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			Praise for Holly George-Warren’s A Man Called Destruction

			“It’s a credit to Warren’s unflinching tone that the Chilton of Destruction is a charismatic, oft-frustrating man unwilling to kowtow to anything or anyone, including his muse and his legacy. You’ll never hear his music the same way again.”

			—Randall Roberts, Los Angeles Times

			“This book is all Chilton, all the way.”

			—Janet Maslin, The New York Times

			“The many perils of rock genius . . . are on full display in Holly George-Warren’s A Man Called Destruction. . . . George-Warren’s love-letter biography of Chilton ponies up . . . great anecdotes and heartbreaking stories of staggering waste.”

			—Howard Hampton, The New York Times Book Review

			“A revelatory account of [Chilton’s] career.”

			—NPR

			“George-Warren captures [Chilton’s] erratic arc with a smooth economy, spicing Chilton’s pathos-laden life with warm anecdotes and just the right touch of musicology.”

			—Jason Heller, NPR

			“A Man Called Destruction is an endlessly fascinating bio of a self-made—indeed a self-invented—iconoclast at the cutting edge of rock’s domain. George-Warren’s thorough reporting brings Memphis to life during an era of possibilities for aspiring musicians. . . . Vividly written and carefully researched . . . George-Warren’s definitive portrait makes Chilton—an invisible man for people who don’t follow pop music closely—a visible voice even if the title partly clouds what shines between the covers.”

			—Robert Rea, Los Angeles Review of Books

			“Impressively researched and affectionately written, A Man Called Destruction arrives on the heels of a high profile year for Chilton, with an acclaimed documentary (Big Star: Nothing Can Hurt Me) and an indie rock all-star tour (Big Star’s Third) celebrating his life and music. George-Warren’s book offers something new, delving deeper into Chilton’s oft-clouded personal life and offering new anecdotes and insights into his music.”

			—Ben Apatoff, New York Daily News

			“A fascinating and in-depth look at the many phases and stages of Chilton’s career.”

			—Bob Mehr, The Commercial Appeal (Memphis)

			“A Man Called Destruction is also the only thing about this criminally underappreciated band you’ll ever need to read. It does more than all the articles, books, documentary films, and cover albums with liner notes written by famous fanboys about how important and life-changing Big Star’s recordings were combined. . . . Nobody has done such a great job telling his story before. This is what makes Holly George-Warren’s achievement such an important one, and A Man Called Destruction one of the most important books on the life and work of a musician to come out this year.”

			—Jason Diamond, Flavorwire

			“An exhaustively researched, definitive recounting of [Chilton’s] life and career.”

			—Spin

			“Holly George-Warren goes as soul-deep into Chilton’s problematically boho childhood as she does into his almost accidental pop ascent with the teen-friendly Box Tops and the protracted (self-) destruction of his life after Big Star’s brilliant Radio City. . . . George-Warren is excellent on the reasons we still talk about Chilton.”

			—Barney Hoskyns, MOJO (four stars)

			“An exhaustive and deeply sympathetic biography that paints the picture of a profoundly complex, conflicted, and contradictory artist.”

			—Stephen M. Deusner, Pitchfork

			“Thoroughly and affectionately tells the story of a man guiding his artistic and personal life via perverse whim mixed with an urge to upset expectations.”

			—Brian Doherty, Reason

			“Holly George-Warren’s authoritative book goes a long way in explaining the Memphis musician’s often mystifying left turns. . . . With the release of George-Warren’s thoughtful and fastidiously researched book, [the] ranks [of Chilton fans] will surely grow.”

			—Brad Tolinski, Guitar World

			“A you-are-there yarn colored by over one hundred revealing conversations with bandmates, friends, lovers, and others—even the subject himself. . . . Such an impenetrable personality would naturally make Chilton a hard nut to crack, but George-Warren gets closer to his complex core than any who’ve made the attempt before. Thanks to George-Warren, the man behind [the voice] is far less murky.”

			—Peter Aaron, Chronogram

			“George-Warren’s biography, based on interviews with family, friends, and fellow musicians . . . paint[s] a three-dimensional picture of a troubled, charismatic, and talented artist.”

			—Ben Segedin, Booklist

			“There are nuggets galore in the first-ever bio of Chilton.”

			—Colin Fleming, Rolling Stone (three and a half stars)

			“George-Warren delves into Chilton’s life and work by balancing an obvious empathy for the subject with a solid reportorial eye that documents his conflicted personal life and confounding musical journey.”

			—Parke Puterbaugh, News & Record (Greensboro, NC)

			“Biographer George-Warren weaves a historian’s knowledge of rock, her own acquaintance with Chilton, and interviews with one hundred other artists, friends, and family members to paint a portrait of a complex artist navigating the rough waters of the ever-changing music industry. . . . His is a legend worth exploring, and George-Warren proves an excellent guide.”

			—Mark Baumgarten, Seattle Weekly

			“The immensely gifted and highly influential musician Alex Chilton has long deserved a big biography. Holly George-Warren’s meticulously researched and beautifully written book shows us Chilton in all his mysterious glory. A Man Called Destruction gets to the heart of the man by focusing on the music he made (and the music that made him) with great precision and authority. I loved reading this sensitive, sympathetic, and intelligent portrait of a complicated and important figure.”

			—Dana Spiotta, author of Stone Arabia

			“This book is the very definition of a labor of love. Every page of it is infused with Holly George-Warren’s affection for and deep understanding of Alex Chilton and his groundbreaking work. Even its most candid moments are presented with empathy and a profound respect. Chilton could be a thorny and difficult character—he is fortunate to have found a biographer eager to untangle the knots of his character and to find the sweet heart beating within.”

			—Anthony DeCurtis, contributing editor, Rolling Stone

			“More than just the tale of a hugely talented, influential, and undervalued rock’n’roll singer-songwriter, this book is about how fame’s vagaries mess with your head, and how to fight back. Holly George-Warren worked with Alex Chilton, and has written an authoritative biography both troubling and inspiring. There’s no question his songs will live on; now their backstory will, too.”

			—Will Hermes, author of Love Goes to Buildings on Fire: Five Years in New York That Changed Music Forever

			“Warren . . . spins a captivating tale, one that will reward longtime followers of Chilton’s work and intrigue newcomers to his considerable legacy.”

			—Michael Toland, The Austin Chronicle

			“George-Warren’s affection for Chilton and his music comes through on every page. . . . If you’re a fellow Chilton cultist, it’s a must-read. If you don’t know much about Alex, check out his music . . . then when you like it, get the book and learn about the man.”

			—L. Kent Wolgamott, Journal Star (Lincoln, NE)

			“George-Warren really digs in and offers a rare view of the Big Star years with accounts from many who experienced the scene. . . . Taking into account everything from his teenybopper days to cult idol, George-Warren does Chilton justice, defining him as an artist who could not be pinned down.”

			—Blaine Schultz, Express Milwaukee

			“George-Warren . . . vividly narrates Chilton’s rise to early fame, his genius in developing new musical directions, and his precipitous decline from the musical pinnacle to an untimely death at the age of fifty-nine. . . . A colorful and compulsively readable biography.”

			—Henry L. Carrigan Jr., BookPage

			“An inside look into Chilton’s life.”

			—Jeff Eubanks, The Oxford Eagle

			“Captivating.”

			—Jim Abbott, Orlando Sentinel

			“A Man Called Destruction pulls the curtain back on Chilton’s life and music, but without dissipating the allure of his mystique. . . . George-Warren captures the moments of tragedy and sadness that would periodically mar Chilton’s life . . . [and] guides the reader through Chilton’s life, providing a narrative for the often bizarre career moves, the periods of alcoholic torpor, and the sense of peace he eventually arrived at.”

			—Philadelphia City Paper

			“Comprehensive . . . Essential reading for anyone hungering for knowledge of the secret history of unpopular music.”

			—Jonathan Valania, Phawker

			“Thorough, sympathetic, and compelling. Chilton comes across as an artist, flawed, sometimes confused, not always in control, but capable of emitting small sparks of genius.”

			—Jeff Baker, The Oregonian

			“A Man Called Destruction serves its highest purpose especially well. George-Warren does a thorough job of not only tracing [Chilton and Big Star’s] rise and fall, but of placing their story within the context of a Memphis music scene that had become one of the most important in the world in the previous two decades but was literally falling apart around the group (all Memphis natives) as they laid down the sound of the future on records for which they would receive little attention and less money.”

			—John Walker Ross, Broadway World Reviews
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			Prologue

			“Somewhere along the line I figured out that if you only press up a hundred copies of a record, then eventually it will find its way to the hundred people in the world who want it the most.”

			Alex Chilton uttered those words to English musician Epic Soundtracks, a cult figure in his own right, in 1985. Nearly thirty years later—during the summer of 2013—New York’s Central Park hosted a concert celebrating 3rd/Sister Lovers, one of Alex’s groundbreaking, yet commercially unsuccessful albums. The following night, the documentary Big Star: Nothing Can Hurt Me premiered in Manhattan, then opened around the country. Both events resulted in a flurry of Alex Chilton–related Facebook exchanges, blogging, and media coverage. The Central Park performance marked the pinnacle of eight concerts over a thirty-month span organized by former Chilton collaborator Chris Stamey. In U.S. cities as well as around the world, participants ranged from members of R.E.M. and Wilco to Robyn Hitchcock and M. Ward. A few weeks later, some of Alex’s noisiest acolytes, the Replacements, played their first gig in twenty-two years with their 1987 ode “Alex Chilton” now reaching an audience of fifty thousand, thanks to the internet.

			For more than forty years, before his sudden death of a heart attack in March 2010, Alex Chilton touched three-plus generations of fans with his diverse musical legacy. He began his life in music in 1967 as a soulful-sounding teen idol before evolving into a brilliant songwriter and then punk provocateur in the 1970s. After a time in the wilderness—driving cabs, washing dishes, trimming trees—he became the revivified elder statesman of roots music and indie rock, from the mid-’80s until his passing. Musician Chuck Prophet wrote of him, “He defies categorization entirely. ENTIRELY. Isn’t that rock & roll? What rock & roll was and should be all about?”

			Alex, though, was forever hell-bent on diverting attention from his artistic accomplishments and widening influence. Unimpressed with the laurels bestowed on him by music critics, alternative rockers, hipsters, and fans, Chilton carved out a sort of incognito life for himself in his adopted hometown of New Orleans.

			Alex’s passing at age fifty-nine sent shock waves of grief through the music world and the international media. His death was noted on the evening news, NPR, and in more than a hundred newspapers. The New York Times Magazine included him in their annual “The Lives They Lived,” in which Rob Hoerburger theorized, “If one measure of rock stardom is being your own man, then Chilton, whose career was tracked with impurities, might have been the purest rock star of all.” Rolling Stone had already placed his three Big Star recordings into its 2003 list of the greatest albums of all time, and Spin, in its 25th anniversary issue, said Chilton “essentially invented indie and alternative rock.” In the Los Angeles Times, Ann Powers reflected, “Chilton wasn’t just a genius writer of Beatles-inspired power pop songs. He was a lifelong epicurean and cultural adventurer who sought to brighten the corners of American popular music through his own work.”

			Alex died the same week Big Star was to perform at Austin’s South by Southwest, the country’s largest gathering of music cognoscenti. Those who knew him, not wanting to face the hard truth, considered the possibility that he’d faked his demise to avoid the wide-eyed fandom he did not court. But just as it had during his life, his work shone despite the circumstances. Chilton pretty much stole the eighty-thousand-strong conference, with artists ranging from Ray Davies to John Hiatt, Courtney Love to Cheap Trick eulogizing him on various stages. A packed tribute concert became a cathartic, makeshift memorial for the reluctant iconoclast, a rainy parade of indie-rock luminaries. “A procession of guest musicians helped underscore both the timeless beauty of Chilton’s best songs and the wide-ranging influence his music had across different genres and generations,” reported the Chicago Sun-Times. More memorial concerts followed, in Memphis, New York, Los Angeles, Nashville, New Orleans, Chapel Hill, and other college towns where his trio had played small clubs off and on for twenty years. No doubt, Alex Chilton would have been bemused by all this attention, perhaps annoyed that once again his story is spun regardless of his will.

			Music was Alex’s life—but what he loved more than making music was doing it on his own terms. As former Washington Post writer Joe Sasfy put it, “He [was] always riveting and real in ways few performers can ever risk. And it is those risks, in life and art, that separate Chilton from all that he has spawned.”

			Falling into the music business as lead singer of the Box Tops at age sixteen, with no plan to be famous, he went on to make beautiful, sometimes harrowing music with Big Star—the group the term “cult band” personifies—and then became an iconoclastic solo artist, wandering in uncharted territory. In titling his 1995 album A Man Called Destruction—his last solo release filled with mostly his own songs—he acknowledged that he had often torn up the paths he’d taken before, wiping out the footprints, starting anew. As his longtime compadre Tav Falco said, “Alex’s process was to create something that’s beautiful, then the next stage was to destroy it.” Alex continued to use his singular voice as a stylist of songcraft from all genres, while forging ahead as a guitarist, becoming an excellent, imaginative player—“the Thelonious Monk of rhythm guitar,” according to Tom Waits.

			“All my career,” Alex said in 1993, “I’ve always kind of envied somebody like the Cramps [whom he produced], who had such a well-defined bag they were in. . . . I guess I was wishing I wanted to be that way or something. But I don’t, really, and now I don’t wish for it anymore, either.”

			During the last decade of his life, in his beloved cottage in New Orleans’s Treme, he enjoyed playing a piano he bought with a check from That ’70s Show, which put his “In the Street” into international circulation as the series’ theme song. Alex had grown up listening to his father’s jazz on the family’s Chickering, so this simple pleasure brought him full circle. Leading an eclectic trio for nearly twenty-five years, he relished presenting an endless variety of songs—including those from his childhood and his earliest repertoire as a teenager. His longtime drummer Richard Dworkin remembers that, as they toured America together, Alex liked to find his way without using a map, driving from town to town. Though he might choose some circuitous routes, he usually found his way, pulling up to the club just in time for the gig. As in life, Alex liked traveling the byways, even if it meant getting lost sometimes. It wasn’t an easy road—but it took him where he wanted to go.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			The Chiltons of Virginia and Mississippi

			William Alexander Chilton came from well-bred, aristocratic stock. When he reached fifty, Alex took a keen interest in his illustrious family history, tracing his lineage back to the seventeenth century, when a Chilton left England for the New World. Alex proudly corrected one journalist who thought the Chiltons emigrated from England in the 1700s, telling him that it was actually 1660 when John Chilton sailed to America. Yet after this account of the Chilton family was published, Alex cut off communication with its author for the sin of including the Chilton genealogy. Ambivalent about his pedigree, Alex both embraced it and disowned it. At various times, traveling to visit ancestral burial plots, he relished his forebears’ accomplishments; at others, such a patrician genetic code contradicted his self-image as a working-class musician, the kind who once said he wanted his gravestone to read SELF-MADE MAN. Such dichotomies would dog Alex Chilton his entire life.

			The “Chiltons of Virginia,” described in a 1907 William and Mary College Quarterly Historical Magazine, were “descended from an old English family, originally of French descent as the name indicates . . . [perhaps] derived from the Chalk Cliffs of Dover, near which the Chiltons are supposed to have settled on their first landing upon English shores. . . . In 1060 William of Normandy set sail for the conquest of England, and inscribed on his banner roll was the name of Sir John Chilton. This is the first mention we have of the name.”

			In 1660 another John Chilton, possibly of Canterbury, emigrated to America to settle on land grants (bestowed to loyal subjects by King Charles II) in Lancaster County, Virginia; he added to his holdings by acquiring land in Westmoreland County. His son John Chilton II, like his father a planter, remained in the northern neck of Virginia, on the banks of the Potomac River, in an area he called Currioman, the name of a neighboring creek that flowed into the Potomac. This part of Virginia became the seat of several wealthy families, including the Chiltons, whose tobacco plantations were manned by slave labor. The Chiltons, continuously buying more land, thrived in Virginia for more than four generations. The present-day hamlet of Chiltons, Virginia—once part of the Currioman estate—was named for the family.

			Continuing the line to Alex’s direct descendants, John II’s youngest son, Thomas Chilton, inherited his father’s plantation. He served as justice of the peace, sheriff, church warden, and major in the foot companies of Westmoreland County. At the time of his death, records show he owned sixty-two slaves.

			Thomas’s son William participated in a major event precipitating the American Revolution. In 1765 he and other Virginians opposed to Britain’s new Stamp Act formed the first public association to resist the recently imposed tariff on printed paper. William and three other Chiltons were among those signing a document, later known as the Westmoreland Protest, denouncing the Stamp Act. Though William died on the eve of the American Revolution, his brothers Thomas, Charles, and John served in the War of Independence.

			In 1840 John Marshall Chilton, William’s grandson, born in December 1815, moved to Vicksburg, Mississippi. “That’s how my branch of the Chilton family got to Mississippi and stayed there until two years before I was born,” Alex once related. A prominent attorney and an influential citizen in affairs of church and state, the Honorable John Marshall Chilton married Sarah Norton, of a distinguished, religious family in New Orleans. Sarah’s father, Charles N. Norton, had been appointed marshal of the state of Mississippi by John Quincy Adams in 1824. Norton, to whom James Madison had given a letter of introduction with which to travel abroad in 1806, was a professor and later president of Jefferson College in Washington, Mississippi.

			Before the Civil War, the John Marshall Chilton family lived on a large cotton plantation with numerous slaves. There John wrote a history of the colonial Mississippi territory (which Alex once said made for “pretty good reading”). In 1859, not long after a journey to Minnesota, Chilton died from unknown causes at age forty-three; his fourteen-year-old son, Charles, a prodigious correspondent, wrote his Aunt Dory, “It is hard to bear this sudden seperation [sic] from Pa; but grieving cannot bring him back; and we must therefore endeavor to be reconciled to our hard lot.”

			John Marshall Chilton’s younger brother, Robert Hall Chilton, graduated from the U.S. Military Academy and served in the Mexican-American War, during which he rescued Jefferson Davis at the Battle of Buena Vista. In 1861 Major Chilton joined the Confederate Army, where he became chief of staff under General Robert E. Lee. After the war he settled in Columbus, Georgia, where he became president of a manufacturing company. His son Robert Lee Chilton married Sydney Norton Chilton, his first paternal cousin and the daughter of the Honorable John Chilton. Alex’s grandfather Howard Sidney Chilton may have been named after her.

			Alex, no doubt, was dismayed that his ancestors fought for the South in the Civil War. He was known to deride Confederate heroes; as he once said to a friend, “I hope your street isn’t named after the vicious war criminal/genocidal racist Nathan Bedford [Forrest]. How are these honors for these monsters allowed to continue?” Another time, while performing in Athens, Georgia, he blurted out, “The South sucks! All those clichés about our racism and sleaziness are true!”

			Alex may have felt more sympathy for John Marshall Chilton’s son Charles, who attended boarding school in Virginia prior to the war and became known as kind and generous toward the former slaves who continued to work on his family’s estate near Clinton, Mississippi. Charles wrote his grandmother in 1866, “Things go on much as usual here, nothing to break the monotony of the week, except an occasional quarrel with some freedmen. I however have so far gotten along swimmingly with them, and have no reason to complain.”

			Nine years later, however, Charles would fall victim to the turbulent period of Reconstruction. In September 1875 Democrats and Republicans were vying for votes in the upcoming November legislature election, with candidates organizing gatherings for their black and white constituents. On September 4 a picnic was held in a grove about a quarter mile from Charles Chilton’s home. Candidates from both parties gave speeches to an audience comprising sixty to seventy-five whites (Democrats and Republicans) and approximately a thousand to twelve hundred black Republicans. As the speechmaking ended, an altercation broke out between whites and blacks, guns were fired from both sides, and a melee erupted. During the ensuing violence, six blacks and three whites were shot and killed, at the picnic and in the neighboring cotton fields. The mob raced from the scene on horseback and on foot. When Charles Chilton, hearing what had happened, ran to his front gate to usher his hired hands into safety, a black man galloping by on a horse shot him in the back with a Winchester.

			At a subsequent inquiry, reported nationally as the “Clinton Riot,” it was determined that “Chilton met his death while endeavoring to protect the colored women and children, and had handed his gun to a colored man in his employ at the time he received his death wound. Chilton was well liked, well thought of by his neighbors and friends. A young man of fine family.” (After the killings, a vigilante group of whites took revenge, murdering a dozen black residents of the county.)

			Charles’s mother, Sarah Norton Chilton, described the tragedy in a September 17, 1875, letter to her sister in New Orleans:

			He died in the arms of his brother John. I was three miles distant from him and had to go all the way through an infuriated mob—with no one but a negro—in order to bid him farewell. It seems to me like a thousand years since then. I never have looked upon any human face so beautifully peaceful as was his dear dear face. He said in every look, “All is well.” The country is in a sad state of excitement—men never take off their weapons except when they go to bed and there they sleep on their pistols.

			In her bereavement, Charles’s mother sought the help of spiritualists and then became one herself to contact her son, father, husband, and others and communicate their words from the afterlife.

			•   •   •

			Alex’s great-grandfather Harrison Randolph Chilton was Charles’s younger brother, born in December 1853. He was the first of the Chiltons to settle in the Mississippi Delta, the birthplace of the blues—music Alex would later embrace. Sometime in the late 1870s Harrison became the owner of a plantation in Issaquena County, across the Mississippi River from Louisiana. Just before the Civil War, Issaquena County had the highest concentration of slaves of any county in the state, with the enslaved constituting 92.5 percent of the population; records show that 115 owners held 7,244 slaves. Harrison Chilton lost everything to heavy flooding in the late 1880s, according to Alex, so he sold what was left and became the county’s sheriff. Alex once visited the area and called it “the end of the world . . . way, way out there, the poorest place I’ve ever been in my life. I’ve read a statistic that around the turn of the twentieth century when [Harrison] was still sheriff . . . the ratio of black to white was 19 blacks to 1 white, in the height of the Jim Crow Era.”

			The Chiltons moved to the county seat, Mayersville, which was once the heart of a plantation; approximately 11 percent of its residents were white and the rest black. (The great McKinley Morganfield, who later took the name Muddy Waters, was born in Issaquena County in 1915.) Only one square mile in size, the poverty-stricken Mayersville is where Howard Sidney Chilton was born in 1882. Things have not changed much in the twenty-first century since Alex’s grandfather’s birth: In 2000, around the time Alex visited there, the median annual income for a household in the town was $10,962; about 49.9 percent of the population was living below the poverty line. Today Issaquena County, with its median income even less, has the lowest per capita income in Mississippi and the thirty-sixth lowest in the United States.

			The Delta intrigued Alex. “We talked a lot about books and history,” Mississippi native Dan Tyler, a songwriter and Alex’s longtime friend, remembers. “Alex loved history. I gave him a book called Rising Tide, and he said, ‘You’ll never know what this book meant to me.’ It was about the big Mississippi River flood of 1927, which kind of rearranged the South, and about race and class. Alex had almost a Marxist slant on history, so he was interested in those types of books. Toward the end of his life, he was starting to investigate his family history [in the light of such issues].”

			“My grandfather grew up in the town of Mayersville with his brother and sister and married a woman from the town of Starkville where the state college [Mississippi State] was,” Alex told writer Bruce Eaton in 2007. “Her father, [William] Magruder, was kind of a big wheel around the college, the chairman of the English department.” According to Alex’s uncle Harrison Randolph “Jack” Chilton, “[Magruder] was an interesting guy who once caused a strike by the whole student body. In those days, . . . boys were not supposed to be found with girls in the stacks of the library. Well, a young man and woman were found there together, and grandpap expelled the boy. . . . The whole college went on strike. He finally had to readmit the boy.” Professor Magruder was also vice president of the university; today an annual scholarship is given to a deserving English major at the university in his memory.

			Howard Chilton must have been an impressive young man to have passed muster with Professor Magruder and marry his daughter. Jack Chilton, her son, said that his mother was one of the few female students admitted to what was then an agricultural college. “They made a special case for her to attend because of her father. But she wasn’t allowed to take animal husbandry!” Her name was Kate, but no one ever called her that. “Her daddy called her ‘Daughter,’ so her sister called her ‘Daughter,’ and even her children called her ‘Daughter,’” according to Alex’s sister, Cecelia Chilton.

			After their marriage, in 1906, Howard and “Daughter” Chilton became boarders at the home of a widow who lived next door to Professor Magruder and his wife. The newlyweds had bought their own home by the time Alex’s father, Howard Sidney Chilton Jr. (always called Sidney), was born in Starkville on December 17, 1911, followed by Harrison Randolph “Jack” Chilton three years later. Both boys were musical and began learning to play instruments at a young age. The Chiltons then moved farther south, to Meridian, Mississippi. There, in the hometown of Jimmie Rodgers, later known as the Father of Country Music, Sidney and Jack became enthralled by music, and in particular the sound that emerged from New Orleans: jazz. Of his father and uncle’s musical training, Alex told Eaton in 2007:

			My father was . . . a musician and played in the University of Mississippi jazz band. He . . . was in college around the early 1930s—he and his brother both. My dad was a sax player in those days although in my lifetime he was mostly a piano player. His brother plays guitar and still does—still going strong at age 93. I’m sure he studied in school a bit—he actually went to the state school [Mississippi State] for three years but as I’m told by Uncle Jack, for his last year he went over to Ole Miss [the University of Mississippi in Oxford]. I’m always confused by how that happened, but Uncle Jack says they wanted him in the jazz band there and that’s how he ended up at the more posh school for his last year of college.

			Sidney graduated from Ole Miss in 1933. Later that year he married Mary Evelyn Reid, a striking and artistic brunette who hailed from another small Mississippi town, McComb (the birthplace of Bo Diddley). Though the Reids’ ancestry lacks the aristocratic lineage of the Chiltons, their American heritage dates back to Hugh Reid, who emigrated from Ireland in the mid-1700s. The Reids resided for two generations in South Carolina until Hugh’s grandson William S. Reid moved to Louisiana. His son, William Alexander Reid (b. 1843), a farmer for whom Alex was named, married Emma Gertrude Knott (b. 1848), who was living in Natchez, Mississippi, with her widowed, Virginia-born mother. William Alexander and Emma Reid settled in McComb, about 180 miles from New Orleans. One of eight children, their son Philip (b. 1885) married Nellie (b. 1890)—Alex’s maternal grandparents. The young couple moved in with Philip’s widowed mother, Emma, sharing living quarters with his sisters, Mary, a widow with two children, and Sally, an unmarried stenographer (who would later live with Alex’s family). Philip’s uncle operated a successful Main Street store, Reid & Nance, which sold “pure drugs, toilet items, soda waters, sheet music, cigars and tobacco,” according to a 1914 advertisement. Philip worked for a time as a pharmacist at the store, then became a traveling salesman for the New-Brite Company, which made furniture polish. Philip and Nell still resided with Emma when Alex’s mother, Mary Evelyn, was born on July 8, 1911, followed by a sister, Annelle, in 1916. When Emma Reid died, Philip, Nellie, and their daughters moved out and rented a house for $50 a month, eventually buying a home in a beautiful neighborhood with large shade trees.

			Around 1930 Mary Evelyn left McComb to attend Mississippi State College for Women, which held the distinction of being the country’s first public college for women. Located in Columbus (the home of Tennessee Williams), near Starkville, the school is probably where Mary Evelyn met her future husband. Surely she was enticed by the young jazz musician, who played tenor sax at parties and concerts in a band with his brother. When Sidney transferred to Ole Miss, he made certain his engagements continued near Columbus so he could spend time with the raven-haired young woman, who also had a musical bent.

			“I learned later that she actually had studied a lot of piano and played a lot, but I never saw her touch it,” Alex once said of his mother. “She could probably read music but not play by ear. I don’t know how she got so arty. . . . She and her sister were striving, elegant types.”

			Sidney continued to play saxophone in jazz bands with Jack, who graduated from Mississippi State with a degree in electrical engineering. A few years after their marriage, Sidney and Mary Evelyn were living in the Delta town of Greenville, Mississippi. Their first child, Reid Magruder Chilton (named for his maternal and paternal grandparents), was born there on October 25, 1939. With a family to support, Sidney took a job at Mississippi Power & Light in Jackson, where he became personnel director.

			In 1930 a distant cousin, Ann Chilton McDonnell, wrote a letter to the William and Mary Quarterly about her family’s traits: “I have traced each branch of the Chilton family which settled in these Southern and Western states and have corresponded with many of them. Am proud to state I found them all, without exception, educated, intelligent, and invariably proud of their name.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Memphis

			Some folks considered Sidney Chilton one of the best musicians in Jackson, Mississippi. Armistad “Army” Brown, a guitarist and arranger with the touring big band Herbie Holmes and the Mississippians, became close friends with Sidney and Jack Chilton in Jackson. Army and Sidney had met earlier in the ’30s and played together in various combos before Army left town to tour for several years with Holmes’s band. When Army married his wife, Iris, in 1935, Sidney was their best man. “I remember my dad talking about Sidney,” says Army’s daughter Adele Brown Tyler, “and of all the musicians my dad knew and worked with, he would say Sidney was the most talented.” When Army left Holmes’s employ in 1940, he returned to Jackson and opened a music store, eventually becoming the Steinway piano dealer for the region. Iris Brown worked at H.C. Speir, a music store whose founder discovered and recorded such Delta blues greats as Charlie Patton and Robert Johnson. The Browns grew ever closer to the Chiltons, who asked them to be their son Reid’s godparents.

			The following year, on April 17, 1941, Mary Evelyn gave birth to Cecelia, the Chiltons’ only daughter. After the attack on Pearl Harbor in December, Sidney, a Naval Reservist, joined the war effort. As a lieutenant in the U.S. Navy, he served on a supply ship in the Mediterranean.

			“If we asked, ‘What did you do in the war, Daddy?’” Cecelia Chilton recalls, “he said, ‘I delivered toilet paper and toothpaste to the guys who were fighting.’” Refusing to stay behind in Jackson, Mary Evelyn, with her two kids and Aunt Sally in tow, rented an apartment in upper Manhattan near Columbia University, where Sidney would visit while on leave. Mary Evelyn enjoyed exploring Manhattan. “My mother always loved New York City,” says Cecelia. “Maybe she thought this was her only opportunity to live [there]. . . . She had Aunt Sally to take care of us, so she could go out and party. Her sister, Annelle, who later moved permanently to New York with her husband, came to visit.”

			While in New York, Mary Evelyn also looked up a friend’s brother from Columbus, Mississippi, Peter Lindamood, a bon vivant and art critic who wrote for publications like Harper’s Bazaar and View, an avant-garde journal founded by his friend and fellow Mississippian Charles Henri Ford. The gifted Lindamood served as an Italian-language interpreter during the war, earning the rank of corporal, but until his induction, his East Fifty-eighth Street apartment hosted the gay literati. Fellow Columbus native Tennessee Williams once described Lindamood as an “elegant Auntie type,” while others compared his looks and manner to those of Truman Capote. Sidney and Mary Evelyn greatly admired modern art, and Lindamood educated them as he made his own artistic discoveries. The Chilton-Lindamood friendship lasted for decades, with Peter relocating to Memphis in the early 1960s.

			After Sidney’s discharge from the Navy, the Chiltons returned home to Jackson, where he got a job as a manufacturer’s representative for Day-Brite Lighting, selling “architectural lighting equipment,” according to Cecelia. “He traveled a lot.” Cecelia would be the only family member to follow in her father’s footsteps in the lighting business.

			The Chiltons’ second son, Howard Sidney Chilton III, was born in Jackson on November 27, 1945. Two years earlier, while Sidney was in the service, his father had died, and in 1946, the widowed “Daughter” Chilton, who’d been living in Jackson, moved to Colorado Springs to live with relatives. Sidney and Mary Evelyn also decided to leave Mississippi for Memphis—a hub of the postwar building boom, where Sidney could bid on the many new industrial-lighting contracts. In addition, Memphis made a good, central home base from which to travel between Arkansas, Tennessee, and Mississippi. For half a century Mississippians had been migrating to the Bluff City, which Alex once referred to as “the town home for a lot of plantation-owner people.”

			In 1947 the Chiltons settled into a brand-new subdivision in East Memphis called Sherwood Forest, filled with modest two- and three-bedroom redbrick houses built specifically for returning GIs. “There were lots of veterans with families all about the same age,” according to Cecelia. “It was kind of the beginning of suburbia.” Right down the street a new elementary school had just been constructed.

			The Chiltons’ compact, L-shaped brick house at 987 Robin Hood Lane had a small front yard, three bedrooms, living and dining rooms, and a kitchen complete with breakfast nook. The backyard was perfect for a spacious garden, where Mary Evelyn spent time tending flower beds, earning her stripes in the Garden Club. Eventually the Chiltons would add on to the house, putting in a den, a small office for Sidney, and an additional bathroom and bedroom.

			When Cecelia was nine, the third Chilton son was born at Memphis’s Baptist Hospital: William Alexander Chilton came into the world at the end of the first year of a new decade, on December 28, 1950. Thirty-nine-year-old Mary Evelyn named him for her paternal grandfather. Cecelia’s earliest memory of Alex coincides with that of a health scare of their father’s. After having had a heart attack in his early forties, Sidney was recuperating at home. One day after a barber arrived to cut Sidney’s hair, Alex vanished. “Alex was about two, and he just rode off on his tricycle down the street,” Cecelia recalls. “He rode as far as the next corner, and the barber [who’d just left the Chiltons] recognized him and brought him back home.”

			When Alex was three, something even more frightening occurred. Fourteen-year-old Reid climbed to the top of an oak tree in the backyard, slipped, and plummeted to the ground. Though he didn’t break any bones, he was knocked unconscious and remained in a coma for three days. “One of [our] neighborhood friends was a neurosurgeon and happened to be the doctor taking care of him,” Cecelia remembers, “which I’m sure was very comforting to my parents, because they could get whatever information they wanted. When [Reid] finally woke up, he was fine, and there was no obvious sign of anything being wrong with him. My recollection is that [the doctor] told my parents that anytime anyone is unconscious for that length of time, there’s some brain damage that might show up at some future point.” But for the time being, all seemed fine.

			The Browns, who frequently visited the Chiltons, had three children: a son and daughter near Reid and Cecelia’s age and a much younger daughter, Adele, who was born the same day as Alex. As the youngest children of parents whose eldest child was eleven years older, Alex and Adele shared some traits. “Alex and I were both kind of shy, introverted children,” says Adele. “The two of us were almost awkward around each other at times. I remember him not wanting to talk much, and I didn’t want to, either. My mother’s take on Alex was that he was a little bit of a Dennis the Menace—mischievous. He could be kind of quiet, but he definitely had that little-devil thing. He had such a gleam in his eye. He loved to stir things up.”

			To look after active preschooler Alex while his siblings were in school, the Chiltons hired a tall, statuesque woman named Nellie, who favored turbans. “I remember Alex talking about her years later,” recalls Adele Brown Tyler, “because we had a black lady who worked for us during my early childhood, too. Alex and I both felt like these women pretty much raised us.” Nellie was employed as the Chiltons’ maid over the next three decades, and Alex and his brother Howard remained close to her.

			While Nellie took care of Alex, Mary Evelyn stayed busy with the Garden Club and a neighborhood bridge club that convened regularly. Not a doting mother, she enjoyed that kind of activity much more than domestic life, according to Cecelia Chilton: “She didn’t join the PTA. She and the neighbors played bridge while we were at school. They’d get together at eleven in the morning and have lunch and play bridge until the kids would get home. They probably did that every day.” Copious cocktails accompanied the bridge parties.

			Sidney frequently spent nights away on his many business trips. To ward off loneliness, Alex visited the next-door neighbors, a retired Army colonel and his wife. “His name was Colonel Cray, and he was home all day, and Alex was good friends with him,” Cecelia recalls. “I think he liked to drink and watch TV, and Alex spent a lot of time over there. They were good buddies.”

			When Sidney and Mary Evelyn were home, they sipped drinks and played their abundant jazz records. Sidney tried teaching Cecelia piano on the family’s Chickering, though “I didn’t practice very much,” she admits. It was Reid who was the first family member to introduce music to Alex. “My oldest brother was a rock & roll fan,” Alex told musician and music writer Cub Koda in 1992. “He liked things like the Coasters, and I listened to little bits of that ’50s stuff and saw Elvis on TV [in 1956].”

			Music was bubbling over in Memphis in the 1950s. The year Alex was born Sam Phillips opened his Memphis Recording Service, where Elvis Presley would first record three years later. The Overton Park Bandshell in Midtown featured country artists, including Elvis, whose records started appearing on the C&W charts. Beale Street had been the cultural heart of black Memphis since the nineteenth century. And across the Mississippi River in West Memphis, Arkansas, places like the Plantation Inn featured R&B bands.

			By 1955 Elvis had become a regional star, touring regularly but not so big that he didn’t perform at Reid and Cecelia’s high school, Messick, to help get Presley’s then-manager Bob Neal’s son elected to the student council. No black kids attended Messick; for the most part, Memphis public schools remained segregated until federally ordered busing in 1973.

			Reid Chilton played an active role in student government at Messick, as well as on the football team. He was a handsome young man, with the aristocratic, fine features of his father—a bone structure that his baby brother, Alex, had also inherited. Of medium height, with brown hair, Reid had a beautiful smile that lit up his face. “He was really the golden boy of the family,” Adele remembers. During his last month in high school, he brought home the Coasters’ double-sided hit 45 “Searchin’”/“Young Blood.” Decades later Alex recalled being somewhat embarrassed by the B-side’s lascivious lyrics when Reid and his girlfriend played the record over and over one night while Sidney and Mary Evelyn were out.

			Since he was about fifteen, Reid had been sporadically experiencing seizures in which he’d suddenly go stiff, then lose consciousness. A result of the traumatic brain injury he’d suffered from falling out of the tree, the seizures struck with no warning. The Chiltons unsuccessfully sought medical treatment for their son. The episodes did not stop Reid from living a normal life, however, and he paid special attention to his young brother. “I idolized him,” Alex told Bruce Eaton in 2007. “He was everything to me. He took me places.” Reid continued to participate in sports and student affairs at school and also became an acolyte at St. John’s Episcopal Church. “We were raised going to Sunday school,” says Cecelia. “But for the most part, our parents would take us and come pick us up. It was not really a part of our lives. We were kind of the poor riffraff at the church.”

			By the time seventeen-year-old Reid graduated from high school, in the spring of 1957, he’d served as senior vice president of the student council and played first-string center on the football team. He’d also been accepted at Mississippi State College, where he planned to study engineering in the fall, when Alex would be starting first grade at Sherwood Elementary. But on Thursday, June 27, 1957, just a month after his graduation, Reid suffered a powerful seizure while taking a bath. Losing consciousness, he slipped under the water and drowned. Six-year-old Alex was with his mother when she discovered Reid’s body around 7 p.m. The Mercy Ambulance Service raced to the scene, and medics, pushing Alex out of the way, worked to revive Reid with a respirator. But it was no use, and Reid was pronounced dead on arrival at Baptist Hospital. None of the Chiltons, particularly Alex, would ever fully recover from the tragedy.

			“That was a big thing in the family of course,” Alex told Bruce Eaton in a hushed tone fifty years later. “You can only imagine how traumatic that would have been,” says Alex’s friend Adele, who remembers the aftermath of Reid’s death. “I think that had a huge impact on the whole family and the drinking [by Sidney and Mary Evelyn, which escalated further] and all that. . . . I’m sure that was totally traumatizing to Alex. I always felt that he had become this stoic . . . [who built] this kind of hard shell, because he had gone through so many things [beginning with] that.”

			Cecelia, who was sixteen and out of town visiting relatives when Reid died, believes “the death had a big effect on all of us. I can’t imagine how my mother could have ever been the same.” Decades later Cecelia discovered a letter Sidney wrote to his mother in Colorado, conveying his grief. “It was just gripping,” she recalls, “because he described how he came home and the ambulance was at the house, and he described the trauma and the immediacy of it. I really just can’t imagine what it would have been like to be there at the time.”

			An enduring pall fell over the family. Sidney mailed Army and Iris Brown an unfinished thank-you note Reid had started writing them, acknowledging their graduation gift. With his parents shut down by grief, his sister a senior in high school, and the introspective Howard in his own world, Alex was usually left on his own, just when he needed someone to help him through the trauma. Sidney continued to travel, and Mary Evelyn occupied her time with bridge and gardening, struggling to keep depression at bay.

			Cecelia threw herself into religion. “I was very much into Jesus,” she says. “There was a group called Young Life, and we had a piano at home, so every week fifty or so kids could come to my house for two hours and they would sing songs and have a great time. My father was an agnostic; Alex was young enough then that they felt like he was not impressionable, but Howard was at a very impressionable age. So my father would take Howard, and they would go to the library; [Sidney] wouldn’t let Howard be in the house when that was going on, because he didn’t want Howard to be exposed to that. But they would never have told me I couldn’t do that—though it was very much not their thing. They were wonderfully accepting parents—whatever we wanted to do, we could do.”

			By 1960 close friends of the Chiltons from Mississippi intervened with a plan for lifting the family out of the deadening depression that had settled over them in Sherwood Forest. It involved leaving the suburbs behind for a mixed neighborhood in Midtown Memphis, from which many whites had fled over the past few years. “I was off to college, and the next thing I know, they’re buying this two-story house downtown,” recalls Cecelia. “All of a sudden it’s not the Bridge Club or the Garden Club; it’s artists and musicians. Everybody’s life changed.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Midtown

			Music and art filled the Chiltons’ elegant new home in Midtown Memphis, where the family moved in 1960. “It was a big old house, almost like a castle,” Alex remembered, “that we bought for a song.”

			The 4,400-square-foot limestone manse had been built around 1907 by the wealthy Schorr family, Germans who cofounded Memphis’s Tennessee Brewery in 1885. By 1960, 145 North Montgomery Street was considered part of “the inner city,” according to Alex. “That was a pretty wild neighborhood, with a lot of slum kids hangin’ around,” he remembered, “a real breeding ground for a lot of things.” Montgomery was close to commercial strips chockablock with businesses and bars. The Chiltons’ house was on a short, leafy block with a large synagogue across the street, which sometimes sponsored teenage sock hops. Next door sat a stately mansion, owned for generations by a prominent Memphis family. On the other side, the large home had been divided into offices, including, for a time, a suicide-prevention crisis center. “We joked about how comforting it was to have it so handy,” Cecelia remembered with a laugh.

			From the beginning the plan was for Mary Evelyn to open an art gallery in the spacious home’s downstairs rooms. Ceramicists Pup and Lee McCarty, about ten years younger than the Chiltons, were making a name for themselves in tiny Merigold, Mississippi, as arty potters who dug clay from the backyard of William Faulkner’s Oxford home, Rowan Oak, and molded it into designs inspired by the Mississippi River Delta landscape. Lee had first met the Chiltons when he boarded with Mary Evelyn’s mother in his youth. Now, along with another friend from Mississippi, the McCartys and Chiltons pooled their resources to turn the parlor floor of the house into a gallery exhibiting the couple’s pottery and ceramics, along with contemporary art and other regional artisans’ work.

			They covered the walls and stained-glass windows with pegboard for hanging the art, painted everything white, including the ceiling crossbeams and oak woodwork, and replaced the vintage ceiling fixtures with contemporary lighting. Just behind the kitchen the Chiltons turned their backyard into a concrete courtyard and strategically placed McCarty ceramics throughout. The McCartys traveled to Mexico annually and brought home artwork and handcrafted objects to exhibit and sell at the gallery.

			Mary Chilton Galleries got its first press coverage in November 1962: “Dozens of men and women were coming out . . . carrying large paintings, pottery, statues, and other art objects,” the Memphis Press-Scimitar reported about a joint exhibition: a one-man show by a maker of mobiles and stabiles from Cuernavaca, Mexico, and “Own-Your-Own-Art,” featuring a hodgepodge of affordable pieces. The article reported such unbelievable bargains as a Picasso woodcut for $18.50 and an original Cézanne etching for $26, along with jewelry designed by Elsa Freund of Eureka Springs, Arkansas ($6.50), and ceramic pots made by Memphian Dodie Mann ($5).

			While Mary Evelyn concentrated on her art gallery, Sidney returned to his old love—jazz. “Around 1961 Daddy started playing music again,” Cecelia remembers. Its location, in Midtown Memphis, made the Chilton home an easy stopover for jazz musicians going to and from a gig. “When I was ten, it was party time around my parents’ house,” Alex said. “I remember countless nights of going to sleep with, like, sixteen jazz musicians playing downstairs.” Some days, as Alex returned home from school and walked up the wide stone front steps, he could hear jazz wafting out. Sidney “and some friends would be jamming,” Alex remembered. “My dad played piano and he had an electric guitar player, bass, fiddle, and a drummer.” Alex told Times-Picayune reporter Keith Spera, “Five o’clock came, and two or three musicians were over at the house drinking heavily and playing and listening to records. That was every day.”

			Each summer, with the family in tow, the Chiltons would travel to Eureka Springs, Arkansas, for gatherings Sidney organized to socialize with other musicians and their families. “It was probably only a couple of years or so after Reid died when Sidney started having these summer get-togethers for musician friends from Jackson and Ole Miss,” Adele Brown Tyler recalls.

			The Browns adored the Chiltons but worried about Mary Evelyn and Sidney’s consumption of alcohol. Over the years the Browns had become more conventional: Army, a member of the Jackson Chamber of Commerce, would found the city orchestra; Iris gave up her job to be a full-time homemaker. At the Chiltons’ evening gatherings, Mary Evelyn would welcome her guests holding a bourbon and OJ in one hand and a cigarette in the other. Though Sidney had heart disease, he continued to sip bourbon and smoke heavily throughout the festivities. (It wasn’t until around the time that he had triple-bypass surgery in the ’70s that he quit smoking and drinking.) In 1997 Alex, during an onstage interview at Jazzfest in New Orleans, referred to his late parents as alcoholics and remembered their salons as including “a lot of crazy people all the time. I knew they were crazy. They didn’t know they were crazy.”

			The Browns had also expressed concern about the scant parental supervision on the Chiltons’ part as early as their time in the suburbs, but now, it seemed, Alex’s parents left him to fend for himself entirely, imposing no restrictions or demands of any kind on him. “I got the feeling that he kind of raised himself,” Adele says, “and I did, too, to some degree, because I was also a much later child. Our parents had both started ten years earlier having kids, and we were at the tail end, and maybe they’d run out of energy or something.”

			Free of homework or any household chores, Alex listened to music. The Chiltons’ hi-fi sat next to a stack of vinyl that kept growing; just as he had absorbed his brother Reid’s Coasters 45, Alex devoured Sidney’s jazz discs, as he later described:

			I became a fan of his Glenn Miller records first, and then I went on to Ray Charles and Mingus, Cannonball Adderley, Dave Brubeck. . . . I was listening to a lot of records from his collection. He’d be listening to something and be fascinated with some element of a piece of music, and he would talk to me about it and describe the way it was put together. He shared what he liked with me. I might not have really understood it very well, but a lot of it stuck with me. . . . I became a big fan of Chet Baker, and that was when I first really wanted to sing. He first inspired me to sing when I was about 7.

			Sidney occasionally mentored Alex in jazz piano. “He’d come home from work and play something and talk to me about theory and chord structures,” Alex remembered, “and when I did start playing more earnestly, I remembered a lot of things he said, and I could piece together diminished scales. It was brilliant left-hand stuff. He showed me a couple of simple, good jazzy bluesy accompaniments to generally use.”

			Sidney’s impromptu soirees drew other music and art lovers to the Chilton home. Among them was a well-heeled pair of newlyweds—Memphis’s answer to Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald. William Eggleston, born into a wealthy Mississippi family in 1939 (the year Reid Chilton was born), had been raised on a cotton plantation, attended the Webb boarding school in Bell Buckle, Tennessee, and became enamored with the photography of Henri Cartier-Bresson. Eggleston would later revolutionize fine-art photography with his saturated-color images and “democratization” of subject matter, including his shot of a bloodred ceiling that would grace a future Big Star LP cover. Bill and his wife, Rosa, also a child of “old money,” were drifting from place to place when they first met the Chiltons.

			“We didn’t have a place to stay, and the Chiltons kind of adopted us,” recalls Rosa. “We were thinking about driving back to Mississippi, and Mary said, ‘Oh, spend the night here!’ We had this rapport going on. They did not seem like parents. The age gap was nonexistent.” Rosa remembers Mary Evelyn as “not really a very talkative person. She was a good listener and a very sweet person.” On afternoons in the Chiltons’ small kitchen, Mary Evelyn taught Rosa how to whip up homemade mayonnaise and to make espresso using an Italian coffee pot.

			Sidney and Mary Evelyn “were some of my closest friends,” Bill Eggleston told Robert Gordon for his musical portrait of the Bluff City, It Came from Memphis. “They were two of the most important people in Memphis from that time, the Kennedy era. Mary held what you might call a salon, and things happened in the house. . . . I don’t know who else would have fostered what they did.” The young couple stayed with the Chiltons a few nights, then rented an apartment nearby, close to Overton Park. Eventually the Chiltons offered part of the backyard carriage house (or, in Memphis parlance, “backhouse”), originally the servants’ quarters, to Bill Eggleston to use as a darkroom.

			When the Egglestons dropped by the Chiltons’, the classically trained Bill performed his favorite Baroque pieces on the Chickering. Howard, who played tuba in the Messick High orchestra, became friendly with the Egglestons, and occasionally Howard and Bill played music together. Bill showed young Alex a few things, too. “Eggleston was a fixture around our house for a few years,” Alex later said. “He played Baroque keyboards and gave me a taste for seventeenth- and eighteenth-century music, as did Howard.”

			Years later Cecelia Chilton told Rosa that Bill reminded her parents of Reid, though Sidney and Mary Evelyn never mentioned their deceased son to the Egglestons. No photographs of him adorned the house, either. By moving to Midtown, the Chiltons had hoped to put more than just distance between the tragedy of Reid’s death and their lives. Though Reid wasn’t discussed at home, over the years Alex would bring up his older brother’s death to friends, one of whom remembered, “When he told me that, he had a look on his face I had never seen before or since.”

			Along with the Egglestons and McCartys, Mary Evelyn’s Aunt Em occasionally stayed with the Chiltons for months at a time. So did Mary Evelyn’s old friend Peter Lindamood, who rented an apartment above the carriage house. With an oversized head and fey mannerisms, “he was real eccentric and delightful,” said Cecelia, recalling special family dinners where “Peter would help decorate the table and take pinking shears and make place mats out of construction paper and put ribbons around.” Alex’s good friend Calvin Turley remembered him as having “peach hair” and holding court at the kitchen table: “He would just pontificate about various things, but specifically he would try to get Alex and anybody else who was around, such as myself, to learn a new vocabulary word every day.” Adele Brown Tyler found Lindamood a character, with seemingly nowhere to go but the Chiltons’: “By the time he showed up in Memphis and lived out in their garage apartment, he seemed pretty down and out.”

			In addition to becoming a haven for jazz and modern art, the Chilton home was a repository of progressive social and political thought. “A lot of the hipper people of their generation were around all the time,” according to Alex. “There was lots of music in the house and jazz musicians coming over—black and white. The color line was and is fairly strong [in Memphis], and my parents’ social world was pretty much white people—but it was not uncommon for black people to be in the house.” In a city where the Brown v. Board of Education ruling of 1954 was largely ignored or circumvented by school boards and local officials, Sidney Chilton supported James Meredith’s admission to Ole Miss, his alma mater, in 1962. “In terms of social issues, my father was the most unbigoted person that you could find,” according to Cecelia. As in Mississippi, Memphis still had segregated drinking fountains and public bathrooms, as well as schools.

			Alex’s childhood pal Dale Tuttle, now a prominent Memphis attorney, recalls, “Sidney was rooting for the Army and the tanks to desegregate [the University of Mississippi]. They were liberal people back then, when there were many, many conservatives. . . . The Chiltons were definitely among the vanguard of the progressives.” Alex recalled that his father “really seemed to admire Franklin Roosevelt and was a staunch Democrat”; Sidney later became active in the Memphis chapter of the American Civil Liberties Union.

			All four Chilton kids attended Memphis public schools, and in 1961, when Alex was in fourth grade, thirteen black children were permitted for the first time to attend the all-white elementary schools, as a sort of compromise in lieu of large-scale desegregation. Even this tiny ripple of it was enough to cause some white families to pull their children from the schools. Only one black student of the original thirteen would attend Bellevue Junior High, where Alex matriculated in 1963. Most had returned to black schools after being bullied and ostracized by their white classmates. Alex’s ninth-grade class included just two African Americans.

			Bill Eggleston fondly recalled that the Chilton parties, held in the evening as well as on Sunday afternoons, were filled with Memphis’ minority of social and political liberals, including doctors, lawyers, and musicians, as “a gathering of mutual friends, quite smart people.” Pup and Lee McCarty frequently attended, and Rosa Eggleston sensed that the two couples were very close: “Lee was a fun person to be around, very much an upbeat person, with a good sense of humor and a good observer of people. Pup was extremely lively. If she walked into a room at a party, she would stand out. She was very attractive—she caught your eye.”

			When the Browns visited from Jackson, it was clear their old friends had moved far left of center, both politically and socially. “Alex’s mother, compared to other people’s moms, had a dramatic, bohemian, artistic flair about her. She wore dramatic kinds of clothing,” recalls Adele Brown Tyler. As for Alex, “He was definitely one of those boys—the kind I had crushes on—who were a little nerdy, kind of intellectual looking, skinny, lanky, artistic. As I remember him, he was already just like he always stayed the rest of his life.”

			Dale Tuttle, whose own family was conservative and well-to-do, was a frequent visitor to the Chilton home and loved the freedom that came with being there: “They were laid-back parents, free spirits, and they let Alex do what he wanted.” Years later, Alex put it this way: “Neither one of them pressured me to do anything. They were permissive, and the liberality of their state of mind fed into it.”

			Alex frequently ate dinner at the home of Calvin Turley, whose family numbered among Memphis’s blue-blood set. “There wasn’t a whole lot of structure in Chilton’s household,” Calvin recalls. “So when he would come to my house after school, he definitely wanted to hang around for dinner. He got along well with my parents, and he really hit it off with my spinster aunt, who lived with us. At six thirty on the dot, we would sit down at the table. We’d be dressed appropriately for dinner and have a served meal, with a blessing and everything. I think Chilton kinda liked that, because they had no such thing that I could recall at his house.” Dale Tuttle agrees: “I don’t remember a cooked meal at the Chiltons’—only cereal, strawberries, and maybe a sandwich.”

			Alex was also drawn to the Browns’ more traditional life in Jackson: “I think Alex liked my family and my parents, because we did seem to have this kind of normal, stable life,” says Adele. “He seemed to be crazy about my mother, but I think part of him sort of craved a little bit more of that. And he certainly had all that in his background—that southern gentleman upbringing. . . . He could turn it on and off.”

			As he became an avid music fan, Alex enjoyed turning his friends on to his musical discoveries. “We’d go over to Alex’s house and stay up all night listening to records,” Dale remembers. “They had one of those Magnavox console stereos.” Favorite platters that Dale recalls include the jazz instrumentals of the Howard Roberts Quartet, the Hammond
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