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PRAISE FOR PETER GURALNICK

“Elvis steps from the pages. You can feel him breathe. This book cancels out all others.”

Bob Dylan

“Peter Guralnick’s two-volume life of Elvis Aron Presley … is not simply the finest rock-and-roll biography ever written. It must be ranked among the most ambitious and crucial biographical undertakings yet devoted to a major American figure of the second half of the twentieth century.”

New York Times Book Review

“Riveting … A masterwork.”

The Wall Street Journal

“Nothing written about Elvis Presley comes close to the detail, authority, and uncondescending objectivity that Peter Guralnick has brought to his two-volume biography … Hypnotic.”

USA Today

“Supple and altogether splendid … Guralnick writes evocatively, empathetically … He paints this world with perspective, respect, and great decency; it is one of the book’s triumphs.”

Time
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PROLOGUE

Finding the Colonel


I may not type good, but they sure do know what I mean up there.

— Colonel Parker to photographer Al Wertheimer, summer 1956



THIS BOOK goes back nearly thirty years. It goes back to the day that my wife, Alexandra, and I (and our friend and intrepid fellow traveler Ernst Jorgensen) were ushered into the repository of what amounted to a large part of the Elvis Archives, a nondescript, echoey warehouse not far from Graceland, in which all of Colonel Parker’s vast collection of — well, of everything — resided. We were there at the invitation of Jack Soden, CEO of Elvis Presley Enterprises, who had extended his invitation with no preconditions after reading the first volume of my Elvis biography, Last Train to Memphis. And there we discovered an astonishing wealth of information, not just about Elvis, not just about Colonel’s own remarkable life and career — it was, instead, a painstakingly preserved curation of nearly every aspect of what Colonel liked to call The Wonderful World of Show Business, all stored in the original dented file cabinets and battered black cube-shaped steamer trunks in which it had been accumulating for the past fifty or sixty years.

I can’t begin to tell you how it felt — it was a little like entering Ali Baba’s cave, as every sort of unlikely, and sometimes ungainly, treasure revealed itself: gas receipts tracking the Colonel’s early travels with Elvis (and Eddy Arnold before him); contracts, itineraries, and court documents; box-office reports detailing the size and makeup of audiences in theaters, arenas, and makeshift venues across the country; oversized scrapbooks that chronicled every moment, it seemed, of Elvis’ public life; and, of course, letters, tens of thousands of letters. With an open invitation from Jack (I was by now working on the second volume of my Elvis biography), Alexandra and I went back again and again over the next three or four years.

That was the genesis of The Colonel and the King — though I suppose it could be said to go back even earlier, to a letter I wrote to Colonel in the fall of 1994, as I thought about our own correspondence of the past few years and the book that he said he was still planning to write, though his efforts appeared to have stalled. (Yes, like every other writer, even the Colonel, it seemed, could be blocked).

“You know,” I wrote to him, “I was thinking about one aspect of our last conversation: your letters. I really believe this would make a great book. You could tell your story through a selection of letters; they would convey not just the events themselves but the flavor of the events, the way you approached them; and you would not have to worry about putting together a whole new narrative. … Anyway, you may think I’m crazy, and if so just throw this suggestion out the window.”

That was my mistake. “Your letter of November 8 read and carefully noted,” Colonel replied with typical promptness six days later. “When you state: ‘you may think I’m crazy’ your suggestion is a little late.” Oh, well. I guess after corresponding and sparring with him all this time, I should have known better.

Colonel’s own book was always going to be called How Much Does It Cost If It’s Free? In its quizzicality, its surface humor, and, unquestionably, its deeper meaning, it represented Colonel perfectly. (Just to set the record straight, he was always “Colonel”; he had claimed it as his first name since his initial elevation to the honorary title by the governor of Louisiana in 1948, unless you — or he — were referring more formally to the exalted status of his station, though, truly, there was no consistent rule.) The first reference to his book appeared in a Look magazine article in 1956 entitled “The Great Elvis Presley Industry,” in the course of which he offered an alternative, almost instantly discarded title, “The Benevolent Con Man,” and was described by reporter Chester Morrison as someone “with a reverence for money” and the willingness “to work hard for it.” On the other hand, the writer, with uncommon writerly astuteness, got the impression that “if [he] didn’t get any fun out of making money, the hell with it.” And, as Morrison might have further suggested, you had to get up pretty early in the morning to fool the Colonel. In fact, that was pretty much impossible, because Colonel got up earlier than anyone.

Soon after alighting upon that treasure trove of arcana and memorabilia (purchased by Graceland, along with the entire contents of Colonel’s house and office in Madison, Tennessee, just a few years earlier), I told Jack Soden that we really had to do a book made up of Colonel’s letters (it would have been a follow-up to our first shared project, Elvis Day by Day, which stemmed from the same source), and Jack without a moment’s hesitation agreed. But then a number of strokes of fate intervened, including Lisa Marie Presley’s sale of the Estate, and here we are thirty years later. And Jack is still at the helm at Graceland.

Originally it was just going to be the letters. I figured I could simply supply commentary, illuminating time, place, and circumstances, with a little bit of background on the various people involved. But then it occurred to me that the letters presented more than just an entry point into Colonel’s external world. They in fact offered a reading-between-the-lines glimpse into Colonel’s inner life as well, and if I wanted to take the opportunity to explore the story further (and I did), I needed to start thinking about a biographical portrait that could fill in some of the blanks.

It was around this time that I began talking to Colonel’s widow, Loanne Miller Parker, about the book. I had known Loanne for nearly a dozen years at that point, but it was her unvarnished enthusiasm for the project, her willingness to help in any way she could, that set me off on paths I’m not sure I would ever have found on my own. Because Loanne had been not only a devoted (and I mean truly devoted) wife and companion for the last twenty-seven years of Colonel’s life, she had also worked with him almost from the day they first met. She had been secretary and executive assistant as well as his companion on every one of Elvis’ tours from 1971 on, where she soon took on an official role as RCA Record Tours secretary. She kept meticulous records and meticulous personal journals — and, while she admired Colonel as unreservedly as she loved him, she was determined to share them, if only to reclaim for him the place in history she knew he deserved. She remained resolutely cheerful right up till her death in 2020, but even when it was clear how difficult it must have been for her at times to call up some of the most painful personal details, she maintained an unswerving dedication to the truth, making no attempt to influence the way in which the story would ultimately be told.

Most of the earliest memories come from Loanne’s recollections, not in her own voice, of course, but in Colonel’s, as she recalled almost eidetically the tales her husband told her in his old age. They portrayed a bright, rebellious boy, a lost, lonely boy strangely desperate for affection, as he grew up in Breda, a bourgeois waterway city in the Netherlands, in a family that he never really felt part of. Many of the stories describe his search for a place in the world for himself. They invoke families who sought to adopt him, pranks that he devised to entertain and win the admiration of others; there was even a roving band of “gypsies” who took him in and taught him that you had to learn to survive by your wits in a world that was stacked against you.

He never explained to Loanne or anyone else just where this deep-seated sense of displacement came from, how he came to feel so alienated from both homeland and family — throughout his life he would always remain attached to the memory of his mother, whom he last saw when he left Holland for good at nineteen, but occasionally he would explode in altogether uncharacteristic bursts of emotion about his father, declaring angrily that he was a bad, bad man. He never told her anything more, Loanne said, though I wonder sometimes if this was a confidence she was simply unwilling to betray. It was only when he arrived in America, most likely as a stowaway on the Holland America line, that he found himself for the first time in a place that could accommodate his dreams, though tellingly, once again, even in America, many of his earliest memories describe seeking refuge, finding a family, a home, a safe haven, where he could at least temporarily feel secure.

I met Colonel in January of 1988, but, really, it was through our subsequent correspondence that I first got to know him. It was like a crash course in Colonel, in which from the start I was at a distinct, and unrecoverable, disadvantage. With all the goodwill in the world (though certainly with an agenda of my own), I told Colonel straightforwardly enough about the biography I was just beginning to write and my hopes that he might help me dispel some of the myths that had grown up around Elvis, and he just as straightforwardly — well, no, there was nothing straightforward about it. It was if I were playing chess with a grandmaster, and if at any point I might have thought I had gained some small advantage, he invariably blocked me. But not without first offering the same polite demurral: that if he were to help me, how could he refuse any of his other friends who might want his help — surely I could understand that. But then he always went on to offer some kind of help or point me in some useful direction, then adding, “But that’s all I can tell you.”

He invited me to his gala eightieth birthday celebration in Las Vegas in 1989. At the end of the evening, I approached him with all due deference just to thank him for his kindness. “I put you on the list,” he declared with what appeared to be some asperity. I thought he might have misunderstood, or simply misheard, me, so I thanked him again — and again — until finally it dawned on me that what he was saying was: HE HAD PUT ME ON THE LIST.

And so he had. Which meant that, without his ever explicitly acknowledging it, he had given me not just the opportunity but his own personal imprimatur to meet perhaps two dozen of the most elusive and central figures in Elvis’ life, and now it was up to me to make the most of it.

Loanne told me a number of times that Colonel almost — and I stress the word “almost” — decided to put his faith in me and submit to an actual, no-questions-barred series of interviews. But he didn’t, and this may well have simply been kindness on Loanne’s part. “He was so close,” she told me, but at the last minute, she said, he would always pull back. But then, of course, as I learned from Loanne and everyone else, that was just Colonel’s way. Actor George Hamilton, who went to Colonel for advice as a twenty-one-year-old newcomer to Hollywood and found a mentor for life, put it like this: “The Colonel always had a joke and a punch line which kind of framed him up.” He tested you, and then, once you had proved yourself to him, he never doubted you — but he never stopped testing you either. It was the very act of helping you out, Hamilton said, that served as your admission into Colonel’s large extended family, a family whose other members you might never meet but who, like him, were all a cherished part of Colonel’s self-created world. With me it was something else, something far less, certainly, but I soon came to realize that the hoops he had me jump through (really just verbal hoops, but still … ) were simply in service of my gaining admission, as he wrote to me, to his “file of literary friends that I know I can trust.” And while I might have hoped to gain admission to another, more inner circle, if one existed, I was certainly grateful to take my place in that carefully designated file.

In the course of my research, through a series of small serendipities, I was able to discover a number of other members of that “extended family” that George Hamilton spoke of, for whom Colonel became brother, uncle, substitute father, friend, and to whom he revealed himself in ways that he almost never revealed himself to the world. There were the Kufferaths, whom he met at twenty while serving in the army in Hawaii. The Bonjas in Alhambra, California, were the large family (there were ten children) of Colonel’s longtime lieutenant Tom Diskin’s older sister Helen and her husband, Ben. A teenage Brenda Williams and her mother, Clannie, initially met Colonel and his first wife, Marie, because they lived practically next door to them in Madison. From Colonel, Brenda said, she “got a standard of living. There were standards you were expected to [uphold] to represent yourself and your family. You just knew that the Colonel loved you, he was always respectful and tried to help, and you were the same with him.” And you can see that same sense of closeness, that same unguarded yearning for connection, in his relationship with Abe Lastfogel, the powerful head of the William Morris Agency, a poor Jewish boy whose formal schooling, like Colonel’s, had stopped at an early age. To outsiders the two must have seemed an unlikely pair, but each found something in the other that allowed them to connect with unfettered affection (“love” was a word frequently, and not lightly, invoked in their correspondence), and their loyalty to each other as both colleagues and friends never failed to stand up to outside challenges and frank expressions of professional disagreement (at least on Colonel’s part) to the very end.

But most of all, there was Elvis. From the start, from the time that Colonel first saw him at the Louisiana Hayride in January 1955, Colonel placed his full faith and confidence not so much in the boy’s talent as in the boy himself. Colonel Thomas A. Parker was at that moment one of the foremost figures in the country-and-western field, the top manager in the business, but at a time when no other country music promoter or major record label was prepared to make a serious investment in this nineteen-year-old regional phenomenon’s career, Colonel was ready to set everything else aside in pursuit of a future that it seemed only he and the boy could see. The impact on them both was incalculable, but it was the unconditional trust that each placed in the other, the close intimate relationship that grew up from the start, that would remain forever a unique element in both their lives.

“Believe me when I say I will stick with you thru thick and thin and do everything I can to uphold your faith in me,” Elvis telegrammed Colonel with rare and undisguised emotion when the sale of his Sun contract to RCA went through. “Again I say thanks and I love you like a father.”

And when, less than eighteen months later, all their plans and dreams had succeeded beyond even their own wildest expectations (it’s hard to believe either could have imagined how much more was still to come), Colonel wrote to Elvis: “I know that you have a certain quality in you the same as I have that can feel our way thru most any snowjob except if we lend a foolish ear. … I know that you understand me better than any-one for you have a very carefull Eye. I am a great deal like you, very sensitive, but only people I love can hurt me.”

It was a bond that would never be broken, even long after it might have been better for them both if one or the other had chosen to break away. It was as if each had come to believe that without the other they would not be complete. “It’s still Elvis and the Colonel,” Colonel said after Elvis’ death, with none of the cynicism that is so often attributed to him (and I must admit, until writing this book, that I would have attributed to him). “It will always be Elvis and the Colonel,” he told Loanne. “I’ll never stop trying to keep his name alive.”

I didn’t know Colonel in his heyday, when he could project a kind of imperious sangfroid, however self-amused and self-aware (and, yes, sometimes cruel), from a seat of unassailable power. I only knew him as an old man, of course — but there was never any question, he was still Colonel. I’ve tried to paint a picture not only of the Colonel that I knew but also of the Colonel that I knew him to be, with his mind running a million miles an hour, with his zest for life, in all of its multifarious possibilities, creative challenges, and clarion calls to battle, still undimmed. In the process, I encountered a good many challenges to my own preconceptions, and plenty of surprises along the way — but what would be the point of writing a book, of writing anything, just to end up where you’d planned on going all along?

My intention has always been the same: to present Colonel in the same freewheeling spirit that he presented himself, with all of his manifold contradictions boldly intact. Most of all, I hope you can see Colonel and Elvis in their fullest flowering, in the early years of their partnership, each in search of that ineffable goal in which they both so wholeheartedly believed, each in his own way uncompromisingly committed to its attainment. Surrender yourself, if you can, to their unremediated dream, set aside the myths that have grown up around them both, and give yourself over to an empathetic (and I don’t mean credulous or uncritical, just human) reading of history. And when you read the letters, try to keep that same guideline in mind: read them as you would read any other unpunctuated teletype-scroll stream-of-consciousness outpouring of words and emotions, and remember Colonel’s joyful adjuration to his old pal from Tampa, newspaperman Paul Wilder: “It is of course these funny letters and my feeling that One must enjoy his work or grow stale keeps me on the go, I can always bring myself right back into a happy medium by remembering how lucky we are, so let it snow let it snow I will always be somewhere to receive it.”

A FEW WORDS ABOUT THE LETTERS

FIRST AND FOREMOST, I think it goes without saying, they speak for themselves.

Their bombast, their wit, the sheer energy that went into producing tens (and tens) of thousands of letters from a man whose education ended in Holland in the fourth or fifth grade unquestionably comes through, as he jousts, jokes, threatens, cajoles, introduces clever wordplay and parables to prove a point, sometimes all in the same letter, more often in a sequence of letters that show off his various epistolary styles in rapid succession.

I had originally thought I could present each letter complete and unedited — but that proved to be impossible. Colonel was simply too swift in his translation of thought to page, his manner of letter writing so often free of orthodox punctuation that I felt I couldn’t allow every run-on sentence to simply run on without one or two signposts for the unwary reader. So I have added the occasional comma, even a period or two (for some reason Colonel seemed to have an unreasoning aversion to periods) — but always with a firm commitment to Colonel never to interrupt his free flow of expression. And I should note that long after personal secretaries took over the main task of typing Colonel’s letters (this started sporadically as early as 1955 but did not become commonplace until the 1960s), not even their commitment to more orthodox forms of spelling and punctuation could still the wholly unorthodox impact of his words.

You will also notice from the ellipses that I have edited some of the letters for length. This is simply because, as much as the letters can be both instructive and entertaining in turn, Colonel was not a man of few words, or even a few million. He seemed to believe that once you’ve made your point, it never hurts to make it again. Not always, but often enough that here at least I think even Colonel might agree he could use some editing. Though, as he counseled his great and good friend Abe Lastfogel affectionately, in a multifaceted letter that did not need to be edited at all, “If this letter is too long, read it a little at a time.”

What I have not done is tamper with Colonel’s spelling or syntax in any way. That would be an insult to a man who invented his own unique form of expression as he went along; even his malapropisms (whether deliberate or inadvertent) make a point. This is a man of unadulterated originality, announcing himself in his adoptive language without hesitation or self-consciousness, and he needs to be permitted to speak both for, and as, himself, with all of his associative modes of articulation preserved intact.

And just remember the message that underlies so many of these letters: It’s all about process. You can’t lose a deal you never had. And if you can’t find the fun in it, it really isn’t worth doing.
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BOOK ONE



HOW MUCH DOES IT COST IF IT’S FREE



THE IMPROBABLE STORY OF COLONEL TOM PARKER
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PART I



BEFORE ELVIS






ONE

Boyhood


I was born with an adult mind in a child’s body. I was frustrated a lot because I knew how to do things that my body couldn’t carry out because of my small size. Because I didn’t think like a child, no one understood me — in fact, I think they were afraid of me because I was different. I didn’t want to be like other children my age, and wouldn’t even try, so I was punished.

— Colonel Tom Parker, recalling his childhood in Breda, North Brabant, the Netherlands



HE WAS a strange child.

Born in Breda, Holland, in 1909, Andreas Cornelis van Kuijk (“Dries”) was the fifth of nine surviving children born of what appeared to be a marriage less of passion than of convenience. His father was a forty-three-year-old retired soldier named Adam van Kuijk, who worked as a liveryman at the Breda headquarters of a well-known Dutch cartage company. His mother, Maria Elisabeth Ponsie, was ten years younger than her husband, and her family made their living as “floating peddlers” along the waterways of Holland, selling goods of all sorts at the village fairs and town markets all along the rivers and canals. Adam van Kuijk, just out of the army after twelve years when they married in 1900, was by all accounts humorless and stern. Along with his job as a driver, he was in charge of the van Gend en Loos company’s thirteen draft horses and provided with a large open living space above the stables. As part of the marriage settlement, his wife Maria’s parents, Johannes and Maria Ponsie, moved in with the couple, an arrangement that seemed to weigh heavily on her husband, who had little time, evidently, for all the nonsense that went on with the Ponsie family and the flights of mood and fancy that it sometimes occasioned in his wife.

From the beginning, young Dries seems to have felt the weight of his father’s disapproval, along with a sense of acute grievance that is difficult to explain in someone who in later years adopted the determination to always advance a positive view. “My father was no good, no good,” he would say in later years in rare bursts of emotion, while always speaking of his mother with the greatest affection. Almost all of his early memories convey a sense of hurt and displacement. He was drawn to his elderly grandfather, Johannes, and looked forward to his regular visits with him at the old-age home to which he was confined after his wife’s death. There the old man told him stories about his travels, about all the places he and his wife had gone, the people they had met — and he always encouraged the boy to express his individuality. But his grandfather died when Dries was eight, and he was just left with tales he would never forget that recalled the Ponsies’ wandering ways.

Nothing he did merited his father’s approval. “He had a heavy hand,” he recalled, and his three older sisters, Adriana, Marie, and Nel, often came to comfort him and bring him food when he was banished to his corner of the boys’ side of the loft in which they all slept. Each had warm memories of him as a child, seeing him as mischievous but never ill-intentioned. “He was very smart,” said his sister Engelina, just sixteen months younger, “and I had a lot of fun with him at home. Some of us [appreciated him] more than others.” To her, and her older sisters, he was “a very happy, very cheerful boy, always playing pranks.” But all of them recognized the heavy cloud that seemed to hang over his head.

HE DIDN’T fit in at school — his mother had made sure to enroll him at the Catholic boys’ school, St. Antoninus, despite the cost — but he had no interest in the subjects, and he rebelled against the discipline. The experience in fact seems to have instilled in him a lifelong mistrust of organized religion, as he openly challenged why priests should hold such a place of privilege.

Just as a measure of his discontent, he once estimated, “I ran away from home seventeen times in two years.” Now, I don’t think we need necessarily take this as a literal number (though, from my own observation of the literalness and precision of his memory in later years, it may well be) to recognize the seriousness of his disaffection. His sisters all recalled the general consternation at his unpredictable disappearances, though none would ever hazard any real guess as to what led him to absent himself, other than the lure of adventure. To each of them, he was a cherished sibling, and possessed a power of imagination that no one else in the family seemed to have. When they were all getting ready to go to sleep at night, with the boys and girls in their separate quarters, the girls would open up the partition that divided them and beg him to relate one of his fanciful tales. “He never hurt anyone, but he was always up to something,” said Nel, the third oldest of the girls. “He did everything that the others didn’t dare.”

[image: A portrait of Marie Elisabeth Ponsie van Kuijk.]
Colonel’s mother, Maria Elisabeth Ponsie van Kuijk. Courtesy of the Graceland Archives.

To his second wife, and widow, Loanne, who knew him over the last thirty-five years of his life as a relentless, if very complicated, optimist who never passed a mirror without smiling, there was no question that he had at some point early on been deeply wounded. “He couldn’t stand to be touched,” she said, “even by those he loved most. From his memories it appeared that he was uncomfortable with caresses even in early childhood.” He was never able, she said, to place his full faith in anyone, to the very end of his life. But in all the conversations I had with her, in which she frankly acknowledged the foibles of the husband she adored, she never once hazarded an explanation for his extreme sense of disaffection, whether because she felt it would be betraying a confidence that he was not about to offer anyone else, or because she simply did not know. I’ve sometimes thought that maybe she was speaking in a kind of code that she thought I would understand. And I wonder sometimes if maybe I do.

THE FIRST few times that he ran away, as a very little boy, it may have been mostly to attract his mother’s attention. But she soon learned to stop looking for him, and where he went when he explored first the streets, then the local countryside, no one knew. As he grew older he stayed away for longer periods of time and, perhaps inspired by his grandfather’s accounts of the freedom of life along the waterways, spoke in later years of joining up with a roving band of “travelers” for several months, recounting to his wife, Loanne, how much he enjoyed their way of life and how much he learned from them.

Here, once again, I’m not altogether sure we can take him literally (I’m not sure Loanne did either), but there is no question of the allure that “gypsy” life had for him. In fact, he even wrote a brief screen treatment for movie producer Hal Wallis in 1958, in which Elvis would play a foundling, brought up by “gypsies traveling in wagons, sleeping outdoors,” and, as Colonel suggested, living the kind of lifestyle that would show off Elvis’ rugged versatility and allow him to stay free of the goody-good image that was killing Pat Boone.

Apart from the romance of the traveler’s life, the one thing that intrigued him most was any form of entertainment that found its way into his otherwise circumscribed world. He had an aunt, one of his mother’s sisters, who was an opera singer. She lived abroad, but every time she returned to the area, his mother took him to see her performance. He was so entranced by the spectacle, so drawn in by the music, that at the age of seven or eight he learned the arias to a number of the operas in which he saw her appear, and, as he recounted to Loanne, he would sometimes “walk through a pine forest near his home to a beautiful blue lake.” There he would unburden himself of all of his cares and sing some of the arias he had learned, and the rich people who had houses along the shore would come out on their balconies and applaud. But, he told Loanne, he stopped singing when his voice changed, though he never lost his love of opera.

Of even greater impact was the fair that came to town the third Sunday of October every year. As Dutch journalist Dirk Vellenga wrote, “It took over the whole town, as its tents and stalls spread across the marketplace [and] all the way to the Kloosterplein, just around the corner from the Vlaszak, where the van Kuijks lived, [and] the normally dour town would temporarily become a place of music and laughter.” The highlight for Dries was the van Bever family circus, a relatively small operation but a real circus nonetheless, with clowns and acrobats and, best of all, trained horses, all performing under a big top in a tent that had to be erected in every town they played. “He loved the circus,” said his sister Engelina. He would hang around wide-eyed as they put up the tent, and soon he was volunteering for odd jobs, and then simply doing them if no one stopped him. He carried water for the animals without being asked, he helped the roustabouts, who fascinated him with their rough, freewheeling ways. No one questioned why he wasn’t in school, and soon, in lieu of pay, he was rewarded with free admission to the circus, not just for himself but sometimes for his friends and brothers and sisters.

He loved the clowns, the way they entertained everyone with routines that, even if they were predictable, were so ingratiating that the audience responded with uproarious laughter every time. One of the clowns, it turned out, was some kind of distant relative, or perhaps just an acquaintance of the Ponsies, and he stayed with them whenever the circus was in town. Soon Dries was following him everywhere — he would pick up his discarded cigar butts and puff on them with the air of someone who knew himself to be somebody. Years later he could look back on the experience and say that this was the beginning of his lifelong love affair with what he would always call the wonderful world of show business.

With all of this as background, what could have been more natural than that young Dries should have sought to create a circus entertainment of his own?

At first it was a modest affair that he would present on Sunday afternoons when his father was at the local café. He charged his brothers and sisters and neighboring children a nominal fee for entrance to the “big top,” a tent constructed of newspapers, which led to inevitable cancellations when it rained. The entertainment consisted of his own acrobatics, performed in scrupulous emulation of the acrobats that he had so closely observed at the van Bever circus, in addition to the various animals that he had collected and trained. He had a rabbit, some trained beetles, a number of sparrows that he had caught with small traps in the horse manure in the stables, and a goat that climbed stairs. The star of the show was a crow named Blackie, whom he had taught to do a few simple tricks, but when he tried to teach Blackie to deliver messages, the crow’s strong stubborn streak kicked in, a trait that, he later ruefully acknowledged, was all too familiar to him.

Before long he decided to expand his circus and turn his father’s heavy workhorses, whom he fed and watered every day, into performers. His model was the beautiful stallions in the van Bever circus, and he began by training the plodding dray horses to trot in circles, then to rear up, thrillingly, on their hind legs. Eventually, as Engelina’s daughter, Mieke Dons-Maas, described it to biographer Alanna Nash, he “would walk on the backs of the horses, doing tricks and balancing acts as he jumped from one to the other.” He was fearless, Engelina told her daughter, “even on the back of the meanest horse, the stallion who stood apart from all the others in another box.”

This went on until one day his father, Adam, came home unexpectedly from the van den Enden Café and with a roar declared, not for the first time, that Dries was no son of his, that he would never amount to anything, and, after beating him to within an inch of his life, announced that he would be banned from having anything further to do with the stables.

HE QUIT SCHOOL AT TWELVE. He was in the fifth grade at the local elementary school after being expelled from St. Antoninus for his incorrigible clowning, and now he found himself expelled again for dramatically challenging his teacher’s authority (she rapped him on the knuckles, he bit her on the leg and walked out of the school, never to return). He roamed the countryside, volunteered to work at a local farm doing what he enjoyed most, taking care of the animals, and with a friend from school, Cees Frijters, came up with a scheme to bring each of their families a real treat. The two of them, he told his sister Engelina, stopped by a local orchard and pretended to be foreigners. Dries, as the lead actor, was supposed to be English, and jabbered away in an indecipherable mix of made-up sounds, until at last the bewildered farmer gave them bags of apples just to get rid of them. They stopped off at the Teteringen orphanage on their way home, where he and Cees, he told Engelina, gave every one of the orphans an apple. What was left, they brought home for their families to enjoy. This was only one of his and Cees’ many adventures. As Engelina’s daughter told biographer Nash, “He would scheme, but always in a good way.” Some might think him a bit of a rogue, she said, “but others had to laugh, because they had fun with him.”

He got a job with a grocer for a few weeks, then went to work for a barber, but evidently his mind was not on his work, at least not the time he left a customer half shaved (his sisters liked to think the customer must have been drunk) and watched as the poor man stumbled out into the street to the amusement of passersby. Still, such was his charm, that, far from dismissing him from his job, the childless couple who owned the barbershop wanted to adopt him, though his mother, said Engelina, did not think much of the idea. Nor, unsurprisingly, did Dries, who, she said, “always wanted to be independent.” To his sisters he seemed sometimes to be imagining a whole other life for himself, caught up in dreams of all the wonderful adventures that lay ahead.

In the spring of 1925 Adam van Kuijk became ill, and Dries prevailed upon his father to let him live with his mother’s brother Jan Ponsie in Rotterdam, a bustling seaport of over five hundred thousand, which was just thirty miles away but a world apart. His father died shortly after, just ten days after Dries’ sixteenth birthday, and he settled in comfortably with his uncle and his uncle’s family. His uncle was an executive with Spido, a major shipping company, where he found Dries work in the shipping office for a time. But this was not the kind of life he craved, and in the face of Dries’ constant importuning his uncle got him a job first on a Spido river taxi, then on a boat that delivered wheels of cheese all over the country.

His uncle formally adopted him, along with his five other minor siblings (the youngest was just seven), though the others all continued to live with their mother. Dries loved the city, he loved the water, and he appreciated the newfound comfort of his surroundings. He was fully grown now, nearly six feet tall, slim, with an expectant look, his hair neatly parted to the left — he was very particular about his appearance and spent much of his money on “fine clothes,” which he sent home to his mother to be laundered. Whenever he returned home himself, he had expensive gifts for everyone, including, one time, cologne from a recent trip to Germany.

And yet he remained restless, moving from job to job, to his uncle’s dismay. His sister Engelina put it down in part to his desire to make money (when he visited and their mother asked about his latest job, he would say, “I am no longer working there, because I can earn a [little] more”), but she also recognized that he simply “didn’t like being told what to do,” whether by his employers or by his uncle.

Soon he started absenting himself again, for a night or two at first, then for longer and longer periods of time. He couldn’t explain it himself. In recollecting the experience, he said, “For some reason I had to keep moving,” though if he had been pressed, he couldn’t have explained exactly why.

And then one day he simply disappeared. In March of 1926 he set off for America, stowing away on the Veendam on the Holland America line.

To his consternation he found himself back home again in Rotterdam on March 30, less than one month later. He had been apprehended upon arrival in New York and sent back at the expense of the U.S. government. His uncle was understandably beside himself — but Dries explained it all away by saying that he simply hadn’t had time to let his uncle know of his plans. And then, before summer had even arrived, he was gone again, his determination to escape to America undimmed.

This time, he succeeded.




TWO

America

DRIES ARRIVED IN AMERICA for the second time in the spring of 1926, just two or three months after his first, failed attempt. He was a stowaway once again, once again on the Holland America line, but this time on a ship bound for Hoboken, New Jersey. From all that he told his family, it seems almost certain that he had been doing odd jobs for Holland America in Rotterdam, and very likely made friends at the shipping line who could help him refine his plan to evade the authorities both on board ship and at the port of arrival. What may have helped even more was making the acquaintance of a Dutch family who had recently immigrated to Hoboken. Whether he met them on board and they helped talk him through customs, as has been speculated, or somehow, in a city that boasted a large Dutch immigrant population, he simply found his way to their door, they were instantly taken with him and welcomed him into their home.

He was not quite seventeen years old.

Mostly he stayed indoors at first. The family thought he was shy, but he was not yet ready for the streets — he knew barely any English, and he did not want to be deported again. Instead, he read everything he could get his hands on — newspapers, handbills, advertising flyers — and listened insatiably to the radio. He peppered the family with questions about American ways, and they were utterly charmed, and concerned, about this young boy, seemingly without ties or family — they kept asking him, wasn’t there anyone who would be worrying about him back home — and eventually they wormed out of him that he had an uncle in Rotterdam. When he wouldn’t write to at least assure his family that he was safe, the mother of his new American family wrote to his uncle and aunt instead, astonishing the Ponsies, who had not heard from Dries in weeks and weeks, with the news that their ward was safe, and in America, and such a very nice, well-behaved young man. With that a correspondence began between the mothers of the two respective households and, upon learning that the Ponsies, too, had a daughter the Hoboken mother wrote to see if the girl might be able to come visit, even though she was several years older than her own ten-year-old daughter. Dries’ cousin, Marie, surmised that the woman in America, who was clearly well-to-do, was probably homesick, “that must have been why she let Dries in and invited me to come, too.”

The next the Ponsies heard, Dries was gone again. He had evidently vanished without a trace — not a word, not a letter, the New Jersey woman wrote to them. “Have you heard anything?” she plaintively inquired. “All we can suppose is that he’s trying to join the American army. He talked about it sometimes.”

But he had not. He had set off on his first full-scale course of adventures.

He spent the next eight or ten months hoboing around the country. This, he told his second wife, Loanne, in his old age, was where he really learned about life. He rode the rails from town to town, camped out in hobo jungles, and came to know how to seek out the men (and occasionally women) who might show a stranger kindness. He was, essentially, a loner but recognized that you needed not only friends but allies in this rough world. This was where he gained confidence in his English, questioning his fellow travelers not just about the meaning of words but also about American ways. He stopped over in a small Kansas town with one of his new friends and found work at a flour mill, living in a boardinghouse where he curried favor with the landlady’s daughter for extra portions at breakfast, but when he felt she might be taking his attentions too seriously he moved on. One time in a sweltering boxcar he saw an advertisement for a Chicago hotel that offered ice water out of the tap in every one of its rooms, and he vowed that someday he would make enough money to stay in a place like that.

When he reached Los Angeles, he worked briefly at Aimee Semple McPherson’s recently opened Angelus Temple, after discovering that this was a place you could always get a free meal and bed if you showed up early enough and professed your faith in Jesus Christ. (“Be sure to get there by seven o’clock,” he advised his Hollywood friends in later years.) He was, he said, even offered a full-time job there but turned it down because of his ingrained suspicion of organized religion and the way it preyed on ordinary people, desperate for belief. One of his few articles of faith throughout his long life was that you could never persuade anyone to do something for material gain that they didn’t want to do, but you could fleece them out of all their worldly goods with the promise of heaven.

[image: A portrait of Andreas.]
Andreas at seventeen or eighteen. Courtesy of the Graceland Archives.

Once again he resumed hoboing, heading east on a trip that took a violent turn. Perhaps letting down his guard, he was beaten and robbed of all his possessions by a gang of ruffians, then driven out of the hobo camp and left in the freezing rain. He started off disconsolately down the road and, as it grew dark, was nearly at the point of surrendering to his feelings of abandonment and despair. It was, he said, the closest he ever came to thoughts of suicide. But then, he saw a light in the window of a solitary home and screwed up the courage to knock on the door. A Black man answered his knock, and he asked if he could sleep on the porch until the rain stopped. But the man wouldn’t hear of it, he took him in and introduced him to his wife and children, and then the couple insisted that he stay with them until he was strong enough to resume his journey.

It was a traumatic experience that he never forgot, but in his telling of the story he never failed to mention that it was a Black family that had taken him in, which proved once and for all to him that human kindness was color-blind. And it led to a lifelong practice, once he had money of his own, of always having enough in his pocket to help those down on their luck at a time when they could actually use it.

But except for that single moment of despair, he never once lost faith that this was where he was meant to be, a land of promise and illimitable opportunity, a land where you could become whatever you chose to be and imagination alone could provide you with all the tools you needed for success. America was everything in his mind that Holland was not: proud, impetuous, braggadocious, daring, a society that was inherently generous in its appreciation of individuality and difference. He never again wanted to be anywhere else.

AT SOME POINT in his travels Dries found himself in Huntington, West Virginia, and here the story takes a turn. This is a place you will have heard of if you know anything about Colonel Tom Parker and the origin story that he would always provide some thirty years later when he first showed up in the public eye as the manager of the young recording star Elvis Presley. In this version of the story (it had many variants) Thomas Andrew Parker was born in Huntington on June 26, 1909, where his parents, who were otherwise childless, happened to be touring with a carnival. Sadly they died before he reached the fifth grade, and he was adopted by an uncle, scion of “The Great Parker Pony Circus,” who gave him his own “pony-and-monkey act.” Recognize any similarities? You can see how this all syncs up with the story as we know it (dropping out of school in the fifth grade, the pony-and-monkey act, being adopted by an uncle, the nomadic legacy of the Ponsies), just imaginatively transposed and transplanted more or less to another continent.

Well, in a way it was true. Huntington was indeed the birthplace of Thomas A. Parker in the more prosaic, though perhaps no less imaginative, origin story that he presented to Loanne, his constant companion for the last thirty-five years of his life. When he arrived in Huntington — how, he never explained — he came upon a small carnival, he told her, and the Parker family, who had the pony ride concession, seeing his unmistakable love of animals, and his adeptness at handling the horses, hired this shy but strangely self-possessed seventeen-year-old to help. Now, at this point I’m not clear on whether the Parkers were natives of Huntington or traveling with the carnival, but at any rate, much like the family in Hoboken, they were taken with this footloose young man who for whatever reason seemed at this point in his life to be merely drifting. When they asked where he was from, who his people were, he told them he was an orphan, and as they grew more and more fond of him (like the barber in Breda, not coincidentally, I would say, they had no children of their own), they offered to adopt him. For reasons of his own — let’s just say he was ready, at that moment, to settle down — he embraced the offer and chose the American name of Thomas to go along with Andrew, an adaptation of his given name, Andreas, and even went so far as to allow himself to be baptized under his new name into his adoptive parents’ faith. And then — well, then he disappeared again.

Here I hope you will permit me a digression of my own.

When, some ten or eleven years after his original arrival in Huntington in 1926, he registered for Social Security in Tampa, Florida, as a married, U.S.-born citizen, he listed his birthplace as Huntington, put down his actual birth date, but recorded his parents as “Edward Frank Parker” and “Mary Ida Ponsy [Parker].” And it occurred to me (and I’m sure others) that perhaps there was a clue in that. His real mother’s maiden name was Maria Ponsie — but what about that “Ida”? And what about “Edward Frank”? I couldn’t make any connection there, so could perhaps one or both of those names lead to a Parker from Huntington married to a woman named Ida?

No such luck. Or perhaps I was just taking Colonel Tom Parker too literally. Believe me, I struggled mightily to find some horse-raising Parkers in Huntington, some horse-trading Parkers, any Parkers at all who might have some connection, however peripheral, with a local or traveling circus. What I did find, with the help of some assiduous Huntington researchers, were a couple named Frank and Ida Parker, who lived in nearby Portsmouth, Ohio, a kind of sister city to Huntington, which was a railroad hub well into the ’20s and ’30s — but, no farm, no horses. And they were Black.

Okay, just indulge me one speculative twist more. When Loanne told me the story of how a seventeen-year-old Dries was set upon and robbed in a “hobo camp” and then rescued by a Black couple, the next stop on his journey, more or less (though I must admit this was not a neatly arranged chronological tale), was Huntington. And the Black couple were young, while the Parkers of Portsmouth were in their late fifties. So — who knows? We must always remember that Tom Parker, like his younger counterpart, Andreas, had a genuine gift for confabulation. Perhaps a young Black couple with small children made for a better story, even when he was relating it to his wife. Perhaps it simply taught a better lesson. (All of Colonel’s stories taught lessons.) But I’m afraid I’m just going to have to leave it there. Feel free to make of it what you will.

My one certainty is that he was connected in some way to a family named Parker somewhere in the vicinity of Huntington, West Virginia. What he did, and for how long, after taking leave of the Parkers, is anyone’s guess. By now he was fluent enough in English to make his own way in America — and with his gift for languages (he spoke some French, some German, some Romani, maybe even a little Yiddish), he could get along in almost any setting and find the kind of jobs he had been able to pick up in Holland with no real fear of apprehension. (Dries had always been proud of his practical and mechanical skills.)

I wish I could have talked to him about it — I wish anyone could have. But, even though he was clearly tempted toward the end, he remained unwilling to entrust his memories to scrutiny beyond a certain, limited point, and as Loanne pointed out, while he always loved to entertain friends and acquaintances with his stories, and never failed to relate them with the greatest of relish, he never provided any opportunity for interrogation, not even by his wife.

The one thing that we do know for sure is that on September 2, 1927, some sixteen months after he left home, he arrived back in Breda just in time for his mother’s fifty-second birthday. He was, according to his brothers and sisters, the life of the party, dispensing gifts and conducting himself with a remarkable new sense of self-assurance and aplomb — but he made no excuses and he never said a word about where he had been. Two weeks later, at his sister Adriana’s wedding, according to his Dutch biographer Dirk Vellenga, he behaved in such a madcap way as to seem almost unhinged. He stood on a table and recited a poem about “a boy who was bright and had a lot of talent [but because he was] lazy and lacking in motivation, ended up working as a bellhop.” As the evening wore on, he danced a one-legged jig, following that up with a bawdy song. “A few people,” Vellenga wrote, “glanced at his mother [to see] how she was responding to this behavior.” But she was so glad to have her son home that she said nothing at all.

Some of the family thought that perhaps he had found his true métier at last, that, with his sly wit, he might be about to embark upon a career in the theater, as an entertainer of some sort, a clown or a comedian. But there is no evidence to suggest that he had any inclination to pursue anything of the sort, at least not at this time.

Instead, he settled into what could only have been a depressed kind of existence in his hometown. While America was booming, Dutch shipping was still suffering from the aftereffects of the First World War and the devastating impact it had had on the nation’s principal trading partner, Germany. And it might be said that Dries himself had burned a lot of bridges — it seemed unlikely that he could look for much help from his uncle at this point. He finally found work at a shipping firm in Breda called Huyser, a regular customer of the delivery company his father had worked for. At first he simply loaded and unloaded barges, the kind of tedious work he had done all he could to escape. But Huyser ran a daily delivery service between Breda and Rotterdam, and before long he got a job as a deckhand, which suited his purpose by permitting him to resituate in Rotterdam, where he stayed at a kind of no-frills employee hostel that Huyser maintained above their offices.

That was his last known Dutch address.

In May of 1929, once again, he simply disappeared. The first his family knew of it was when a man from Huyser showed up at his mother’s door with his trunk, saying the company couldn’t store it any longer. “Nobody knew about it,” his sister Engelina said. “He left all his possessions, his suitcase with clothing and his money, including his savings (because he didn’t spend much), were still here. At that time I was so much younger, and I had my own life, but now I am old [she was eighty-six at the time] and think about it and [wonder] why did this happen the way it did?”

No one really knows for sure — either why or how — but let me fall back mostly on the Colonel’s own account, primarily as related to his second wife, Loanne. He left Rotterdam on a freighter that appears to have had a number of ports of call. He was not a stowaway this time but worked in the ship’s kitchen and anywhere else he could make himself useful. The ship docked in Curaçao in the Dutch West Indies, but this was not Dries’ final destination. Instead, he appears to have signed on with a small fishing vessel of dubious lineage, which was impounded for rum-running in Mobile, Alabama. The captain was arrested, but the crew scattered in all directions. Dries found his way somehow to Atlanta, where, as he liked to tell the story, he saw a picture of beckoning Hawaiian sands (or maybe it was more like the illustration described in the July 15 issue of the United States Army Recruiting News of “soldiers on top of the mountains overlooking [beautiful] Pearl Harbor”), and with the assurance that this was where he would be stationed, he unhesitatingly joined the U.S. military, on June 20, 1929, six days before his twentieth birthday. He enlisted as Thomas Parker (serial number 6363948), acknowledging his Dutch birth and claiming that he had immigrated to this country in 1925. He was excited to be heading for the Island of Hawaii, where he would once again live on the water but be as far removed from his native land as he could imagine. He felt confident that in the army he would find both a safe harbor and an unassailable new identity, at least for the next three years.




THREE

Under Hawaiian Skies


The old man was walking a Russian Wolfhound in the park near the Royal Hawaiian Hotel. The Russian Wolfhound was an uncommon breed in Honolulu at the time, with its sleek, elegant looks, and the old man was taken with the gentleness with which the young man, his hair slicked down and carefully parted, knelt down and spoke to the dog. Without giving it much thought, he asked the young man what he was doing in Hawaii, and when the young man replied that he was in the army, stationed at Fort Shafter and far from home, the old man invited him to come to the house for Sunday dinner without a second thought. The old man introduced himself in a thick German accent as Carl Kufferath; he said he bred Russian Wolfhounds as a hobby. The young man introduced himself, with no discernible accent, as Tom Parker.



DRIES, now Private Tom Parker, had arrived in Hawaii in the fall of 1929 after a long voyage from San Francisco. He was stationed, first, at Fort DeRussy, near Waikiki, then transferred to Fort Shafter three miles outside of Honolulu, where he was assigned to the the antiaircraft section of the 64th Coast Artillery, whose principal job was to protect the island of Oahu against the possibility of air attack.

He wrote home not long after his arrival, assuring his family that he was well and alternately signing his letters André and Tom. He would send pictures from time to time, but he

[image: Thomas Parker sitting on a wooden ledge beside a fire bucket, wearing a suit and tie, with one leg crossed and arms resting casually.]





[image: Thomas Parker with Sunny Cordes in a early century car.]


[image: A man seated outdoors wearing a light shirt with rolled sleeves and a bow tie, surrounded by large tropical leaves and partial view of a building.]
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