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Look out for Peter Guralnick’s newest book,

Sam Phillips: The Man Who Invented Rock ’n’ Roll.
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Following is an excerpt from the book’s opening pages.







ONE | “I Dare You!”


Nothing passed my ears. A mockingbird or a whippoorwill—out in the country on a calm afternoon. The silence of the cottonfields, that beautiful rhythmic silence, with a hoe hitting a rock every now and then and just as it spaded through the dirt, you could hear it. That was just unbelievable music: to hear that bird maybe three hundred yards away, the wind not even blowing in your direction, or no wind at all. But it carried, it got to my ears. I would hear somebody speak to a mule harshly, I heard that. I mean, I heard everything. It wasn’t any time until I began to observe people [too], more by sound—I certainly didn’t know what to do with everything I heard, but I knew I had something that could be an asset if I could just figure out what to do with it.



IN LATER YEARS Sam Phillips would always refer to the moment of his arrival on this earth with a wonderment not altogether free of caustic amusement. “You take my ass dying when I was born, and you take a drunk doctor showing up—man, he didn’t even make it till I was born—and my mama being so kind she got up out of bed and put him to bed until he sobered up, and then the midwife comes and Mama feels so sorry for Dr. Cornelius she named me after him!”

Nobody ever took more pleasure in his own story than Sam Phillips. It was, in his telling, a poetic as much as a realistic vision, a mythic journey combining narrative action, revolutionary rhetoric, Delphic pronouncements, and the satisfaction, like that of any Old Testament god, of being able to look back on the result and pronounce it “good.”
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The Phillips Family, 1916 (before J.W. and Sam were born). Left to right: Charles, Irene, Horace, Madgie, and Tom. Standing at back: Mary and Turner. Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family









He would return again and again to the same themes over the years, with different details and different emphases, but always with the same underlying message: the inherent nobility not so much of man as of freedom, and the implied responsibility—no, the obligation—for each of us to be as different as our individuated natures allowed us to be. To be different, in Sam’s words, in the extreme.

But it always started out with a slight, sickly looking tow-headed little boy looking out at the world from the 323-acre farm at the Bend of the River, about ten miles outside Florence, Alabama. His daddy didn’t own the farm, just rented it, and by the time Sam was eight years old, his two oldest brothers and older sister had all married, leaving him at home with his seventeen-year-old sister, Irene, his fifteen-year-old-brother, Tom, and the next youngest, ten-year-old J.W. (John William, later to be known as Jud), who was, like Sam, something of an afterthought for parents who were forty-four and nearly forty by the time their youngest child was born.

He and his family worked the fields with mules, along with dozens of others, black and white sharecroppers, poor people—his daddy was a fair man, he treated them all the same. His daddy didn’t say much; the one thing that really made him mad was if someone told him a lie—it didn’t matter who it was, he would stand up and tell them to their face. Daddy had a feel for the land, he grew corn, hay, and sweet sorghum, and the cotton rows were half a mile long. His mama was kind to everyone, believed wholeheartedly in all her children, and worried a lot—there was nothing she wouldn’t do for any of them, and nothing she couldn’t do as well as any man. Sometimes at night she might dip a little snuff and pick the guitar, old folk songs like “Barbara Allen” and “Aura Lee,” the guitar took on all the properties of a human voice, but she didn’t sing, it was almost as if she were quilting the music together.

Just like Daddy, she taught them how to work, by her example. She taught them responsibility by the kindness she and Daddy showed to others less fortunate, including relatives, passing strangers, and, by the presence in their own home, her sister Emma, blinded in one eye and made deaf and mute by Rocky Mountain spotted fever when she was three. Sam observed Aunt Emma closely and, in order to communicate with her (she was a well-educated woman, a graduate of the internationally renowned Alabama Institute for Deaf and Blind at Talladega), learned to sign almost before he could read. He was the only one in the family who could communicate fully with her except for Mama and his sister Irene, who wanted to become a nurse. Even when he was working (and there was seldom a time that he wasn’t), he was watching, listening, observing: the interactions of people, the scudding of the clouds across the sky, the communication of crickets and frogs (he was convinced that he could talk to them—and not just as a little boy either), the flow of the beautiful Tennessee River. He couldn’t understand why all the little black boys and girls he worked and played with couldn’t go to the same little country school that he did; he registered the unfairness of the way in which people were arbitrarily set apart by the color of their skin, and he thought, What if I had been born black? And he admired the way they dealt with adversity—he envied them their power of resilience, their ability to maintain belief in a situation in which he doubted he could have sustained belief himself. But, for the most part, knowing how different his feelings were even from those closest to him, from his very family, and knowing how much more different he intended to be, he kept his thoughts to himself and listened to the a cappella singing that came from the fields, testament as he saw it, whether sacred or secular, to an invincible human spirit and spirituality.


They found a way to worship. You could hear it. You could feel it. You didn’t have to be inside a building, you could participate in a cotton patch, picking four rows at a time, at 110 degrees! I mean, I saw the inequity. But even at five or six years old I found myself caught up in a type of emotional reaction that was, instead of depressing—I mean, these were some of the astutest people I’ve ever known, and they were in [most] cases almost totally overlooked, except as a beast of burden—but even at that age, I recognized that: Hey! The backs of these people aren’t broken, they [can] find it in their souls to live a life that is not going to take the joy of living away.



SAMUEL CORNELIUS PHILLIPS (remember Dr. Cornelius) was born on January 5, 1923, in the only home that his father would ever own, in a tiny hamlet six or seven miles north of Florence called Lovelace Community, named for his mother’s family and populated with musically talented Lovelaces and practical, hardworking Phillipses. When he was just nine months old, the house burned down, and the family moved in and out of town, then to the old Martin place on Chisholm Highway and then further out in the country to the old Pickens place in Oakland, which was an eight-year-old’s (and later a seventy-eight-year-old’s) 323-acre vision of Eden. His overwhelming impression, his overwhelming experience, was of hard work—his mama and his daddy never stopped, and his brother Horace, older by fourteen years, was, everyone acknowledged, a “mechanical genius,” who would make a career in heavy equipment. The sensibility of the two youngest, though, Sam and his brashly self-assured brother J.W., was different in type if not in kind. J.W. possessed the sort of robust personality to which everyone, adults and children alike, was inevitably drawn. He was confident, articulate, outgoing, a natural leader, even if Sam sometimes mistrusted just where his leadership might be taking them. He was warmhearted and trustful just like their daddy, but unlike Daddy there was no holdback in his speech: he proclaimed his views eloquently and convincingly, although his younger brother occasionally questioned whether J.W. really knew what he was talking about.
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Sam and J.W. (Jud). Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family

Sam saw himself as set apart and wasn’t about to apologize for it. He prized independence and artistry, even when he was too young to put a name on them. He saw Daddy as an artist of the soil, he saw music as an expression of innate spirituality. He was a delicate child, “a runt that really had a rough time surviving,” as he frequently said, but for all of that, he was determined to go his own way. “I got impatient with children doing the same things other children did. I had the ability to love other people, but I also had the ability to tell them what I thought, even at an early age. I wasn’t a spoiled person, but for some reason or another I was totally an independent cat, and to be that, and be as sickly as I was and not be screaming for Mama must have signified something.” What it signified, Sam firmly believed, was that he had his own eyes and ears to assess things with, and they were going to lead him to the greater goal he had in mind, even if he couldn’t say precisely what it was. It was not lost on him, however, what he sacrificed in terms of popularity. It was impossible not to like J.W., as his younger brother was well aware, and for J.W. the approval of others was the greatest authenticator. As for himself, despite all his bravado, he couldn’t help but regret the absence of that same easy camaraderie. He was, he recognized with some asperity, “the greenest persimmon on the tree. If you took a bite of me, you didn’t like me too much.”

Growing up, he was surrounded by music—square dances, round dances, once a month, at a neighbor’s, a relative’s, sometimes at home. On those occasions you pushed all the furniture out of the room and everybody would sing and play—fiddle, banjo, ukulele, guitar—sometimes his sober-sided daddy might even call. His sister Irene made sure to take him and J.W. along, from the time they were no more than four or five years old, and he would sit in a corner, just watching all of his grown-up brothers and sisters and all the others, hardworking farmers and their wives, dancing and having a good time. When he was six, just before the October stock market crash, they got a Graphophone record player at Kilgore Furniture Store—they set it on the floor and wound it up and played the one record they were able to afford with their initial purchase, Jimmie Rodgers’ “Waiting for a Train,” over and over. Though Rodgers has come to be universally invoked as the “Father of Country Music,” the song was a blues, profound in its portrait of loss and displacement and uncanny in its foreshadowing of the Great Depression that hovered unseen just over the horizon. “‘All around the water tank,’” Sam would quote sixty, seventy years later at the drop of a hat, “‘Waiting for a train / A thousand miles away from home / Sleeping in the rain…’ And then he walks up to a brakeman ‘to give him a line of talk’—you know, he was trying to get in that boxcar—and this brakeman says, ‘Well, you got any money, I’ll see that you don’t walk.’ But Jimmie didn’t have any money, and ‘he slammed the boxcar door.’ If you can just visualize that—Depression, hard times, won’t be another train for a long time. Let me tell you something, Jimmie Rodgers didn’t waste a word.”

THE DEPRESSION didn’t hit the Phillips family as hard as some, but it hit hard enough to inalterably change the pattern and outcome of their lives. Charlie Phillips was able to hold on for the first few years, but then in 1933, when cotton was down to five cents a pound, he recognized that he could no longer make a living off the land, and the family moved to town. It was like being cast out of paradise.
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Sam and Aunt Emma, late 1955 or early 1956. Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family

Sam’s daddy’s first job off the farm was flagging on the old L&N railroad bridge, which had a single lane for vehicular traffic, working from six in the evening till six in the morning seven days a week for thirty dollars. He moved the family in and out of town over the next few years, keeping the job as the salary increased to thirty-five and then forty dollars a week but continuing to farm simply because of his love of the land. He grade-contracted for others, he terraced the Florence State Teachers College amphitheater with mules and sodded it with Bermuda grass (“He was,” said Sam, “the greatest sculptor of the soil I’ve ever seen”), he grew an experimental vegetable garden for Dr. Willingham, the president of the college, he held out a helping hand to others when he could barely afford the rent himself—and his youngest son took it all in. The way he was with people, the way he was with animals, the kindness he showed to others, the expectations he had of himself. “My daddy didn’t do things I didn’t see. He didn’t know I was looking at him, I wasn’t staring—but my daddy never ceased to amaze me. He knew the soil. He knew mules. I mean, he knew mules! My daddy never used a stick or a whip or anything. Mules would work for him, people would work for him—and they would rise and achieve above their normal capacity.” His daddy was never truly happy in town, the little boy felt. Even as a small child he saw his father fueled by an agrarian vision—though he certainly couldn’t have named it at the time. There was an idealism, he believed, that fed his father beyond faith and hard work. His daddy would never have chosen to make a living off the land if he hadn’t had to. “There was something clean about the soil, there was something clean about plowing a mule—he could just take the soil in his hands and watch it produce for him.” It was the purity of a dream.

He was a frail but determined child. Even though his brother was twice his size, and much more physically commanding, he and J.W. fought like cats and dogs—but they always got together again afterwards. You just couldn’t help but love J.W., but it was his aunt Emma who truly fascinated him for her refusal to be intellectually inhibited by her inability to hear or speak. He was well aware of the example of Helen Keller, across the river in Tuscumbia, and he had long, animated signing discussions with his aunt, who read the newspaper cover to cover every day and irritated some members of the family with her strong opinions and behavior that could just as easily be described as willful as strong-willed. Only Sam and his mother were able to calm Aunt Emma down, and of all the nephews and nieces he was clearly her favorite.

When he was in the sixth grade, the family moved to Royal Avenue in North Florence, directly behind the cotton gin where they had once brought their cotton. When the circus came to town, it passed right by their house, with the elephants at the head of the parade, before pitching tent by the railroad track in East Florence, a mile and a half away. The carnival set up in back of the store right across the alley from them. And any children in the neighborhood could ride for free.

It was in the sixth grade, too, that he had his first drum lesson, on the kind of “field” drum that you wore around your neck, from the city music director, Mr. D. F. Stuber. Sam had been begging his mama and daddy for music lessons, beating on pots and pans till he like to drove his mama crazy, and he had to rake leaves and mow Mr. Stuber’s yard while his daddy grew a garden for Mr. Stuber to help pay for the lessons. He wasn’t the best drummer in the world, he knew, but he was diligent in his application, and with sufficient practice, Mr. Stuber assured him, he could join the marching band the following year when he entered junior high school.

It was during this time that Uncle Silas joined the Phillips household. According to the official Phillips Family Reunion book, Charlie and Madgie Phillips “never turned anyone away who needed food, clothing, shelter, comfort, love, and affection.” They raised three children in addition to their own, and many others, including Aunt Emma, lived with them, so that there were frequently as many as “nineteen or twenty… around the Phillips supper table.” In this case it was Silas Payne, a poor black sharecropper, originally from Louisiana, who had worked on the old Pickens place and was, said Sam, a “genius with chickens” even after he went blind from syphilis. Another family had taken him in after the Phillipses moved to town, but when the Miles family could no longer afford to care for him, Charlie Phillips borrowed the cotton gin manager Mr. Wiggins’ 1929 Chevrolet and moved Uncle Silas in with them.

The story of Uncle Silas is at the epicenter of everything that Sam Phillips ever believed both about himself and the “common man,” in that most uncommon narrative that became the lodestar for his life. It was not sympathy for this old black man’s plight that drew him to Silas Payne—far from it, Sam Phillips always insisted. Rather, it was admiration for those same qualities of imagination, creativity, and invincible determination that he had first noted in the black fieldworkers on his father’s farm—that and the kind of emotional freedom, the unqualified generosity and kindness that he himself would have most liked to be able to achieve.

He recognized that even for his father, just like for nearly everyone else who lived nearby, while there may have been no overt prejudice, whites were still whites, niggers niggers—for all of his daddy’s fair-mindedness (who else took a colored man into his house?), that was simply the way he had been taught and raised. For the young boy, though, there was something almost magical about Uncle Silas, with the hundreds of chickens he kept out back, every one of whom he could distinguish by name, and the Bible stories he rhymed up, the songs he sang, the stories he told of an Africa he had never known, with batter-cake trees and a Molasses River that took a twelve-year-old boy away to a world in which he was freed from all the emotional and physical bonds by which he felt so constricted in his day-to-day existence.

Not long after Uncle Silas came to live with them—right after graduating sixth grade in June of 1936—Sam became ill, so ill, in fact, that old Dr. Duckett was just about ready to give up on him. He had two bouts of double pneumonia, and his lungs were weakened by pleurisy to the point where it almost hurt too much to breathe. The doctor, a gruff old-timer with flowing hair and a long white beard, knew the family’s limited resources and brought his patient oranges to build up his strength, but one day after the doctor’s visit, Sam heard his mother and Mrs. Reynolds, the lady who lived right behind them on North Royal, talking about him, and he suddenly sensed that he might be about to die. He didn’t tell his mother that he had overheard their conversation, but he experienced a sudden and almost overwhelming sense of panic at the thought of the world going on without him, at the thought of all the things he would not get to do, all the ongoing narratives, his own and everyone else’s, whose outcome he would never learn. That panic returned from time to time, but it was soothed as much as anything not just by his mother’s reassurances and ministrations as by Uncle Silas’ constant reiterations that not only was he going to get better, he was going to be able to achieve the kind of things he could scarcely formulate in words or even dream of now.

“He liked to sit in the kitchen and put me on his knee, grab me by my bony shoulder and say, ‘Samuel, you’re going to grow up and be a great man someday.’ I mean, I was just a sickly kid—physically, I don’t know, maybe mentally, too—but somehow, as much as I didn’t believe him, I did believe him. Because he sounded so confident. And he was a great storyteller—but [what I got from his stories] is that, number one, you must have a belief in things that are unknown to you, that what you see and hear is really not all that important, except for the moment. I mean, Africa was just another way of him pointing to the things that were all over and available to us one way or another. Africa was a state of mind that he hoped everybody could see and be a part of or participate in.” Most of all, rather than moralize, he just tried to teach the sickly little boy, as much by example as anything else, “how to live and be happy, no matter what came along, [that] even when you’re feeling bad, you’re feeling good.”

This enforced isolation only served to underscore the privations that Silas and Sam’s aunt Emma had had to learn to put up with and endure and further sharpened his own powers of observation. He sat out on the porch swing watching the world go by, he listened for different cadences of speech without even heeding the words, he studied movement and demeanor, and he grew to believe, for all of his fears and insecurities, that he had been granted a God-given gift, the ability to read people in the same way that other people read books.

When he was finally able to return to school, the insight that he had gained was mixed somehow with a resentment of the experience that he had missed—it was almost as if he saw things in too sharp a focus and didn’t know what to do with his new clairvoyance. He was a “mean little bastard” in the seventh and eighth grades by his own unapologetic description (“I was just very, very convinced of things”), until his favorite homeroom teacher, Mrs. Mary Alice Lanier, spanked the hell out his hand with a ruler. It was the first and last time he was ever physically reprimanded in school, but it evidently shocked him back to his senses. He was no more “likable” after that, according to his own lights—that was for J.W.—but he was finally starting to put things in the proper perspective, and as he finished the eighth grade at sixteen, working five afternoons a week plus Saturdays at J. Will Young’s grocery store to help out the family, he made up his mind to seek the mantle of leadership that he believed to be both his gift and his destiny.










[image: Book Title Page]






Beale Street. Courtesy of Preservation and Special Collections, University Libraries, University of Memphis










I first came through Memphis in 1939 on the way to Dallas to hear Dr. George W. Truett, the famous pastor of the First Baptist Church, preach. It was five of us boys, including my brother J.W. and myself, all of us members of Highland Baptist Church, and we left Florence between midnight and one o’clock, drove to Memphis on a gravel road by way of Savannah, Tennessee. Well, I’d heard about Beale Street all my life, pictured it in my mind what it was—I could not wait! We arrived at four or five o’clock in the morning in pouring-down rain, but I’m telling you, Broadway never looked that busy. It was like a beehive, a microcosm of humanity—you had a lot of sober people there, you had a lot of people having a good time. You had old black men from the Delta and young cats dressed fit to kill. But the most impressive thing to me about Beale Street was that nobody got in anybody’s way—because every damn one of them wanted to be right there. Beale Street represented for me, even at that age, something that I hoped to see for all people. That sense of absolute freedom, that sense of no direction but the greatest direction in the world, of being able to feel, I’m a part of this somehow. I may only be here a day or two, but I can tell everybody when I get back home what a wonderful time I had.



The trip to Memphis was probably the most significant event not just of Sam’s life to date, but very likely of his entire life. It fused all of the elements that he had come to believe represented his unique makeup as a human being and set his future course as well. But it came about not entirely coincidentally as the result of another kind of quest that J.W., by now a full-grown man of eighteen, had set out upon with increasing determination over the past couple of years.

While Sam was being a bad boy (“I do think by having a little devil in you, you define the devil—and, you know, he can be a great teacher!”), J.W. had discovered religion. Religion had occupied only a small role for the Phillips family, traditional Methodists who dutifully attended North Wood Avenue Methodist church just two blocks from the house. They were God-fearing people who lived their faith, though for J.W. and Sam, now the only children left at home, it was not a particularly uplifting form of worship. But when the Highland Baptist Church dedicated its sprawling new edifice in 1936 and subsequently committed itself to a dynamic youth program under the leadership of Pastor F. L. Hacker, J.W. jumped right in, declaring that he had found his calling, he was going to be a preacher, and persuading his scrawny younger brother that here was an opportunity for the Phillips brothers to make their mark.

With his motivating, infectiously upbeat personality, his charismatic presence, and the seeming effortlessness of his soaring oratorical skills, J.W., everyone agreed, was born to preach, and soon he and Sam were holding services in the garage out behind the house on North Royal, packing the modest structure with young people brought together under the banner of their own DeMolay Council, an interfaith Christian youth group founded in Kansas City in 1919 that by now had hundreds of chapters across the country. J.W. held the little congregation spellbound, while Sam enrolled in the church’s BYPU (Baptist Young People’s Union) study course and formed a gospel quartet, in which he sang bass, to back up J.W.’s preaching.

Nobody could outdo his brother, Sam felt proudly, he could deliver a fire-and-brimstone message if the occasion demanded it, even if he didn’t particularly lean in that direction, and he was a devoted student of the Bible. But Sam had his own ideas about the Bible, his version was always a little different, and they had a great time debating abstruse biblical points on which each was equally well-informed and equally convinced that he was right. Sam taught Sunday school at Highland Baptist—a year or two later he would become the youngest Sunday school superintendent ever elected in Lauderdale and Colbert Counties—and J.W. tried to persuade him that maybe he, too, should become a preacher. But Sam recognized that he was as much drawn to the drama as the ritual, that he could never be constrained to espouse what he didn’t truly believe by the requirements of a particular denomination—and besides, he was absolutely convinced that life had something more to offer.

Sometimes it called out to him in ways he was not fully prepared to evaluate. For example, when church let out punctually at noon at Highland Baptist and everyone hurried home for their big Sunday meal, Sam was drawn inextricably by the sounds of the black church just half a block away. Armstead Methodist Chapel sat in proud and incongruous isolation in the midst of a white neighborhood to which most of its parishioners had to walk from all over the city. For sixteen-year-old Sam Phillips, fresh from his brother’s impassioned preaching and his own enthusiastic participation as a 110- pound bass singer in the Highland Baptist choir, not to mention the spirited renderings from the Stamps-Baxter hymn book offered up by his little quartet, Armstead Methodist was simply something he could not pass by. More often than not alone, occasionally with a girl if he could persuade her to lag behind with him after the Highland service, he stood on the sidewalk soaking up the sounds of joyous affirmation so similar in language but so different in effect from his own church ceremony. Particularly in summer, with the windows folded out and the heat only inspiring ever-greater fervor from both pastor and congregation, it seemed almost as if the life force had entered his soul. It was the purity of human endeavor, the raw beauty of the human voice, that the preacher’s words proclaimed, the congregation’s testimony echoed, the music celebrated—it was the individuated nature of spiritual and musical and creative expression, as he had first glimpsed it as an eight-year-old on the farm in Oakland at the Bend of the River.

IT WAS J.W. who first conceived of the idea of driving to Dallas to hear Dr. Truett preach. They had all heard of George W. Truett, he was one of the most celebrated orators of the day, past president of the Southern Baptist Convention, present head of the Baptist World Alliance, at one time an ambassador for President Wilson for world peace, and for the past forty-two years pastor of the First Baptist Church in Dallas, which under his guidance had become the largest church in the world. Through his work with the Southern Baptist Convention, Dr. Truett had helped foster the growth of the Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary in Fort Worth, and it was Southwestern Baptist on which J.W., after speaking with his hometown minister, Pastor Hacker, about his desire to be ordained, had set his heart, with the trip to Dallas to hear Dr. Truett preach intended as a first step toward that goal. For Sam, though, it was the route they took that was of at least equal importance.

They set out from Florence around midnight, the five of them, in Joe LaBaugh’s cramped 1937 Dodge coupe, with Sam, the youngest, sitting excitedly in the rumble seat. Joe was the old man of the group—he was close to twenty-five, while all the others, even J.W., were still in their teens—and with the help of their mothers they had loaded up the car with enough canned goods and Vienna sausage for a ten- or eleven-day adventure. All of the boys were faithful church members, all were, as Sam said, “of excellent moral character,” but at the same time they were all intrigued by the idea of seeing the storied sights of Beale.

And yet, as Sam quickly came to realize, “I think my conception was a little different than theirs.” Beale Street to them was “a place where all the niggers went on Saturday night to get drunk. In their minds there was absolutely no prejudice or bias [in this view], they were just looking at ‘the niggers’ in their place.”

To Sam on the other hand, drawn not just by the stories he had heard from Uncle Silas but by the true facts and life of fellow Florentine and “Father of the Blues” W. C. Handy, who had arrived in Memphis some twenty-five years earlier looking to make his way as a professional musician (“Look at the courage that man showed when he came to Memphis, a black man trying to make a name for himself in the white man’s world”), Beale Street represented the sum total of everything he had ever yearned for or imagined. For a boy who had never even been as far as Birmingham, Beale Street and the Mississippi River were nothing less than the spelling-out of his dreams and his destiny.

But, save for his brother J.W., who knew all about his views and shared them to a considerable degree, he was not about to reveal his feelings to anyone else in the packed little car, just as he was not about to challenge directly the assumptions of nearly everyone else he had ever known in the world in which he had grown up. As they drove up and down the rain-slicked street, the roughly five blocks that made up what was for Sam “the most famous street in America,” gawking and laughing like sin-seeking tourists, he took in the sights in silent wonderment. He saw one man strumming a guitar and another beating on a lard can with a broomstick, he saw falling-down drunks and men proceeding toward their goal with absolute sobriety. He saw so much pain and so much pleasure and so much life, and suddenly he had a vision, “almost diametrically opposed to everything I had been taught at Highland Baptist Church, of a world in which somehow sin did not exist,” in which sin could not exist, “because Beale Street was heaven, in so many ways. And I knew I was going to live in Memphis someday.”

THEY CROSSED THE RIVER, “that wonderful, untamable uncontrollable water—I mean, they can mess around with my beautiful Tennessee River, and that’s fine, but there are just some things that are not going to be tamed”—and camped out on the other side. The ground was soaked, but they found some rotten wood that would light and cooked their eggs and boiled some coffee, and nothing they had ever eaten in their lives had tasted any better. Then they grabbed a little sleep and set off for Dallas, a distance of some four hundred miles. They had to get in that night so they could find a hotel room, the only time they would sleep indoors the entire trip, and clean up.

They had hardly reached the outskirts of Dallas when a policeman stopped them for speeding. They were taken aback—Joe LaBaugh was the kind of driver who wouldn’t ordinarily have gone over the speed limit, if only out of concern for his tire wear—but when they explained to the policeman why they had come to Dallas, how far they had come, and how excited they were not only to hear the great Dr. George W. Truett preach but to see if this boy here, J.W., could find some way to work his way through Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, the policeman had them pull a little farther off the road and said, “Boys, let me pray with you.” Then they checked into a little ma-and-pa motel and cleaned up and got a good night’s sleep and showed up at First Baptist the next morning bright and early.

There to meet them at the door was a well-dressed man with a big smile on his face who greeted each and every one of the thousands who had come to attend service that day with an outstretched hand. That turned out to be the church’s world-famous music director Robert Coleman, the compiler, Sam knew, of the standard Baptist hymnal, the very one that they employed at Highland Baptist, and what struck Sam even more than the fact of his presence outside the church was his contagious enthusiasm for the job. He made every single soul who turned out that day feel comfortable, far from acting high and mighty, he made every one of them feel as if they belonged there just as much as he did himself. Then they heard Dr. Truett preach, and to Sam’s surprise he turned out to be an unprepossessing-looking little man in his seventies who you would never think to be capable of commanding multitudes. But when he opened his mouth to speak, he held his congregation of four thousand spellbound, and at the same time, he made every one of them feel as if he was speaking directly to them. Afterward they got a chance to speak for a few minutes with Dr. Truett, and he warmly encouraged J.W. to pursue his theological studies at Southwestern. It was, for Sam, an unforgettable experience. Dr. Truett possessed the kind of glowing personal magnetism that you could never summon up on a whim, and it was a breathtaking experience to hear him speak, almost as inspiring as some of the black preachers he had heard through the Armstead Methodist windows. But for all of his recognition that “Who wouldn’t want to sound like Dr. Truett from a stately pulpit,” he knew he was never going to be a preacher. For Sam the unquestionable highlight of the trip, its one true source of enchantment and allure, was Beale Street, with all of its irreducible radiance, its irresistibly beckoning glow.

SAM WAS ELECTED president of the ninth grade, the graduating class of the junior high school, that October, in the fall of 1939. He wasn’t able to be present for the election because he was working that afternoon. It seemed like he had been working constantly ever since his return to health some two years earlier, six days a week, first at the grocery store on North Seminary, then at the Corner Drug Store just down the street. He had even had his own seasonal business for a while, selling more than a dozen different types of drinks from a stand in front of the house. It was so successful that after a while he hired some help, whom he supervised from the swing on the front porch. His sister Mary’s son Phillip, not quite five years younger and more a brother than a nephew, teased him that he wouldn’t leave the porch, not even to go to the bathroom, for fear of missing a single transaction. “Uncle J.W. was the type, if he made a dollar, he’d spend two. If Uncle Sam made one, he’d save two. That was the difference in them!” He and J.W. worked at the post office, too, during the Christmas rush—he got permission to make special deliveries at night from the superintendent of schools, Mr. Powell. It seemed like everybody wanted to help them because they were so poor.

Mr. Powell was less happy to see him when Sam approached him in his capacity as a member of the combined junior and senior Coffee High School band. As one of its most junior members and by no means one of its more accomplished players, Sam was almost astonished at himself, but it was all part of his growing sense of civic responsibility, of responsibility to himself, really, and his own increasing belief that if he didn’t take the reins, who would? He made an appointment to see Mr. Powell, a dour, imposing figure whom few were inclined to address, to demand why it was that little Sheffield High School, across the river, had four sousaphones, braided uniforms, and gold belts, when Coffee High School, more than twice Sheffield’s size, had nothing but one beat-up old tuba and no uniforms whatsoever. Mr. Powell, six foot four and rail-thin, looked at Coffee’s second-string marching drummer as if he had been deliberately affronted. And who, he asked, was going to play that great big sousaphone—assuming the money was available and Mr. Stuber was willing to support this harebrained scheme. Not little Thomas Mitchell, certainly, the current tuba player (and a highly accomplished musician, who Mr. Powell noted was not making the request)—surely you couldn’t expect him to tote a thirty-nine-pound horn around on his back. No, Sam agreed calmly, once again surprising himself, he wouldn’t want to impose that on Thomas; he would give up drums and take on the sousaphone himself.

He still had to fight like the devil to make the case, but in the end he did, and before the sousaphone even arrived, he practiced assiduously on the tuba while contributing a new drum cadence for the band. He loved the marches of John Philip Sousa, every one subtly different in its own way, he loved being part of the band—with the sound swelling all around him it functioned as a kind of elixir, giving him that reassuring sense of being part of something bigger than himself whenever his mood was down. He never had any illusions about his musicianship—he never imagined that this was anything he might want to pursue in later life. He knew he wasn’t good enough, for one thing, but more than that, it didn’t satisfy his inchoate yearning for something more, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on but that took greater advantage of his innate gift for observation and decisive action, his sense of himself in a grander role that had yet to reveal itself to him.

At the end of that year, his leadership qualities were officially recognized for the first time when, just before graduation, he was presented with a copy of a little red leatherette book called I Dare You!, on behalf of the principal and the entire faculty. Written nearly ten years earlier and limited at first to a private edition for friends and family by its author, Ralston Purina founder William Danforth, it was a can-do (in fact, almost a must-do) collection of aphorisms, epigrams, and advice on the development of self written in the heady, inspirational style of Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People. Perhaps as a result of the runaway success of Carnegie’s all-time best seller from the time of its first publication in 1936, Danforth gave the copyright of his little book to the American Youth Foundation, and the Foundation, which he had cofounded a decade earlier, published the book more widely to encapsulate its own stated aims—the physical, mental, moral, and social betterment of American youth. (Its motto was, “My own self, At my very best, All the time.”) I Dare You!, however, became a phenomenon in its own right as a result of both its giveaway in schools across the nation and its passionate adoption by businessmen, educators, church leaders, and impressionable youth alike.

It offered any number of different homiletic lessons—including the call to treat the body as a temple (“Good health makes happiness”), but its overall message could be boiled down to one central tenet: Dare to be different, dare to be great, dare to take on the challenges that life hands you without flinching. (“If you face problems aggressively, they are half solved already.”)

To live, in other words, was to dare. And Sam Phillips, who would cherish the book to the end of his life, as much for what it seemed by its presentation to recognize about him as for its articulated message, was fully determined to take that dare.

SAM ENTERED HIGH SCHOOL with a new self-assurance, and a new acceptance of both his strengths and his limitations. He was well aware that he was never going to enjoy the kind of popularity that J.W., or even the boy he’d beaten for class president in the ninth grade, Bobby Arello, possessed. If it were a popularity contest, they’d win hands down any day of the week—but that no longer mattered so much to him. It was his leadership skills, his self-certainty, his willingness to put his neck on the line for what he believed, without overly concerning himself with the possibility of rejection or defeat (“I Dare You, young man,” William Danforth wrote, “you who come from a home of poverty—I dare you to have the qualities of a Lincoln”)—that was all that really mattered. (“You can cure your weakness by vigorous action. Start something! Break a window, if necessary.”) At seventeen he had gone from a “bony,” nice-looking boy with an unusually penetrating gaze to a lean young man with the dashing good looks of a Hollywood matinee idol—not the dominating man’s-man Clark Gable appearance that his ruggedly handsome brother cultivated, more the sensitive, windswept appeal of a rising young star like Alan Ladd. He was voted “Best Looking Boy” in the sophomore class, and, Sam said with relish, his classmates often referred to his “lean and hungry look.”

He was no more conventional about his appearance, though—and no less meticulous—than he was about any other aspect of his self-presentation. He wore a coat and tie to school, the same belted corduroy sports coat every day, because he couldn’t afford a more extensive wardrobe, but he kept it scrupulously clean, and, with the open-toed sandals that he wore winter and summer (“I set myself out to be a little bit different”), he was confident that he made a sufficient impression. Sam was so particular about his appearance, according to J.W., that when their mother starched Sam’s pants in keeping with his specific instructions, he would stand on a chair and step into them to avoid wrinkling the crease. If Sam didn’t like the look of his eggs, Uncle J.W. told their nephew Phillip, their mother would give the eggs to J.W. and fry Sam some more.

Between band rehearsals and work six days a week, there wasn’t much time for play, but baseball was the one sport in which Sam maintained an abiding interest, not just listening to re-creations of the big league games on the radio but participating in the sandlot games that went on at Monumental Park down by the old Florence City Cemetery. He was drawn not so much by the heritage and history of the game, in which every other boy shared, as by the grace and elegance with which it was played, and, not surprisingly, he developed his own style of throwing, catching, and batting, some intricate little twist that he would build upon his study of the game’s finer points. He adopted much the same approach working for Dr. Babson at the Corner Drug Store, where he took particular pride in the flair with which he carried out not only his duties as a soda jerk but the free ice-cream-cone delivery that Dr. Batson promised his customers and for which Sam developed furious bicycle-pedaling skills.

At school he was introduced to the dapper new band director, twenty-six-year-old Floyd McClure, who wore spats and a homburg, drove a black 1937 Ford, had played tuba with the Tiny Hill dance band in Chicago, and possessed just as passionate a commitment to the band as Sam did. Perhaps even more so, because Mr. McClure was summarily fired for his fiery outbursts by the superintendent, Mr. Powell, several times in his first year—though each time he was rehired, and eventually the two men seemed to come to an uneasy accommodation.
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Coffee High School days. Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family

Although Sam was only a sophomore, his collaboration with the new band director was from the beginning a partnership of equals. “Sam was the backbone of the band,” said McClure. “Everybody looked up to him because he was a gentleman, because he was different, and because he did what he was supposed to do and didn’t make fun of people. I never will forget one time these two big boys fighting, and I was just standing there watching, and Sam looked perturbed at me, because I was the teacher, and [then] he got up and broke up the fight.”

With McClure’s seriousness of purpose and Sam’s growing confidence in his own abilities (“It’s tough for me to say I was somebody of real substance, but I demanded of myself a kind of orderly manner”), he was able to mobilize the by now seventy-two-piece band for rehearsals and special tasks alike, packing down the sod on the brand-new football stadium by marching back and forth for two days solid and, for the first time in their history, electing a band captain.

As captain, one of Sam’s first acts was to lobby Mr. Powell once again for new uniforms—they had their sousaphones, they had their full-size band, but they were still marching in what amounted to hand-me-downs, no match for Sheffield High’s pomp and glory. Times were tough, Mr. Powell said sensibly, just how did Sam propose to raise the money? Sam had been thinking about this for a good while, and he said he thought maybe they could get the John Daniel gospel quartet, who broadcast on WSM from Nashville every morning at daybreak and even performed on WSM’s Grand Ole Opry, to come in and do a show for a fifteen- or twenty-five-cents price of admission.

Mr. Powell was against it. On any number of grounds. To begin with, none of the churches would stand for it. Samuel knew very well that his own Highland Baptist Church was adamantly opposed to professional gospel singing, the Methodists felt the same way—it was simply too close to popular entertainment. Then there was the question of smoking. Mr. Powell was a ferocious foe of smoking in any and all of its forms, he would have nothing to do with an event that permitted smoking, or with a group that smoked themselves. Having no idea of the facts, but convinced that he could mediate any situation that might arise, Sam assured Mr. Powell that there was not a single smoker in the John Daniel Quartet, in fact they were adamantly opposed to it themselves. As for the churches, he was sure he could persuade them that these were good Christians, strong in the expression of their faith.

The day of the show he organized a parade. He got Mr. Goodman, who had a Model A Ford with a PA system and was hired to advertise every public event that came to town, to drive up and down Court Street, with the full marching band accompanying him. Mr. Goodman insisted that Sam sit beside him in the car and then surprised the boy by handing him the microphone. At first he was taken aback. He knew he couldn’t do as good a job as Mr. Goodman—this was what Mr. Goodman did for a living, and he was well aware that he didn’t have the voice or the diction of the older man—but he got the hang of it as they drove up and down the street, and the only thing Mr. Goodman told him was to hold the mike still and slow his tempo down, otherwise he was doing a wonderful job.

The concert itself was a great triumph. The John Daniel Quartet drove up in their elegant 1939 gray Packard, the first aerodynamically contoured touring car, and the group’s performance could not have been better, with old John himself on first tenor, not a great voice but he could really sell a song, his brother Troy on second tenor, and Sam’s favorite, Clyde Roach, singing bass. With the proceeds, the band was finally able to get its uniforms, nothing fancy, just cape uniforms that showed off their black-and-gold colors when you turned them out, kind of like that new comic-book hero, Batman, and they proudly marched up and down Court Street every three or four weeks for several months thereafter.

J.W. WAS PREACHING in earnest by now. He would substitute sometimes for Pastor Hacker, when Pastor Hacker was called out of town, and he would preach on occasion at the Pleasant Hill Methodist Church in Lovelace Community, too. If you walked past the house, you could catch him almost every afternoon sitting out on the porch in an old rocking chair, his feet propped up, studying his Bible. He continued his efforts to persuade his brother to give preaching a try, but Sam remained adamant that it didn’t suit him, and if J.W. got under his skin enough, he might accuse his brother of the one thing that concerned him about J.W.’s ministry, of not truly believing the words that he was preaching. But mostly the brothers got along. He and J.W. got up early on Sunday to stoke the coal-burning furnace at Highland Baptist in the wintertime. Both of them worked part-time at the Brown-Service Funeral Home, with J.W. for the most part serving as a highly effective “greeter” and Sam working the graveyard shift on weekends, occasionally sleeping at the funeral home and going out in the country with the regular driver to pick up a body.

One time they had to go all the way to Russellville, more than twenty miles away, to collect the body of a small child, and the mother simply wasn’t prepared to give her up. The driver, an older man who was good at his job but whose job was driving, deferred to Sam, and he never forgot the sense of obligation and accountability it taught him. It took him an hour and a half to reassure the mother; he told her he would sit in back with her baby, and if she wanted to come along she could, but he’d rather that she didn’t, and if for some reason he sensed that she needed to see her child again, they would just turn around and drive all the way back on that long dusty road. “I didn’t say everything’s going to be all right—I joined in [her] grief. Maybe I cried, maybe I didn’t, but I never rushed a person—because she would have picked up instantly if I was in a hurry [to] take her baby away from her.”

His other jobs were decidedly more prosaic. He went out on a bread truck at four in the morning and set bread out in front of all the little stores that took their delivery, then was home in time for Mama to fix him breakfast and to go to school. In the summer he made three runs a week for the G. S. Dowdy Candy Company—start out Monday mornings at 5 a.m. to load up the Mars bars, Baby Ruths, every type of candy you could think of, then roll across the countryside for two days to Iron City, Collinwood, Waynesboro, Linden, and Clifton, Tennessee, and get back Tuesday night to load up again Wednesday morning.

There was never any question in his mind that life was made up of hard work—but it needed to be work you cared about, something that was brought home to him when he would go to visit his father flagging the few cars still crossing the bridge to Colbert County in the early evening hours, at the start of his shift, after everyone had gone home to have their supper.


I couldn’t figure out how in the world my daddy could stay here and be so lonesome all night. I knew he didn’t want to be there. He wanted to be a part of nature. But he could not make a living on [the farm]. So he came there and worked twelve hours a day seven days a week, and the only consolation that he felt was this Tennessee River. It made him feel a little closer to what he loved, which was the soil, the water, trees, land. So I’d stay with him and wait until the last bus ran from Burns Transportation, which was the inner-city bus line then, and he had a pass because he was a flagman and I could ride to North Florence free. I did that many nights, then get up early, go to school the next morning.



As much as he felt for his daddy, as much as he recognized the role that external forces could play in anyone’s life, Samuel C. Phillips was not about to write off this earthly existence as nothing but drudgery and solitude. People were just too damn interesting—and there were just too many interesting avenues to pursue.

In the fall, when criminal court was in session, he would go down to the Lauderdale County Courthouse and plant himself on one of the hard oak benches just to listen to the defense oratory of George Barnett and George Jones every time he got a chance. They were the most eloquent speakers he had ever heard outside of the kind of preacher who could convince you against all the evidence that the world was about to come to an end so long as you didn’t happen to just look out the door—but, like Clarence Darrow, they were speaking up for the rights of the common man, for the weak and defenseless, for justice. It was the drama that captured him at first, but then he thought, What had led these people to become criminals? Was it the Depression? And it came to him in that moment that this could be his calling: not just the righting of wrongs but the study of humanity, in all of its diversity, in all of the multitude of its manifestations.

He felt much the same way when he visited Kate Nelson’s whore-house on South Seminary on a Saturday afternoon. It was located right behind the big mule barn where they had the farmer’s auctions, and he observed every detail of its operation with delight, from the satisfaction of his own needs to how much the farmers “absolutely loved the idea of being down in the red-light district but not getting caught. I mean, nobody could deny a farmer the right to go to an auction!” And he watched with admiration the way Kate Nelson ran her business, not just the way she handled the men (“She was a master handler of men”) but the way she treated her girls.

“You have to keep in mind that this was during the Depression, when a lot of girls had to leave home because there wasn’t enough to eat. Now Kate Nelson could have made a living doing anything she wanted to—she was the best businessperson that I ever met in my life—but she chose to do that, and she took those girls in and nobody abused them and lot of them got married [out of] there, and I know that in her heart she was in that profession to help them as well as, of course, to help herself.” She didn’t go out of her way to encourage young men like Sam, but, recognizing the realistic nature of human need, Sam felt, neither did she turn them away. In fact, “she felt so sorry for some young people that didn’t have two dollars, that most of them—I know I speak for myself—got a discount.”

What probably tickled him most was the broad perspective the experience afforded him on the human comedy. Hanging around the adjacent pool hall afterward, he concluded that the men probably got more pleasure out of talking about the experience than they did from the experience itself. He felt no sense of guilt or hypocrisy. It was all grist for the exploration of human nature to which, in one way or another, he was determined to dedicate his life. From his point of view, “Kate Nelson was an exceptional person, an extremely decent person,” and a genuine asset to the community in any number of ways. “I mean, I was going to church, I was deeply dedicated, but the Bible says, Better to spill your seed in the belly of a whore than it is on the ground—and I took that to heart!” If others chose to interpret the Scriptures differently, well, let him who was without sin cast the first stone.

HE FORMED a kind of dance band the summer after sophomore year, the summer of 1941. There were so many great musicians in the marching band, it would have been a crime just to let all that spirit and enthusiasm go to waste, so he put out a call for volunteers—not for anyone who was just idly curious but for band members who were genuinely committed (the criterion was “not [so much] your great prowess as a musician but your dedication to it”)—and, lo and behold, he got solid interest from about fifteen band members who promised to attend at least two rehearsals a week, no matter what demand their other work put on them. They quickly developed a repertoire that included swing standards, a crude attempt at Tommy Dorsey’s “Boogie Woogie,” the very first record that came close to capturing some of the excitement he took from the music he had heard in the cotton fields, the Sammy Kaye novelty number “The Hut Sut Ralston,” and pop treatments of familiar compositions by Bach, Beethoven, and Tchaikovsky. They had scarcely played in public, though they were gaining a little bit of a reputation from the reaction of some of the parents who attended their rehearsals, when he got a call from the commander of the American Legion Post, Harold May: would they be willing to play the Post awards ceremony at the Teachers College outdoor amphitheater? Sam may have felt a certain amount of trepidation, but he wasn’t going to let it show. Instead, he accepted with the same alacrity that he encouraged in the band, acknowledging that while they might have no business playing the ambitious repertoire they were attempting, that was no excuse for holding back. “If you’re going to hit a wrong note,” he said, “hit it like you mean it!”
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Jimmy Connolly on WMSD in Sheffield (soon to become WLAY), mid- to late 1930s. Courtesy of Dot Connolly West and the Sam Phillips Family

When they showed up at the amphitheater that his daddy had helped to build, though, he was surprised to discover that the show was going to be broadcast on the radio. Mr. Connolly, the general manager of local station WMSD, across the river in Sheffield, asked if he would be willing to announce the program, give the titles and composer of each number that they played, and he responded with a mix of confidence and not altogether disguised unease that he would certainly like to try. At the conclusion of the program, Mr. Connolly asked if he might like to do a regular program on the air—it wouldn’t pay anything, not even bus fare—and without hesitation he accepted. “I don’t know why. I had never thought about being in radio until that night. I said, ‘I could do it maybe two days a week.’ He said, ‘No I would have to have you five days a week if I put you on a program,’ and, God, it went through my mind, I have got to do this. I might even get our band on this radio station. Hey, I ain’t turning it down, no matter what. So I worked it out, and I did ‘Hymn Time’ on a part-time basis five days a week from five to five-thirty in the afternoon, for the Corner Drug Store, [where] I had worked when I was younger.”

He loved the music of the old quartets, Stamps-Baxter, the Speer Family, the Chuck Wagon Gang, the Rangers, and, despite being scared to death at first, he knew he could put it across, even with—perhaps because of—all that “South in my mouth.” In any case his old boss, Dr. Babson, was more than satisfied with his new announcer: he told Jimmy Connolly this boy put it across much better than the regular announcer, with his highfalutin “radio” voice suggesting that he obviously didn’t give a damn. Dr. Babson liked the records he played and the conviction with which he introduced them. So after a brief trial period, his position was secure, and once school started up again, he would get out of band practice, catch the bus, wait forty-five minutes at the transfer point, and arrive just in time to go on the air at five.
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WLAY. Courtesy of the Sam Phillips Family







In October he was elected president of the junior class, once again beating out Bobby Arello, the boy he had defeated two years earlier, who was recognized in the yearbook as the “Most Popular Boy” in the class. Probably the single most significant achievement of his term in office was gaining recognition for the students of East Florence, poorer even than the North Florence neighborhood in which he lived, which was in turn substantially below the standard of North Court Street or North Wood Avenue, where all the big homes were. Whether by intention or design, the East Florence students had always been left out of official functions like Junior Night, and Sam argued vociferously with the faculty adviser Miss Rogers that it simply wasn’t right and, when every practical objection to their inclusion, at least for this year, had been raised, managed to overcome them all one by one.

HE AND UNCLE SILAS listened to the war news from Europe with mounting concern. Uncle Silas’ favorite was Bob Burlingame, who broadcast every night on WHO, a 50, 000- watt clear channel out of Des Moines. Uncle Silas, an inveterate news devotee, would sit in the kitchen, paying close attention to the detailed reporting, then give a word-by-word summary, if called upon by any member of the Phillips family who might have missed something. “You listen, Samuel,” he would say, “this guy will tell you more about what’s going on in fifteen minutes than you will hear a
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