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Before Elvis, there was nothing.

—John Lennon







INTRODUCTION

AM I? AM I?

Elvis Presley is the most important musician in American history. He is to our pop culture what the Declaration of Independence and the United States Constitution are to our government—he gave birth to a new America. His fusion of Black and white, urban and rural, spiritual and unholy makes him the most quintessentially American musician ever. Not to separate the following statement from his Americanness, but Elvis Presley is also our most polarizing musician. He is either a self-made King or a run-of-the-mill thief, depending on whom you ask.

In terms of attention, only the Beatles rival the levels of both the hysteria he caused in his moment and the minute analysis he’s been subjected to in retrospect. Elvis has spawned a mountain of magazine articles, miles of documentary film footage, and shelves of books.

Yet somehow Presley’s influences haven’t received the attention they deserve, either on their own merits or as building blocks of the biggest thing ever. Early on, Elvis covered songs by Bill Monroe, Patti Page, and Eddie Fisher, among numerous others. But his most important, intimate influences were Black artists. Credited and uncredited, Black artists composed his breakthrough hit, gave him early guitar lessons, taught him to dance, and originally wrote or performed what would become his best and most beloved songs. Black artists also modeled the type of man he wanted to be, what he hoped he could stand for, what he embodied at his best.

As Greil Marcus pointed out, someone dubbed Elvis the “Hillbilly Cat” early on in his career, a label that indicated his redneck and African American ingredients and distilled his revolutionary quality. Presley emerged during a period of racial segregation that extended to the music business, and seemingly straddled the barrier between white and Black. People wrestled then with what we’re wrestling with now in terms of racial identity. Elvis wrestled with it. Marcus quoted some Elvis stage banter about the charged reaction in Memphis to his first hit, released in 1954, “That’s All Right.” Plenty of listeners thought he was Black: “Just overnight my hometown people were saying, ‘Is he? Is he?’” Elvis said. “And I’m going, ‘Am I? Am I?’”

Presley without the “Cat” aspect was just another hillbilly act. An astonishing one, but still. The A-sides on his first three singles were all of the cat lineage, Arthur Crudup’s “That’s All Right,” a reworked version of Kokomo Arnold’s “Milk Cow Blues,” and a faithful rendition of Roy Brown’s 1947 breakthrough “Good Rockin’ Tonight.” It’s the Black culture ingredient that made Elvis special. And controversial.

People like Arthur Crudup and Willie Mae Thornton were not only Elvis’s most impactful predecessors; they were also the most impacted by their brushes with the King. Their relationships with him are far more dramatic than the bonds between Elvis and his white peers.

Though Elvis’s Black influences could fill this and a sequel, I’ll focus on a handful of foundational figures who inspired, taught, and uplifted the King. I think that in exploring what these creators did with their lives, we will find what Elvis loved about them and their art. We will also learn something more about Presley.

You’ve heard of some of the figures profiled in this book, while others appear in history’s spotlight for the first time: Arthur “Big Boy” Crudup, Willie Mae “Big Mama” Thornton, Herman “Little Junior” Parker, Rev. W. Herbert Brewster, and Calvin and Phineas Newborn. The latter three intertwine in Elvis’s most important influence, his adopted hometown of Memphis, Tennessee. The city in the years between 1948, when the Presleys moved there from Tupelo, Mississippi, and 1954, when Elvis recorded his hit debut single, was the type of furnace in which great people are forged, fundamentally American in its devastating hostility and uplifting creative energy. Elvis came of age in a revolutionary atmosphere. If we feel proud or nostalgic when we hear early Elvis, it is because he reminds us of what we are supposed to be. When we connect with Elvis’s forebears, we should understand, as he undoubtedly did, how they embody this revolutionary spirit.

Each of these figures made an indispensible contribution to Elvis during his formative period. Crudup wrote and originally recorded the song that would become Elvis’s breakthrough debut recording, “That’s All Right.” Thornton originally recorded the song that might be Elvis’s most famous and his biggest hit, “Hound Dog.” Parker wrote and originally recorded a song widely considered Elvis’s finest recording, “Mystery Train.” Reverend Brewster brought Elvis into the world of Black gospel, a genre that Presley would recall as his first love in music. Finally, Calvin Newborn was Elvis’s key stage influence, perhaps the least considered of Elvis’s magical ingredients but most important to his stardom in real time as he exploded onto the scene via American televisions in 1956.

Elvis had encountered each of these influences by the summer of 1954, when he debuted as a recording artist and live performer. With the exception of Crudup, whom Elvis had heard as a kid in Tupelo, Mississippi, all these foundational influences became available during Presley’s last year of anonymity, with “Hound Dog” dominating R&B radio during the summer of 1953 at the moment Reverend Brewster opened the doors of his church to white visitors, just before Sun Records released “Mystery Train” and Elvis began hanging around Black nightclubs where the Newborn band played.

In terms of Elvis and race controversy, it was a storyline at times during his life and remains so with his legacy. Some say that he could have understood, as a fan of Black culture, the unlevel playing fields that existed for Black entertainers and white entertainers, and avoided exploiting Black style on the white side of segregation, where the originators could not go. Others maintain that as a fan of Black culture, Elvis both recognized and fulfilled his responsibility to break down those barriers and bring Black artists with him into the mainstream. Quincy Jones, Ray Charles, Little Richard, and James Brown have come down on both sides of the issue—Richard, true to form, has come down on both sides of the issue in a single interview. All have the gravitas and perspective to win their points. But in debating good versus evil we can lose sight of what happened in real time.

I had the privilege to get to know, as you will, one of Elvis’s most important yet least-known influences, a guitarist, singer, and entertainer from Memphis named Calvin Newborn. Calvin told me about how he used to sneak Elvis in to a Black Beale Street nightclub. I hope that just as Newborn took Elvis in the backdoor of the Flamingo Room and changed American culture, the power of Elvis can usher these people through the front door of American history. This book is meant not only to get to know Elvis’s influences, but to liberate them.

This project began with a focus on the pre-Elvis lives of these influences. As I learned more, about not only how they defined him but how he redefined them, I realized that was only half the story. The book covers both sides, the before and after Elvis.
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