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Introduction

Jerry Lee Lewis was born on September 29, 1935, in the backcountry bayous of Ferriday, Louisiana. His father Elmo was a jack of all trades who did carpentry work as well as small-scale farming on the side, while his mother Mamie mainly took care of the household and the children.

As far back as Jerry could remember, his father was either in jail or actively roving about from one job to another, moving the family from one rundown shanty house to the next. Along with all this hard, manual labor, Elmo apparently also produced alcohol with his brother, which they then turned around and marketed to the locals. No matter what they did, though, the family seemed to always remain dirt poor—a fact that Jerry Lee Lewis realized fairly early in life. He learned as a small child that life was a sink-or-swim existence—sometimes literally so.

When Jerry Lee Lewis was three years old, his father Elmo thought it prudent to teach the boy how to swim. They were cruising through the bayou in a ramshackle boat when Elmo suddenly shoved his boy overboard and began shouting at him to swim. Biographer Rick Bragg interviewed Lewis about this incident many decades later, and he recalled the traumatic episode like it was yesterday. He was terrified, as he did his best to keep his head above water.

Yet as brutal as all of this might seem to modern-day sensibilities, Jerry Lee Lewis in retrospect held no grudge against his father. On the contrary, he rationalized that Elmo was simply teaching him as best he knew how to do. He lived in a rough and brutal environment in which coddling and comforting didn’t do one much good. The only thing that seemed to help was to be handed the harsh and brutal realities of life early on—and then be forced to rise above them. It was a lesson that Jerry Lee Lewis would take with him for the rest of his life.


Chapter One

Early Life in Louisiana

“I was thirteen the first time I left home to play, soon as I was big enough.”

—Jerry Lee Lewis

Although parents are not supposed to have favorites, Jerry Lee Lewis always seemed to be Elmo and Mamie’s favored son. Perhaps this had something to do with the fact that their firstborn son, Elmo Jr., had died young in a drunk driving accident.

Whatever the case may be, they didn’t ask much of Jerry except to entertain them and provide joy in their lives. At one point, they even mortgaged their farm just to get him a piano. Lewis would later fondly recall the day that his father Elmo rolled up at the family farm with a piano on the back of his truck. Little Jerry could hardly believe what he was seeing. He had played around with the beat-up piano at church, but he never dreamed that he would ever actually have one of his own. His father only had one instruction for his son—now that the family had a piano, he ordered him to “play it.” Once they lugged that piano off the truck and into the house, Jerry Lee Lewis didn’t hesitate to do just that.

Lewis, along with his cousin of future televangelist fame Jimmy Swaggart, would spend hours at a time pounding those keys. Both of them became quite good, but it was Jerry Lee Lewis who would demonstrate a very unique talent early on. From the get-go, he was able to play entirely by ear, and soon he could play just about anything after hearing it once. Although he was not classically trained, he seemed to automatically know how things should sound. It was this great ear and intuitive sense of musical instinct, coupled with relentless long hours at the keys playing, that would forge his formidable talent.

Although Lewis was for the most part self-taught, he would later admit that he did take one brief piano lesson when he was 12 years old. However, after the piano teacher pulled out a music book and tried to get him to play what he considered “stuff for kids,” Lewis made sure that this lesson was his last. Jerry Lee Lewis wasn’t about to sit down and play “Mary Had a Little Lamb”—he was determined to blaze his own path, and by doing so, he would become an accomplished piano-playing dynamo in a very short period of time.

It was in the summer of 1949 that a 13-year-old Lewis made his first debut as a performer. He was given a chance to shine by a local car dealer, who allowed him and his band of fellow musicians to jam out some country songs in the parking lot as customers browsed through the inventory of vehicles that were in stock. He got the gig after his family had spontaneously vouched for his great musical talent. Lewis, his parents, and his aunt Eva had been out at the lot looking at cars when they saw a local band playing. Elmo then spoke up to let everyone know that his son could do a much better job than this local group. The owner of the lot decided to take Elmo up on his challenge.

This was what opened the door for Jerry Lee Lewis as a secular performer. Lewis didn’t let his parents down either—a crowd soon gathered, with people grinning ear to ear, as they took in the lively tunes of Jerry Lee Lewis. Always a woman of initiative, it was Jerry’s mother Mamie who then thought to pass a hat around the audience, so listeners could throw some money in. By the end of the performance, the hat was full of cash.

Soon thereafter, Lewis left school and became a regular fixture at the local clubs, where he was able to sing for his supper. His advanced piano-playing ability gained him the access that his young age otherwise would have denied him. He would play and pummel those keys into submission night after night for eager and excited patrons, and he would make at least a few bucks and earn plenty of praise in the process. Though he was readily informed by worried club owners to always state that he was 21 years old—just in case the place got raided.


Chapter Two

Music and Marriage

“I’d just turned sixteen, and she set my world afire. I mean, I was in a fever . . . and I knew I would do anything, promise anything, anything I had to do.”

—Jerry Lee Lewis

In the summer of 1951, Jerry Lee Lewis met an attractive young woman by the name of Dorothy Barton. He was attending a church service when she caught his eye, and the two then began a whirlwind romance that took full hold of Lewis. When Dorothy insisted that they get married before anything got too serious, Lewis did not hesitate to comply. The two were then duly wed in February of 1952. Interestingly enough, in their marriage license, Lewis temporarily forgot all about his piano-playing ambition and listed his occupation as being that of a farmer.

Jerry thought that he loved Dorothy, but very shortly into their marriage together, he began to realize that he had married way too young. He was, in fact, only 16 years old at the time, and pretty soon, he realized that marriage did not jive well with his ambitions as a musician. It wasn’t long before he was leaving his new bride at home to hang out with his friends and play at various bars, pubs, and clubs all along New Orleans’ famed Bourbon Street. Jerry Lee Lewis had essentially abandoned his wife and was living in complete and utter abandon.

In the midst of all of this turmoil and chaos, it was his worried mother Mamie who sought an intervention. She began to think it would be prudent to send the young man off to Bible school. Lewis grudgingly put his music career on hold to attend the Southwest Bible Institute located in the quaint confines of Waxahachie, Texas. His estranged wife must have hoped that he was turning his life around for the better and would soon recommit himself to their relationship. She was sorely disappointed, however, as Lewis barely paid her any attention.

Nevertheless, for a time, Lewis did try to make things work at the Bible school and tried to convert his nascent rockabilly tunes into something more palatable for Christians. His efforts ultimately fell flat, however, after an evening in which he performed a so-called boogie-woogie version of the gospel standard “My God is Real” at an event hosted by the Bible Institute. While the audience absolutely loved his version—as was demonstrated by his peers jumping up and dancing in front of their seats—school administrators were none too pleased. Shortly thereafter, he was kicked out of the school simply for playing a tune that sounded too secular for the tastes of school officials.

The expulsion had the result of sending Jerry Lee Lewis even harder on the track of rock and roll, and after leaving Bible school, he headed back home and hit the club scene harder than ever. Along with all of this clubbing, he also had to make money, and since he wasn’t yet being paid enough for his music to make it a full-time profession, that meant he had to take part in a veritable string of odd jobs and manual labor enterprises. He dug ditches, worked in factories, and at one point even tried his luck as a door-to-door salesman, hawking sewing machine equipment.

Desperate to make sales, Lewis was not entirely honest with his customers. He would tell them that they would need to put down little to no money to get the sewing machine but would neglect to mention that they would be stuck with hefty payments in the months to come. It would get even worse when Lewis upped his deceitful game by showing up at residences and announcing that the resident had just won a sewing machine. As if he were some sort of game show host, he claimed that they had won the machine in a contest that they had never signed up for. He would then talk them into paying a small fee which he insisted was just for tax purposes, before conning them into signing a contract, which he gave the vaguest of explanations for.

It seems that even for the slick world of deceptive advertising and sales, this was a bridge too far for the company he worked for, and as soon as the folks down at Atlas Sewing Machine found out about the scheme, Jerry Lee Lewis was cut loose. Lewis was very nearly hitting rock bottom in his efforts to make money, and along with being dishonest, he even began to delve into outright theft. Shortly after being fired from his sales gig, in fact, he got into some serious legal problems when he was arrested for gun theft. Lewis had stopped to get
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