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Preface

Elvis came to me directly. I heard him on the radio, watched him on television, and saw him gyrate live. When I drove alone in my dad’s’ 57 Chevy I often listened to country music with its sad lyrics and upbeat melody that registered in my mind, “keep humming even when things go badly. If the world ends, don’t let it spoil your day.”

But when I drove around with friends, or went to the ice cream drive-in, we played rock and roll. And most of all, when I danced, I danced to rock and roll. I lived in a small farm town in Louisiana, not far from the roiling Mississippi, and never took dancing lessons. But I had the natural moves of a broken-field runner. What I always liked most about Elvis songs, and what I think he liked best, were the romantic ballads made for slow dancing. They allowed you to hold your partner closer than the waltzes of my mom and dad’s day. I could look into a girl’s eyes—often up—because teenage girls were frequently taller than me.

Yet the fast dances offered the opportunity for something less patterned than most social dances, and it was an opportunity to really let go. If you were agile and athletic, it was, and is, the most enjoyable kind of dance. Instead of moving to patterns, I always preferred simply to move to the music. My partner, in these dances, was less relevant than in the slow dances. It was much the same as what Elvis did when he moved as he sang—he was doing something natural, moving to something inside him.

If you don’t have that kind of internal rhythm, you can’t buy it on Broadway. I did not need alcohol or anything else to achieve intoxication; I got high on the music. Because the music is still with us even though Elvis is not, it still makes me high. With that music, there is never any reason to be lonely. If I had to make a list of 100 things to do to pull out of a slump, I would begin with: Listen to a song you love. As many times as it takes. You can also listen with baby boomers, or with your children. Of course we boomers have the inside track because Elvis is in us and of us. And I agree with him that what the world needs is “A Little Less Talk, and a Lot More Action.”

Glen Jeansonne

My parents never cared for Elvis Presley and, as I was growing into a teenager, neither did my peers. I came of age with Led Zeppelin and Pink Floyd, when the line connecting Elvis to what was current in rock music was blurry at best. To me, Elvis was an uncomfortable transitional figure between the swing era of my parents and the foundational rock of the 1960s, the star of movies everyone found laughable.

And then I heard “Heartbreak Hotel,” with its anguished vocals, slightly surreal lyrics, and searing electric guitar. I began to wonder whether there might not be something about Elvis that remained valuable, that spoke beyond his particular place and time. Months later, Elvis died. Awash in tributes and retrospectives, I sought out his earliest music, recordings recently made available for the first time in many years on an LP called the Sun Sessions. What I heard was a revelation.

My story is not entirely unique. In many respects death gave Elvis’s career a second lease on life, liberating him from the druggy isolation of his final years, his end game of Las Vegas glitz. In death Elvis became whatever anyone wanted to see in him. His demise also forced many people to listen with fresh ears and evaluate his place not only in American music but in the evolution of popular culture the world over. Rock and roll was already happening before Elvis set foot in the recording studio, but he became its great ambassador and embodiment. Elvis may have wanted nothing more than to become a pop singer, the new Dean Martin. Instead, he helped point the way to what seemed, to middle-class teenagers of the 1950s, a new world of possibility. It was the world inherited by generations to come.

David Luhrssen

In 1947, while Elvis was probably reading his treasured comic books in a two-room shotgun shack in East Tupelo, Mississippi, I was busy being born in a displaced persons camp in the British sector of Germany. My hometown, if you would like to call it that, was Grossen-brode, a former Luftwaffe/U-boat base. My parents, grandparents, aunts, and uncles had all fled from Yugoslavia across the border into Trieste, Italy, one step ahead of the Communist regime of Josip Broz Tito. First they endured and fought as nationalistic freedom fighters against the Germans, and then they lost a second fight to the Communists. There was nothing left for them in Yugoslavia. Their flight led them on a year’s trek through camps in Italy, Austria, and eventually, Germany. They were searching for a home they did not know; the only question was, where? Where exactly would this “promised land” be?

Arriving in the United States with nothing but the clothes on our backs, and one battered suitcase apiece, it was only much later that I would figure out that our parents took this perilous step into a new world, not for themselves, but for their children. Their lives and dreams were effectively over; they would spend their thoughts, wishes, and money on their children and that promise of their future. With the promise of sponsorship by my mom’s uncle (that small part of the family had arrived in America a generation earlier), and a permanent job in a factory for my dad, we settled into my Uncle Peter’s home. We had two rooms in the upstairs part of their house.

By 1954, as Elvis gathered up the nerve to enter the door of Sun Studios to cut a simple recording for “his mother,” my entire family and I had found a home in West Allis, Wisconsin, a working-class suburb of Milwaukee. My Memphis consisted of a two-block stretch of 73rd Street. When Elvis had his first record released by a major label, RCA Victor, in 1956, I was fighting my way through early grade school. I was actually held back for half a year to concentrate on English, my second language.

It would not take long for me to have my first encounter with Elvis. American radio did not intrigue me at such a young age because I had difficulty with the language; the radio generally wasn’t on in our house. But one late spring morning in 1956, when I came bounding down the stairs, my ear glued itself to the speaker of the living room radio. I had no idea who was singing, I had no idea why he was singing, and I certainly had no idea what he was singing about. But I was sure he was saying something.

When I saw Elvis for the first time on The Ed Sullivan Show, we had moved to our own house by then. Kids in school were talking about the upcoming performance, and we were lucky to have acquired a used, black-and-white television with a tiny screen, set in a large cabinet. I was one of those glued to a screen, four feet from the set, my chin braced on my arms.

I was mesmerized, and it only took a few days for me to talk my mom into getting me a small portable radio. Popular music—rock and roll in particular—quickly became a constant companion for me. The songs have served me as oral traditions are supposed to, as a remembrance of the past, and a window into other worlds.

To this day, the sounds of “Well, since my baby left me . . .” set me off in search of a cheap, white, plastic Japanese radio with one ear plug. That one evening of television helped to liberate and transform me.

Dan Sokolovic
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1

Love Me Tender

The state of Mississippi may not have been the only place where the blues was born, given the music’s unchronicled origins in the work songs and field hollers of African Americans across the South, but it was the state where the blues received its most distinctive and influential form. Mississippi blues became the building stone for American music in the 20th century. The spontaneous invention of the blues and its ability to transmute anguish into joy was vital to the development of jazz, born down river in the port city of New Orleans. The crying notes of the blues found their way into country music; its search for transient pleasure in the midst of poverty became a cornerstone of rhythm and blues. Rock and roll as we know it would not have existed without the blues.

The Mississippi River, which is Mississippi’s western border, enthroned cotton as king of the state’s economic and social life. The kingdom of cotton was the ideal catalyst for the blues. Through the middle years of the 20th century, the flat delta country was carved into sprawling cotton plantations employing many hundreds of African American field hands and the labor of sharecroppers. White sharecroppers, including the Presley family, also engaged in cotton picking. Elvis’s mother, Gladys, returned to the cotton fields soon after his birth, laying the boy on a cotton sack to watch as she labored.

Given the enormous demand for cheap labor in the cotton fields, black hands outnumbered white hands in many districts where racism reached a terrible pitch. Fearing unrest, white Mississippi enacted repressive Jim Crow legislation and tolerated lynch laws to keep blacks at the bottom of the social system. More recorded lynchings—534 in all—occurred in Mississippi from 1882 through 1952 than in any other state. The total number of victims will never be known.1

The tensions of everyday life for African Americans in rural Mississippi found release in gospel music and its estranged, earthier brother, the blues. Not unlike the churches attended by poor whites, the black churches empowered their members with a sense of dignity and worth, while tending to defer fulfillment to the afterlife or the Day of Judgment. The blues focused instead on temporal reality and represented a way of transcending the hardship of being black in a racist society.

By definition, there were no white blues singers in the music’s early decades, yet the echo of the blues could be heard with increasing clarity in swing jazz, country, and popular music. By the time Elvis Presley entered the recording studio to cut his first commercial release, a version of Arthur Crudup’s blues song “That’s All Right,” he already stood at the end of a long line of white singers who learned how to invest earthy emotion into their music from the example of blues. Although Crudup began recording after his move to Chicago, he was born and raised, like most significant blues musicians, in the Mississippi Delta.2

As the artery of American commerce, the river of dreams, the Mississippi River and its tributaries formed nature’s grid work for the nation’s transportation hubs, linked in the 20th century by railroads and highways as much as riverboats, which became stepping stones and channels for the Great Migration of African Americans seeking opportunities in the North. The condition of blacks in Mississippi molded the blues and encouraged many musicians to migrate northward in search of greater freedom and opportunity. Likewise, many of the state’s poor whites were on the move as the 20th century progressed, including the Presley family, who followed the direction of the Mississippi River to the crossroads city of Memphis, Tennessee.

After he assumed his role as King of Rock and Roll, Elvis Presley held court from rented houses and suites in Hollywood and Las Vegas, where he made the movies that encumbered his career in the 1960s and staged the shows that sustained him through the 1970s. Hollywood and Las Vegas were looming paradoxes in the imagination of most Americans in the 1950s, symbols of the country’s corruption and enterprise, places where dreams could be played out. Elvis eagerly chased those dreams, but was never more than a sojourner in dreamland. With the exception of his two years of military service, and a few childhood months in Pascagoula, Mississippi, where his father found work in the shipyards, Presley traveled little aside from what was necessary for his career as an entertainer. He knew only two hometowns: his birthplace, Tupelo, Mississippi; and the city where the Presleys found work, Memphis, Tennessee.

Tupelo Childhood

Tupelo is tucked into the northeast corner of the Tennessee Hills, a spur of the Appalachian range, a wooded countryside rich in game and fertile black soil. By the 20th century, land that had once been used for hunting, trapping, and grazing had been enclosed by wealthy landowners; the district’s rural inhabitants became perennially indebted to planters and storekeepers and increasingly reliant on Mississippi’s principal cash crop, cotton, whose value was subject to the speculation of world markets. At the time of Elvis Aaron Presley’s birth on January 8, 1935, there were two Tupelos. Elvis entered the world in East Tupelo, the smaller, ramshackle town on the wrong side of the tracks from the more metropolitan Tupelo. The St. Louis-San Francisco and Gulf Mobile and Ohio railroads, which converged in Tupelo, marked the boundary. The city fathers of Tupelo, the seat of Lee County with some 6,000 inhabitants at the time of Elvis’s birth, promoted their community as a bustling center of the New South. Tupelo was home to several cotton mills and benefited from the Tennessee Valley Authority’s ambitious program to light the rural South with electricity. It was a small town with the amenities of city life, including a department store, cinemas, restaurants, and a radio station. East Tupelo was the bad neighbor with a rough reputation as a den of bootleggers and prostitutes, a shallow breeding pond for all the vices associated with the Old South.3

Born Gladys Smith, Elvis’s mother was one of eight children, the daughter of a tenant farmer who maintained a precarious life in the face of drought, cyclones, and insects. After her father’s death, she moved to East Tupelo to be closer to her job sewing work shirts at the Tupelo Garment Company in the Mill Town district, where the county’s cotton mill was located. Elvis’s father, Vernon, and grandfather, Jessie, had also been sharecroppers tending farm fields for landowners. The spelling of the family name was uncertain. It often appeared as Pressley in official records. Many of the Presley men had been known as hellions or ne’er-do-wells, while the women, as was often true in the rural South, tended to keep the ends together. The unhurried routine of the Old South, where the Yankee work ethic had not fully taken hold and incentives for hard work in a sharecropping economy were slim to nonexistent, continued into the time of Elvis’s youth.

Vernon had completed fifth grade, which represented an advance over the formal education of his ancestors in a state where the reach of public schools extended slowly to the lower classes. Despite a reputation for being shiftless, Vernon “always worked at somethin’,” in the words of Elvis’s cousin, Harold Lloyd. He would periodically snatch the crumbs of economic opportunity modernity brought to East Tupelo. Vernon worked as a carpenter for the Works Progress Administration, the New Deal agency charged with putting America back to work during the Great Depression. At the time Elvis was born, Vernon was a milkman driving a delivery route.4
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The Presley family stares at an uncertain future during the Great Depression. (Corbis)



Elvis’s parents took part in the rapid shift from rural to urban, from agriculture to blue collar work, which began to transform the South in the 1920s and 1930s. The Presleys, like many thousands of sharecroppers and tenant farmers across the South, desperately clung to their rural folkways as the economic basis of their life was transformed by tractors and federal agriculture policies and the spread of manufacturing and service jobs. “Even if rural, white Southerners no longer physically resided in the backwoods, down a country road, or on a small farm, they continued to live there in their memories.”5 This cultural phenomenon explains much of the imagery and audience for country music, which was transformed from folk music into a branch of the entertainment industry in the years preceding Elvis’s birth.

Poverty and family, religion and race, were the primary facts of life for a rural Southerner of Elvis’s time regardless of the Great Depression. Vernon and Gladys met at a church social. He was regarded as handsome, a natty dresser within his means, and she was a vivacious dark-haired beauty. According to rumor, Gladys was partially of American Indian heritage. “Elvis knew that he had Indian blood in him. He liked that. He said that’s where he got his high cheekbones,” said his cousin Billy Smith.6 Vernon had to borrow the three dollars for the marriage license on their wedding day (1933).

The Presleys nailed together the two-room shotgun shack with a covered porch where Elvis was born with money advanced from the planter Orville Bean. “He financed the house and then rented it to them. He did that a lot in the neighborhood,” recalled Gladys’s coworker at Tupelo Garments, Faye Harris.7 The house had no running water or electricity. An outhouse and water pump answered for plumbing and the interior was lit by kerosene lamps. Gladys, Vernon, and Elvis often slept together in one bed, the only one they owned. After Elvis became a star, the city of Tupelo refurbished the shack into a tourist attraction furnished with amenities the Presleys could never have afforded. Money was always scarce and credit, aside from whatever was extended by local shopkeepers, was unknown.8

The emotional bonds prevailing within extended families were reinforced by economic necessity. Kinfolk were expected to feed, clothe, and shelter one another in hard times. To accept “commodities” from the county was considered shameful, but in the hardship of the Great Depression, the Presleys were sometimes forced to seek handouts. Not all of the Presleys were as hard put as Vernon. His uncle Noah was East Tupelo’s mayor and grocer; another uncle, Jessie, owned a house. The Smiths and the Presleys were bound tightly together
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