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FOREWORD

In the mid-1970s, bassist/producer Norbert Putnam was in England, producing an album by the band Splinter, who were on George Harrison’s label Dark Horse. Norbert, a huge Beatles fan, never hesitated to pepper George with questions about the Fab Four whenever they were together.

One evening George finally told him, “Well, I’ll make you a deal. You answer all of my questions about Elvis, and I’ll answer all of your questions about the Beatles,” knowing that Norbert had played bass on a number of Elvis’s records. The two talked long into the night, Norbert listening with fascination as George recalled how nervous he and the other Beatles had been when they first met Elvis, at a legendary meeting in Los Angeles on August 25, 1965. In 1972, when Elvis played a historic run of shows at Madison Square Garden, George attended and was still nervous when he went to see Elvis after the show. “I went backstage, and I’m waiting in line, and Elvis comes up, and I couldn’t talk!” he told Norbert. “Did all of the Beatles feel that way about Elvis?” Norbert asked. “Oh yeah,” George replied. “Elvis was it. Everyone else was secondary.”

It was the kind of response Elvis had generated from the moment he first burst into the public eye. When DJ Dewey Phillips played an acetate of Elvis’ first record, “That’s All Right” on Memphis radio station WHBQ on July 8, 1954 — a mere three days after the song had been recorded — there was an instantaneous reaction from the listeners who knew: Elvis was it. Phone calls began coming into the station asking for the record to be played again. And again. And again. Everyone else was secondary.

And that’s pretty much the way it went for the rest of Elvis’ career. As the first star of rock ’n’ roll, he made everyone else secondary. He set a standard that is still being emulated today. In music, as artists continue to rework rock ’n’ roll, the genre that Elvis helped pioneer. In style, where the pegged trousers Elvis wore in the 1950s, the leather suit seen in his 1960s TV special Elvis, and the jumpsuits of the 1970s aren’t seen as “retro” outfits, but something classic, iconic. In the very idea of what it means to be a rock star: living large, with his own custom-made jewelry and sunglasses; a lavish Southern mansion; planes, trains, and automobiles at his disposal; and always surrounded by a loyal entourage of family and friends. As the ads for the 2002 album ELV1S: 30 #1 Hits put it, “Before anyone did anything, Elvis did everything.”

As a rock fan, there’s never been a time I didn’t know who Elvis Presley was. But I didn’t really start to get Elvis until 1973, when “Hound Dog” came blasting out of the TV set during a commercial; riveted by the exciting sound, I went out and bought the single the next day. There have been many more record (and video, and CD, and DVD) purchases since. And then there’s been the fun of discovering who Elvis was (with Peter Guralnick’s masterful two-volume biography, Last Train To Memphis and Careless Love being must-reads for every Elvis fan), debating the merits of one record or film over another, visiting Graceland, and attending Elvis Week. Most exciting has been the opportunity to talk with people who knew and worked with Elvis, including his original musicians, Scotty Moore and D.J. Fontana; Steve Binder, the director of the 1968 Elvis TV special; and musicians Jerry Scheff and Ronnie Tutt, who performed with Elvis in the 1970s, to mention only a few.

But of course it’s Elvis’ work that continues to provide the greatest thrill. And the pleasure in writing this book comes from being able to write about some of the greatest music, films, and performances in rock history, and the man who brought it all together.

We hope you enjoy this look at one of the most remarkable personalities of the twentieth century, a man whose accomplishments continue to dazzle people today, whether they’re longtime fans or people just discovering the work of a legend: Elvis Presley.

— Gillian G. Gaar, Seattle, WA
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INTRODUCTION

There aren’t many people that are known around the world by just their first name. But such is the case with Elvis. You don’t need to say “Elvis Presley”; just say “Elvis” and everyone knows exactly who you’re talking about.

It’s not quite as easy to say who Elvis was, because he meant different things to different people. Some people knew him as a member of their family: a son, a husband, a father. Other people knew him as a friend, a school pal, a boyfriend. To some he was a fellow musician; to others he was a fellow soldier. To those who benefitted from his generosity, he was a much needed helping hand.

The many people that crossed his path continue to treasure their memories of Elvis. Some recall the shy, sandy haired kid who brought his guitar to school, and who, if you asked enough, might play a song for you. Others remember the teenager who frequented the Memphis record shops, flipping through the new releases, smiling every time the little demonstration record he’d given to the owner for the store’s jukebox came on, never boasting to the other shoppers that it was his voice they were listening to. Neighbors recall a young man who was always respectful to his parents, and eager to do what he could to make their lives a little easier. Friends remember Elvis as someone who was as enthusiastic about touch football as he was about attending all-night gospel singings.

Elvis’ first serious girlfriend, Dixie Locke, remembers how Elvis just couldn’t get enough of music. On Sundays, it wasn’t enough to enjoy the music at their own church; they’d sneak out and visit the African-American churches to listen to their music too. Or they would spend hours in the listening booths at the record store playing records, with Dixie trying to help Elvis remember the lyrics to new songs. A love of music was key to many of Elvis’ relationships. His friend Charlie Hodge, who met Elvis in the army, helped to cheer him up in the months after his mother’s death. But they really bonded over their mutual interest in music — Charlie being a performer too — and the two would play and sing together throughout the years of their friendship, with Charlie joining Elvis’ stage band in the 1970s. Both Steve Binder, who directed Elvis in the 1968 television special Elvis, and Chips Moman, who produced Elvis in early 1969 at American Sound Studios in Memphis, were quick to pick up on Elvis’ deep love of music, and his equally strong desire to create great music of his own, which made them just as determined to help Elvis make some of the best work of his career with them. Musicians who worked with Elvis in the studio recall his perseverance as he pushed himself through take after take. At one session, after 26 takes of ‘Hound Dog’, producer Steve Sholes was satisfied, but Elvis wasn’t. He wanted to keep going, and did, for another five takes, before finally announcing “This is the one.” Elvis knew what he wanted and kept on working until he got it. His reward in this case was another Number One record.

There was also a playful side to Elvis. He had always shared what he could with his friends, and once he began to make a bit of money he couldn’t wait to share his good fortune with those around him. Friends recall the many parties he hosted, and how during his seasons in Las Vegas he’d bring everybody up to his suite for sing-alongs that lasted until dawn. There were trips to Hawaii where he picked up the tab for everyone. And who could forget being given a car by Elvis? Friends, employees, even total strangers received cars when Elvis was feeling generous. Longtime friend Jerry Schilling was even given a house by the man he’d long looked up to and admired, recalling Elvis’ simple reasoning for the gift: “You never had a home. I wanted to be the one to give it to you.”

But “shy” was the most common word people used to describe Elvis in the early days; to his first producer, Sam Phillips, “He was beyond shy.” Yet Sam sensed something else beneath the surface, something he couldn’t put his finger on, but wanted to tap into. His patience was rewarded after hours of rehearsal when Elvis suddenly felt a newfound freedom, and unexpectedly broke into ‘That’s All Right.’ Guitarist Scotty Moore and bassist Bill Black fell in right behind him, and rock ’n’ roll would never be the same again.
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Elvis in his dressing room while working on the film Harum Scarum, 1965.
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Advertisement for Elvis’ show at Sicks Stadium, Seattle (September 1, 1957). A young Jimi Hendrix attended the performance.



And this is the moment when most people’s memories of Elvis begin. For most people knew Elvis as a performer. His music first won over people in Memphis, then in the South, then across the country, then around the world. He was the newly-crowned King of Rock ’n’ roll, and people still remember the first time they heard a classic song like ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, or ‘Don’t Be Cruel’, or ‘Jailhouse Rock’. For some, that first moment might have been seeing one of Elvis’ TV appearances, or one of his movies. A very fortunate number of people were lucky enough to actually see him perform live, dazzling audiences in a way that just can’t be experienced on record or the small (or big) screen.

Other fans had their first memory of Elvis come a little later. Perhaps it was when they saw the 1968 television special, a show that reaffirmed Elvis’ status as one of rock ’n’ roll’s best performers. Or maybe it came during the 1970s, at a show in Las Vegas or another sold out concert. And he was a bigger global phenomenon too. There was a reason Elvis was tapped for the first global satellite broadcast of a rock show, the Aloha From Hawaii concert held in January 1973; everyone knew that with Elvis on board, the show would receive top ratings.
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A very “mod” look for this film poster for one of Elvis’ last films, The Trouble With Girls (And How To Get Into It).



Elvis’ greatest impact was as a performer. He helped elevate rock ’n’ roll from what was virtually an underground style into a music that reverberated around the entire world. He helped to develop an entirely new genre of music, and so changed the course of popular music forever. Elvis’ music, his visual image, his fashion style influenced countless performers who have come after him — sometimes simply seeing Elvis play guitar was enough to inspire people to pick up instrument themselves. Even Elvis’ catchphrases have passed into public consciousness. After all, what do you think of when you hear the words “Thank you. Thank you very much”? Chances are, it’s Elvis.

For all these, and countless other reasons, Elvis will always be remembered. Those who were closest to him, his family and his friends, will always feel the strongest connection, and have the most personal memories. But anyone who was ever touched by Elvis, whether through his music, or his live performances, or his many acts of kindness, feels that they know him a little bit too. How could it be otherwise? Elvis had always been there for them, from the beginning, never hesitating to stop and pose for a photo, sign an autograph, have a chat, wave hello. Small gestures, perhaps. But Elvis was always there for his fans. And Elvis’ fans will always be there for him.
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Elvis greets his fans on the set of Love Me Tender.






FROM THE DEEP COUNTRY TO THE BIG CITY

Elvis Aaron Presley was born in a small, two-room shotgun shack in East Tupelo, Mississippi, on January 8, 1935. (East Tupelo would later be incorporated with its neighboring town, Tupelo, in 1946.) His parents were Gladys and Vernon Presley. If you’d told the small family that one day their son would buy them a home whose living room would be larger than the entire East Tupelo house they lived in it would have seemed unlikely. Life was hard for the Presleys. Elvis’ twin, christened Jessie Garon Presley, had died at birth. He was buried in an unmarked grave in the local cemetery, as there was no money for a proper burial. There was never enough money to go around.

But the bond the family shared was something that money couldn’t buy, and Elvis had all the love and support he needed as he grew up. His interest in music was clear from an early age — his mother recalled him running down the aisle to try and sing with the church choir when he was two — and his parents never failed to offer him encouragement. His first public performance came about when a teacher at his school, Mrs. Oleta Grimes, heard him singing at school. Mrs. Grimes took him to the principal, who entered him in a talent contest held on Children’s Day at the Mississippi-Alabama Fair and Dairy Show held at the Tupelo Fairgrounds. On October 3, 1945, Elvis faced his first audience, standing on a chair to reach the microphone, and, singing acapella because he had no guitar, sang Red Foley’s ‘Old Shep,’ a tearjerker about a boy and his beloved dog. The simple, unadorned performance undoubtedly tugged on the heartstrings. Elvis took fifth place in the competition, winning $5 in ride tickets, but his main memory of the event was being punished by his mother for going on one of the wilder rides without permission.

A few months later Elvis received a guitar for his 11th birthday. His uncles and his pastor at the First Assembly of God church, Frank Smith, helped him learn to play, and he was later encouraged to sing at services, though as Smith recalled, “I would have to insist … he didn’t push himself.” By junior high, Elvis was bringing his guitar to school, where his friends remember him playing country and gospel songs at lunchtime. “He was crazy about music,” said one of his friends, James Ausborn. “That’s all he talked about.”

Elvis was excited to learn that James’ brother was a real musician — Carvel Lee Ausborn, who performed professionally as Mississippi Slim. Slim hosted the WELO Jamboree, a weekly radio show broadcast from the Tupelo courthouse, and the two boys were frequent visitors. Audience members were asked to perform on the show as well, and Elvis did so on occasion, hanging around afterwards in the hopes of getting tips on guitar playing from Slim. The one thing everyone from Tupelo remembers about Elvis was his keen interest in music.

On November 6, 1948, the Presleys moved to Memphis in the hopes of finding better job opportunities. The atmosphere in Memphis was worlds away from that of Tupelo. Tupelo was a small town; Memphis was a city. It was so big to Elvis that when his father took him to school the first day, Elvis turned around and ran straight home, explaining that he was intimidated by all the people. Vernon told him he could stay home for one day, but had to go back to school the next. And he did.

Vernon and Gladys soon found work, and the following year the family moved into public housing at Lauderdale Courts, the biggest, and nicest, place they’d ever lived in. It was not too far from Humes High School, where Elvis was finally settling in, volunteering in the library, joining the ROTC in 10th grade, and briefly playing football for the Humes High Tigers.

He also palled around with a gang of friends who lived in the neighborhood. The mother of one friend, Jesse Lee Denson, persuaded her son to help Elvis with his guitar playing. Lee’s friends were also aspiring musicians; there were the Burnette brothers, Johnny and Dorsey, as well as Johnny Black, whose older brother, Bill, played in a country group called the Starlite Wranglers. When he wasn’t riding his bike or playing touch football, Elvis would play guitar with the other boys, sitting in the background, but joining in nonetheless. He’d also play at parties, though he was sometimes too shy to perform when all the lights were on. So it came as a surprise to one of his friends when, during an organized visit to the local hospital, Elvis brought his guitar to sing to the patients.
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An early picture of Elvis, age two, with his mother and father. The photo was later used on the cover of Elvis Country.
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A studious looking Elvis at 11 years of age.
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A teenage Elvis posing with a toy gun outside of the Lauderdale Courts apartment complex in Memphis. He would later collect many real firearms.
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A teen idol in the making, early 1950s.



It was equally a surprise to his schoolmates when Elvis performed at Humes High’s Annual Minstrel Show during his senior year, on April 9, 1953. Most students didn’t even know he played guitar. And having his name misspelled in the program as “Elvis Prestly” couldn’t have helped his nerves. Elvis performed ‘Till I Waltz Again With You,’ a song made popular by Teresa Brewer, and so impressed the audience he was called back for an encore. Ballads, country, and gospel songs were still the kind of songs he preferred to perform. One of his teachers later recalled Elvis playing guitar quietly at a school picnic, but although playing for himself, he gradually attracting the attention of the other students: “There was something about his quiet, plaintive singing which drew them like a magnet.” Elvis wasn’t yet in the spotlight, but he had already learned how to make an impression with his music.

Elvis graduated from high school on June 3, 1953, and by early July he’d landed a job at M.B. Parker Machinists. But he was still thinking about music. That same month, an article appeared in the Memphis Press-Scimitar about a group of inmates, The Prisonaires, who’d been escorted to Memphis for the day to cut a record at the Memphis Recording Service (later to be renamed Sun Studio). Was this where Elvis learned about the studio and its owner, producer Sam Phillips? Sam, originally from Alabama, had opened the Memphis Recording Service in 1950 specifically to work with African-American performers. He was soon working with an impressive roster of talent, including Howlin’ Wolf, B.B. King, and Rufus Thomas, and in 1952 he’d started his own label, Sun Records.
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A receipt from Elvis for a payment by his manager “Colonel” Tom Parker; the notation indicates how the payment was broken down for Elvis and his band, Scotty Moore, Bill Black, and DJ Fontana.



Business cards for the studio boasted, “We record anything — anywhere — anytime.” One of those services was making personal recordings; for $8.25, anyone could come in the studio and record a two-sided acetate. Elvis had never spoken to anyone about making a career in music, but it’s not insignificant that he was drawn to a business run by a man who known for doing something different. Elvis saved his money and decided to make a record at the studio; “I just wanted to hear what I sounded like,” he explained.

It was a big step for the naturally reserved young man to take. “I took the guitar, and I watched people, and I learned to play a little bit,” he later said. “But I would never sing in public. I was very shy about it, you know.” Now he was ready to find out what he could do.

The Music That Made The Man

Elvis was heralded as the King of Rock ’n’ roll — rock ’n’ roll being a music that drew on country swing and gritty rhythm & blues. But there was a lot more to his musical makeup than just those two genres.

The very first music Elvis heard were the gospel hymns at his local church, the First Assembly of God, and gospel would be his favorite music for the rest of his life. When the family moved to Memphis, Elvis became a regular at the All-Night Gospel Singings held at the Ellis Auditorium, seeing acts like the Speer Family and the Sunshine Boys. The Blackwood Brothers were local heroes, whom Elvis not only saw at the Gospel Singings and heard on the WMPS radio show High Noon Round-Up, but also knew as members of the Assembly of God church he attended in Memphis. He was especially fond of the Statesmen, whose lively performances electrified audiences. It wasn’t just their vocal acrobatics that impressed Elvis; he also took note of the furor that resulted when bass singer Jim “Big Chief” Wetherington would jiggle
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