paper, ’cause he’s going to see something different.”


The consummate salesman, Lansky knew that his windows, his shop, hell, the guys working in the back wrapping packages, had to be giving no percent because they were all representing Lansky’s. If Lansky was taking care of you, you were taken care of. “You had to look sharp—when you get out on the street you were my advertising, you were my billboard. People knew what was happening, they’d say, ‘Hey man, this guy has been to Lansky, I got to go shopping there.’”


Elvis knew about Lansky’s, of course he did. Right around the corner from the Loews, he walked by it all the time, studying Bernard’s display like it was the label of a 45.


Bernard saw him looking in the windows—a tall skinny kid with crazy hair and eyes that made you look twice. He had no money, Bernard knew, but that never stopped anyone from becoming a customer, from forming a relationship with Lansky. Once you knew Bernard, you were a friend for life.


In his white shirtsleeves, Bernard walked out onto the sidewalk to talk to the boy. It was a slow afternoon. “Hey,” he said, friendly, “why don’t you come on in?”


The boy looked shocked. “Ah, no, I—” he stuttered.


“Come on, come on in….” Bernard was welcoming, he had all the time in the world, holding the door open. He knew this boy, had seen his ways in the farm families, shy seeming and not good enough, almost as if he didn’t deserve to be there.
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Bernard took him in and showed him around. “Everything he saw, he was like a kid in a candy store,” he recalled. Elvis was entranced. He picked up and ran his hand along it all—the patterned jackets with velvet collars, the tuxedos, the black pegged no-back-pocket pants (a Lansky original), $65 alligator shoes.


“But Mr. Lansky, I don’t have any money.”


Bernard waved the thought away. There was something about the kid he liked. He was so personable, you could tell he wanted people to like him.


“But I tell you what—when I get rich I’ll buy you out!”


“Hey, do me a favor,” Bernard said and smiled, with a fast comeback, “just buy from me—I don’t want you buying me out!”


They laughed, getting along fine. This boy—what was his name, Elvis?—was a kidder just like him.


That Friday Elvis came back and put a shirt on layaway; cost about $3.95, that was a lot of bread at the time. “Look at that—you’re starting your wardrobe!” Bernard said, like he’s talking to a Rockefeller. Elvis smiled. He was on his way.


SAM PHILLIPS WAS COCKY. Damn straight Sam Phillips was cocky. He had The Dream and saw it as few others did. “I will say unhesitatingly that if God gave me anything at all, he gave me the intuitive powers, not to read minds but to feel souls.” Like Lansky, and Elvis, too, school was not a big draw for Sam. “I don’t think I truly learned too much from books,” he said. “Certainly I learned how to read and how to write, a few simple math formulas.” But curiosity is what Phillips had. Curiosity and an almost manic amount of energy. At the end of the day, experience was what Sam was after, and you’d never find that sitting in a schoolroom. “God knows I learned from people, I learned from animals,” he reflected.


Phillips was in radio. He came to Memphis at the age of twenty-two with four years of broadcast experience already under his belt. He started out at Muscle Shoals’ WLAY, then moved on to Decatur, Alabama, Nashville’s WLAC, and finally arrived at Memphis’ WREC in the summer of 1945 with his wife and infant son. Short of singing on the air, he did pretty much everything that needed to be done at WREC—announcer, producer, maintenance man, and broadcast engineer, overseeing the big band broadcasts that were presented every night high atop the Hotel Peabody Skyway.


At the basement offices of WREC, Sam met Marion Keisker, a divorcée who had even more radio experience than he did. A native Memphian, she had made her radio debut at the age of twelve on the weekly children’s show Wynken, Blynken, and Nod and was a familiar voice to anyone who had listened to local radio over the past twenty-five years. A 1938 graduate of Memphis’ Southwestern College, where she had majored in English, she had been the host of the very popular Meet Miss Kitty, where she interviewed visiting celebrities five nights a week, as well as the nightly broadcasts of Treasury Bandstand from the Peabody Skyway.


Bored with the autopilot performances of the big bands he produced, Phillips was on the lookout for something alive, something authentic. A restless man with a rogue ear and a prowling sensibility, he was drawn to Beale Street, to the sounds of the rough country blues players. Forget “In the Mood”; he decided that these were the people he wanted to record.


Unfortunately, no one at WREC (with the possible exception of Marion Keisker who had, in the interim, fallen hopelessly in love with him) shared his vision.


Sam knew without any doubt that artistically, he was able to discern what was different. The music he was after was not the safe sound coming out of Nashville and the Grand Ole Opry, or worse, the Establishment up in New York City, the Dorseys and the Frank Sinatras, smooth boys who were on the inside and working the rail.


No—Sam heard the rhythms of this country, sharecroppers picking cotton on someone else’s land, those who were always just a little behind. In their music he heard “the elements of the soil, the sky, the water, even the wind, quiet nights, people living on plantations, never out of debt, hoping to eat, lights up the river, that’s where they used to call Memphis.”


That was The Dream. Would he ever find that voice?


For Sam Phillips believed in greatness. That was both his blessing and his curse. He believed he could sense it as clearly as he felt the wildness of the Mississippi River. He believed, too, that he was the one who could pull it out of the humble people who walked into the studio.


Born in 1923 on a farm in Florence, Alabama, Phillips had a love for this country, a love of music and the people who worked the land. “I heard the innate rhythms of people that had absolutely no formal training in music. Didn’t know one note from another, starting in childhood, and when I got to Beale Street where there was a big black population. To see that and to see the black people especially, that came to Memphis … that struck a certain chord in me, and it resonated.”


But how to get there? Phillips was already working eighteen-hour days—putting in a full day at the station, going to his makeshift studio late in the afternoon, returning to the Peabody in the evening for the Skyway broadcasts until midnight, then back to the studio to oversee the recording of a cotton patch farmer singing blues on a bare-bones guitar.


Sam was working himself to death, that much was clear. He had already had one nervous breakdown in the forties, from stress and overwork, and was hospitalized twice at Gartley-Ramsay Hospital, where he had received electroshock treatment. It was, he said, the only time in his entire life he was scared: twenty-eight years old with a wife and two little boys, Knox and Jerry, as well as his mother and a deaf aunt depending on him. How could he make it work? For once, his belief in himself faltered. He quit the radio station in a moment, though, when his boss, Hoyt Wooten, made a sarcastic comment about why he had been away.


“Mr. Wooten, you are a cruel man,” he said, and left WREC forever.


There was one thing to do. Sam Phillips decided he had to open his own little studio. “I don’t have any money, but I can build it with my own hands,” he decided. He and Marion found a place on Union Avenue and The Dream took shape.


Fifty years before anybody was into yoga, meditation, Buddhism, or reading Pema Chödrön, Sam Phillips was down in Memphis, an authentic Zen warrior. He recognized that the road he was on was beyond difficult. And he had no way of knowing, in the end, how it would turn out. Still, he pressed forward. “I wouldn’t spare myself these hardships,” he decided. “I couldn’t spare myself these hardships, except one way—not do it. Not attempt to do it. That wasn’t satisfactory with me. I had to do it. If I did it, and it failed, I was still a hell of a winner. If I didn’t, against all odds, then I would have been a failure. Period. Maybe nobody would have known that, but I would have.”


In January 1950, with Marion’s help, he opened Sun Records, and the Memphis Recording Service, a two-person operation—consisting of, well, Sam and Marion. As she recalls, “With many difficulties we got the place and we raised the money, and between us we did everything—we laid all the tile, we painted the acoustic boards, I put in the bathroom, Sam put in the control room—what little equipment he had always had to be the best.


“I knew nothing about the music, and I didn’t care one bit,” she continues. “My association, my contribution, my participation was based totally on my personal association with Sam in a way that is totally unbelievable to me now. All I wanted to do was to make it possible for him to fulfill his vision. All I wanted to do was to do what would make him happy.”


Phillips’ business card read: “We record anything—anytime—anywhere. A complete service to fill every recording need,” and they meant it. He recorded funerals, weddings, the conventions that came through the Peabody Hotel. If someone was breathing and came in with $3.98, hell, Sam would record that, too. He didn’t even begin to think of having his own record label, but he started recording some of the blues singers. B. B. King for RPM Modern Records on the West Coast. Then Leonard Chess (he and his brother Phil ran Chess Records out of Chicago) came through town and Sam played “Rocket 88” by Jackie Brenston and Ike Turner (considered to be the first rock-and-roll record) and it blew him away. It was the biggest record Phillips had ever had. “If you got fifty thousand sales on a record, that was a big sale. We got this and sold five hundred thousand, that’s the equivalent today of probably ten million damn records.”


There was a money dispute with the Chess brothers, so Sam, who never liked having partners anyway (“When you cheat me out of one damn dollar, you got a problem”), decided to record his own music. And where did the name “Sun” come from? “I don’t know,” he says now. “I guess I’m just a country boy. And I know what happened when the sun came up on the farm. It’s a happy type of thing, it’s three letters that would look good on a 45.” For all his messianic idealism, though, Sam was still a realist: “At the same time, I didn’t think that the label made much difference anyway—it was going to be what we could create.”


So Sam had his own fiefdom, Sun Studio. He was up all night, more eighteen-hour days, but this time he believed absolutely in what he was doing. In the rightness of it. Married with two small boys and a coworker so in love with him she would do anything he asked, it was a hell of a life. There were times he had never been more certain of his power. Exhausted, frightened, scrambling for money, not sure how he was going to pull it off, he had never felt more alive: He was on the path.


“It’s not by accident in many cases that people are put through ‘the thrills of deprivation,’” he insists. “I think there is a certain type of—plan, that nobody can write the formula for, or shouldn’t, that’s out there. To me, that is the essence of what we’re all about.”


IN LATE SUMMER OF 1953, having graduated from Humes the past spring, Elvis Presley walked into that simple entryway sick with nerves, dreaming things he could barely speak of. Can we imagine him? He is alone, and gawky—just under six feet tall, rail thin with greasy light brown hair, bad skin, and longing eyes. Like most teenagers, there was something ridiculous about him; still, his need compels. He was so vulnerable, so aching that you wanted to soothe his raw edges.


He wanted to sing, to express what was inside of him. He wanted to move people, raise them up like Sunday morning. He wanted to break your goddamn heart. There was no air-conditioning and the little anteroom was hot. It was a Saturday in August and the Tennessee sun beat across the venetian blinds that did little to calm the heat. He knew what he wanted, but had no idea how to get there. The woman behind the typewriter looked so cool and collected. The dream began to take shape. He had a goal in mind: 706 Union Avenue. How often he had driven by making sure it was still there, finally working up the courage to go in. God willing, he would sing in that little two-bit room in Memphis.


Who knew where it might lead?


“Ma’am?” He closed the door gently behind him. He had a soft country accent. Like Gatsby, he realized people liked him when he smiled. He—he wanted to make a record for his mother’s birthday. Of course, Gladys was born on April 25, her birthday was months ago, so there was no small measure of deliberation behind his canny innocence.


While they waited for Sam to set things up in the control room, Elvis began, tentatively … “If you know anyone that needs a singer …”


“What kind of a singer are you?” Marion wondered.


“I sing all kinds.”


“Who do you sound like?”


“I don’t sound like nobody.”


Uh-oh, she thought—one of those. From the looks of him, she guessed hillbilly.


“I sing hillbilly.”


She tried again, “Well, who do you sound like in hillbilly?”


“I don’t sound like nobody,” he insisted quietly.


SAM—THE SAM PHILLIPS he had read about in the newspaper—motioned to him from behind the glass. He was ready.


Hands shaking, Elvis walked to the middle of the room. He looked at Mr. Phillips, now? Sam nodded. Now.


He sang a song he had been practicing at the Courts for months, “My Happiness,” which had been a hit for Jon and Sandra Steele in 1948. Marion listened at her desk. He was right, he didn’t sound like anyone else.


Accompanied by his guitar, his voice was tentative at first with nerves and uncertainty. He was so alone he sounded almost like a little boy. Toward the end, dipping into the chorus, came the fuller-voiced Elvis we know. Still, it was a simple ballad. There was no hint of any black influence, of the stalking power of rock and roll to come. What struck Marion most was the emotion that came through his performance, and the calm expectation he held at its center, as if: There are no accidents. This was meant to happen. When he finished, he began another, “That’s When Your Heartaches Begin,” a pop ballad the Ink Spots had recorded in 1941. Here, he was not so successful, running out of time or interest, declaring, “That’s the end,” at the conclusion of the tape.


He took a step back and looked up at Mr. Phillips.


Sam said he was an “interesting” singer and that “we might give you a call sometime.” Out in the front office, Marion made a note of the boy’s name, misspelling it and adding, “Good ballad singer. Hold.”


Elvis paid his $3.95 and hung around a bit, hoping Sam might come out to say good-bye, but he was too busy. Finally, not wanting to take up any more of Miss Keisker’s time, he walked out of 706 Union with his acetate in his hand, convinced that now, finally, he was on his way.


He wasn’t.


For months, there was nothing. Elvis would stop by the studio and make small talk with Miss Keisker, seeing if anything was up. Nothing ever was. He did not want to be a bother, but he also did not know what else to do. Marion did what she could to encourage the boy. Long after his success, his impression of neediness, of longing, stayed with her a long time. Through the fall and the winter he came by, hoping to see Mr. Phillips, but he was busy. Mr. Phillips was always busy, he was running a recording studio—he had real work to do.


Elvis’ relationship with Sun, if you could call it that, was like having a terrible crush on a woman totally out of his league. Sun, and by extension Mr. Phillips, did not give him the time of day. Bit by bit, he came by less often. In January 1954, he recorded another little record, with no mention of anyone’s birthday this time, Joni James’ “I’ll Never Stand in Your Way” and an old Jimmy Wakely tune, “It Wouldn’t Be the Same Without You.” This time, his insecurity betrayed him and he sounded abrupt, off track. For a singer, for any artist, confidence is everything.


Elvis was at an impasse, not knowing what else to do to bring his dream to fruition. Would he just be some anonymous guy driving a damn truck the rest of his life? Marion, who felt almost maternal about him by this time, thought that in the end, it would work out for him. “He was,” she says, “so ingenious there was no way he could go wrong.”


STILL, THINGS WEREN’T ALL BAD for Elvis. He took stock of his situation: He was nineteen years old, a high school graduate, and he had a weekly paycheck coming in. Now that he had recorded four songs (okay, so they were singles that he paid for) and got a couple of shirts from Lansky, what he needed was a girlfriend.


Elvis and Dixie Locke met cute, as they say in Hollywood—at church. In January 1954, Elvis started attending church regularly, at the Assembly of God church in south Memphis. There, he met Dixie Locke, fifteen and a sophomore at South Side High. She first noticed him in the half hour before the girls and boys split up into their religious study classes, how could she not? He was dressed so oddly in pink and black with his greased hair and fidgety manner. “He was just so different, all the other guys were like replicas of their dads,” she recalls.


The other girls thought him peculiar, but the new boy was so serious about his Bible study, and so transparent in his wanting to belong.


And yet to Dixie, even at fifteen, he was different in another way: “To watch him you would think, even then, he was really shy. What was so strange was that he would do anything to call attention to himself, but I think he was doing it to prove something to himself more than to the people around him. Inside, even then, I think he knew he was different. I knew the first time I met him that he was not like other people.”


For their first date, they went out to the Rainbow Rollerdome just outside the city limits. Well, Elvis did not actually call Dixie up and ask her out or anything like that; Dixie just made a point of talking loudly in the vicinity of Elvis—about how she and all her girlfriends would be there, and hoped he might overhear.


He did.


When she arrived at the roller rink with her girlfriends, wearing her black corduroy skating skirt with white satin lining, Elvis was there, leaning against the rail all by himself with his skates on, trying to look engaged and nonchalant at the same time. He was wearing “kind of a bolero outfit—short black bullfighter’s jacket, ruffled shirt, black pegged pants with a pale pink stripe down the side.”
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