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PRAISE FOR


ALL THE KING’S HORSES


“A wonderful account of how Elvis Presley, living under the mega wattage of his super stardom, found his ultimate solace and deepest center in the company of his horses. A testament to the healing power of these majestic, noble animals. His relationship with Rising Sun, his beloved Palomino, reads like a love affair. A marvelous book!”


           —CHRISTINE BARANSKI, multiple Tony and Emmy Award winning actress, and star of the CBS All Access series, The Good Fight


“After reading All the King’s Horses, I could almost imagine standing next to Elvis and gazing into his horse’s eyes. This well-written book takes you into a little known world where Elvis felt the most at ease; with his equine friends. You can feel Elvis’s devotion to his horses. Elvis and horses. What could be any better?”


           —JEANNE MARIE MIRABITO, founder and president, Our Mims Retirement Haven, Paris, KY


“Just when you thought you knew everything about Elvis, Victoria Racimo and Kim Gatto unveil one of the most important relationships of his life. Surrounded by hangers-on and sycophants along with adoring fans, Elvis longed for a few minutes of quiet . . . with a creature who didn’t want anything but love. None of the hundreds of biographies came close to discovering how much his equine friends meant to the King. Until now.”


           —MICHAEL BLOWEN, founder and president, Old Friends, Georgetown, KY


“This meticulously researched book is a must read for people who love horses and love Elvis. Riding was clearly a way for The King to get away from the pressures of fame and All the King’s Horses shows a little-known side of Elvis and how his love for his horses grounded and energized his life.”


           —JANE GOLDENRING, film and television producer, President of Goldenring Productions, and former Sr. VP of Production at Disney


“In their fascinating and revealing new book All the King’s Horses: The Equestrian Life of Elvis Presley, Victoria Racimo and Kimberly Gatto begin with the old adage, ‘There is something about the outside of a horse that is good for the inside of a man.’ No quote is more appropriate in describing the profound, almost spiritual effect horses had on a man who was worshiped by millions of adoring fans all over the world who only knew the outside of Elvis Presley. In this beautifully told and meticulously researched adventure of discovery, Racimo and Gatto dig deep into that side of Elvis no one ever saw and show you the inside of a man.”


           —STEVE HASKIN, award-winning Hall of Fame American horse racing journalist and author


“Elvis’s love of horses is palpable in this wonderful new book. They touched his soul and became his passion! He finally found peace and solace when he was around them, often riding alone for hours, giving him a much-needed escape. I loved learning about this soft and gentle side of the King. A really fun and fast read. Great job, Victoria and Kimberly. Thanks for giving us this story. A must read for Elvis fans!”


           —ROBIN HUTTON, author of the New York Times bestseller, Sgt. Reckless: America’s War Horse


“What always interests me is highlighted by this book: human relationships/friendships with animals. The need for animals in our lives is the need for a re-democratization of us as fellow sufferers and fellow travellers through creation. Loss of that democracy is also paradoxically a loss of humanity. With a celebrity like Elvis, the need to rediscover or reboot his humility must have been both powerful and unattainable with other human beings. He was just too big. The story of Elvis seeking his democracy among his equine friends is very [heart]warming in Racimo and Gatto’s book, All the King’s Horses.”


           —BERNARD POMERANCE, author and Tony Award-winning playwright of The Elephant Man


“Reading about the comforting relationships Elvis had with his horses, I learned there was a very different side to the superstar. How lovely to know that Elvis the man, the husband, the father, the friend—found a special place to go with his equine friends when everything else was in the crazy zone. This book gave me insight into his overwhelming kindness, generosity, and spirit.”


           —SHARON A. CARR, Broadway producer, Pippin, Trip to Bountiful, Cinderella


“If you love Elvis, if you love horses, (and I do love Elvis and I do love horses), then you won’t be able to put down All the King’s Horses. I finally found something that Elvis and I have in common!”


           —MIKEY CAMERON, ESPN Radio Lex talk show host, and thoroughbred racehorse trainer/breeder
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“You have walked among us a spirit, and your shadow has been a light upon our faces.”


—KAHLIL GIBRAN, The Prophet









FOREWORD


BY LARRY GELLER


Was Elvis Presley truly happy?


We were riding our horses at Elvis’s Circle G Ranch on a warm summer afternoon in 1967, when Elvis brought his horse Rising Sun to a quick halt. He looked across the rolling green hills. “Larry, this ranch is my dream. I’ve been looking for something like this for a long time. You know how much I love singing and making records, and bein’ in movies.” He had an almost wistful, faraway look in his eyes. “But out here, riding our horses the way we are and livin’ on the ranch close to Mother Nature—that’s where it’s at for me. I can’t stand staying out in Hollyweird too long. It’s so easy to lose yourself out there, and this place brings me back to the basics. I’m talkin’ about hanging on to your soul.”


Being true to oneself, staying in touch with the basics, was a meaningful theme like a golden thread that ran throughout Elvis’s life. Those basics, what meant the most to him, were the pure joy of singing, the happiness he brought to his fans and, most of all, his little daughter Lisa Marie. Often, he would quote something his beloved mother drilled into him. “Never forget where you came from, and don’t pretend to be something you’re not.” This became a central truth that he struggled to live up to his entire life. Thrust onto the world stage, rising from utter poverty to the heights of luxury and fame, Elvis was always humble and grateful for the blessings he had been given.


I thought I knew just about everything there was to know about Elvis Presley. I had worked for him, travelled with him, even sometimes lived at Graceland, and we were close personal friends. I even lived at the Circle G Ranch when he was there, where I witnessed first-hand his love and respect for horses. Yet, throughout the pages of this interesting, well-researched, and insightful book, I often found myself smiling or even laughing at something that was fresh and new to me. Whether you’ve been a fan your whole life, or just discovered the magic of Elvis, this book is a page-turner!


Elvis’s life and career are legendary; he’s been profiled and written about in many hundreds of books, more than any other entertainer or cultural icon in history. I am honored to have been asked by Kimberly Gatto and Victoria Racimo to write the foreword to their unique and intimate window into Elvis’s extraordinary life.


Larry Geller









INTRODUCTION


“It’s surprising how much you can look forward to the morning when there’s a horse waiting on you.”


—ELVIS PRESLEY


A well-worn adage states, “The outside of a horse is good for the inside of a man.” Throughout history, time and again, these words have been proven true. Those of us who love horses share a unique, indelible bond with these profoundly God-like creatures. A soft muzzle, a playful nicker, or the sound of a contented horse munching hay can often soothe the most troubled of souls. One feels a sensation of peace, of quietude, if one allows a horse’s loving spirit to enter the human heart. Riding a horse gives a sense of true freedom and a good gallop atop a fine steed can cure even the toughest of ills.


Receiving love from a horse is a gift. Elvis Presley discovered this to be true.


Elvis’s great love of horses evolved in childhood, but owning a horse was a luxury that the Presleys were certainly unable to afford. Growing up in Southern poverty, Elvis quietly nurtured the dream that one day he would own a horse. As he began to earn money as a young star, Elvis frequently rented horses and rode with friends at a local dude ranch. At the height of his fame in the mid-1960s, Elvis Presley would find himself the proud owner of dozens of horses and two farms on which to take care of them. Most importantly, it was in this world of horses that he found the solace he so dearly sought. His horses took him away from the world that clamored for Elvis Presley, the superstar—a world that left him with little time to himself.


Video clips that remain to this day show a radiant and carefree Elvis amongst his horses. The footage reveals that Elvis was not merely a fan of horses, but also a skillful rider, with soft hands and seat, enjoying a true connection with his equine partner. A sense of peace and tranquility is evident on the singer’s face. “Everyone knows Elvis and his music, his films, his charities, but they didn’t know much about his true pastime,” Priscilla Presley would later recall. “Elvis was happiest when riding horses.”1


In the nearly forty years since Elvis’s passing, countless books have been written about the star. These books seemingly chronicle every detail of his too-brief life, with subjects ranging from his movies to his favorite foods to his many relationships. This is the story of another, less familiar, side of Elvis Presley—the story of the King’s love of horses.


As the old adage states, the outside of a horse became very good for the inside of a man. In this case, that man was none other than Elvis Aaron Presley.
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A KING RIDES IN


As the sun rose from its nightly slumber, fans began to gather at the entrance of a stately abode. They clustered like leaves around the iron gates, which stood at the bottom of a long driveway. Some attempted to climb the grey stone walls that stood near the road, while others waited patiently. It was Memphis, Tennessee in the early 1970s and folks were united in their quest for a glimpse of the King.


Everett Brown was a young man on another type of mission on this warm summer’s day. Driving to work, he had run into trouble with an overheated car that had placed him squarely on Bellevue Avenue. Brown headed towards the local phone booth to call a friend for help. As he walked down the long road, Brown saw the familiar gates and walls of Graceland, the home of Elvis Presley.


Little did Brown know that, on that day, he was about to come face-to-face with the legend. As the young man peered up the long driveway, a unique figure caught his attention. There he was—Elvis—sitting atop a golden steed with a flowing white mane and tail. He wore white pants and a ruffled shirt and sported a purple scarf around his neck. Brown’s eyes widened as the King effortlessly guided his Palomino, Rising Sun, down towards the gates. Brown found himself in the right place at the right time; Elvis Presley was riding down to greet his fans.


As the superstar mingled with the group that had assembled, Brown watched from afar, mesmerized by the sight. “I looked across the street, and sure enough, Elvis was crisscrossing the lawn on Rising Sun,” Brown remembers. “He looked so majestic, as did the palomino horse he was riding.”1 Years later, Brown, a Tennessee-based singer/songwriter, would pen a song about his chance encounter with the King and his horse that shone, Brown wrote, “like a diamond in the delta dawn.” The song, “Rising Sun,” included the following stanza that eloquently described the scene:





            Rising Sun was the horse’s name


            A palomino with a golden mane


            A silver saddle and a flashing stride


            A pony fit for a king to ride.


Aside from the local fans that stood outside for a glimpse of their idol, few outside Elvis’s inner circle knew of his truly deep-seated passion for horses. This was, in many ways, a positive thing, as the stable was one of only a few scant areas where Elvis could escape from the pressures of his fame. At the height of his stardom, Elvis had difficulty even leaving his home without being mobbed by eager fans. In the barn and on the grounds, with his horses, he was able to find serenity, if only temporarily.


While Elvis enjoyed the peacefulness provided by his time with horses, he also delighted in sharing them with his beloved admirers. It is well-chronicled that Elvis adored his legions of fans, and he relished in sharing his love of horses with those he felt had supported him. He would often gallop “Sun” alongside the stone walls so that fans could watch the pair in action, then ride down to the gates. Elvis would sometimes spend hours at a time chatting with folks and signing autographs. On occasion, he would allow parents to prop their young children up on the horse with him, posing for photographs as both the parents and children grinned with joy.


Most of the time, during these rides, Elvis would be atop Rising Sun, but he could also be spotted riding his other favorite—Bear, a shiny, black, flat-shod Tennessee Walker. Over time, folks got to know the names and appearances of the horses, and Elvis enjoyed joking with them. On one summer morning, a woman asked Elvis if he’d be riding Bear later. The star laughingly replied, “No, honey, I think I’ll keep my clothes on!”2


In such a way, the horses provided a dual purpose for Elvis. When he desired solace, he could slip into the barn and brush, talk to, or care for his horses without interruption. Some say he was more organized in the barn than in any other aspect of his life. He enjoyed cleaning tack, fixing fences, and grooming his horses until they gleamed. He labeled everything in the tack room; fans visiting Graceland today can see his handwriting on the walls where he labeled each horse’s tack. While he often rode together with his wife Priscilla and with his group of friends known as the “Memphis Mafia,” Elvis would just as frequently ride alone, sometimes saddling up his horse after breakfast and embarking on a few hours’ worth of soul-searching.


Besides offering him a much-needed escape, horses also served the entertainer side of Elvis. If he planned to ride or put on a show for his fans near the gates or on the lawn at Graceland, he often dressed the part in stylish pants, a silk blouse, and a brightly colored scarf, or perhaps a black leather jacket and matching chaps, leather gloves, and a derby hat. Ever the showman, he would sometimes toss the scarf he was wearing to a lucky fan that stood nearby. When he rode alone or worked in the barn, Elvis typically wore a less formal outfit of jeans, a suede jacket, chaps, and a cowboy hat. In both instances—whether he was showing off for fans or finding an escape from the rigors of his fame—it is clear that Elvis appeared extremely happy and content when he was with his horses.
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IN THE BEGINNING


While nearly every aspect of Elvis Presley’s life has been widely chronicled in print, there is no evidence as to whether Elvis ever rode horses as a child. There is a likelihood he was exposed to horses in some remote way, as most children are given a pony ride at a local park or petting zoo. It is also possible that some folks in the Tupelo, Mississippi area, where Elvis lived as a young boy, would have owned working horses, along with cows, chickens, and other animals that are used in farming.


Growing up as the only child of Vernon and Gladys Presley—his twin, Jessie Garon, was stillborn—Elvis was an animal lover from the beginning. Vernon Presley remembered that Elvis had an affinity for all living creatures, even as a small child. “When he was a boy, I asked him to go hunting with me,” Vernon later recalled. “But when he answered, ‘Daddy, I don’t want to kill birds,’ I didn’t try to persuade him to go against his feelings.”1
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