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LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

1A serious little family. Looking as though they might have stepped from the pages of The Grapes of Wrath, Vernon and Gladys Presley pose with two-year-old Elvis in 1937. Already he was the centre of their lives.

2With a couple of oil lamps providing the only light and the necessary water being boiled on a log stove, Elvis was born at around four in the morning in January 1935 in this two-room frame house in East Tupelo, Mississippi.

3Blond-haired Elvis, aged six, in first grade at school, and outside another rented home. The Presleys were forced to move house many times throughout his childhood.

4He saw her at church, and then met her at the Rainbow Rollerdrome in Memphis. Her name was Dixie Locke and here they are at her high school graduation in 1955. Later he would joke, ungallantly, that his burgeoning singing career saved him from marriage, but at the time he was serious about her.

5Possibly the most iconic image in rock music, this photograph of Elvis on stage in Tampa, Florida in July 1955 – just a year after he’d first sung on stage – would be used on the sleeve of his first RCA album. A black-and-white photograph with pink and green lettering, it was an incendiary introduction to the singer, and the best album cover he would ever have.

6Record producer Sam Phillips sits with Elvis in the café next door to Sun Records in Memphis in 1955. Elvis had the voice, the looks, the rhythm and the inbuilt charisma, but former radio engineer Phillips was the catalyst who knew how best to record him.

7With drummer D.J. Fontana, bass player Bill Black and guitarist Scotty Moore alongside him in RCA’s Nashville studio in April 1956, Elvis has just been presented with his first gold record for a million-plus sales of ‘Heartbreak Hotel’.

8Because his mother, Gladys, worried whenever he travelled by air, Elvis would take the train whenever possible. Here on his way back to Memphis after recording ‘Don’t Be Cruel’ and ‘Hound Dog’ in New York in July 1956, he listens to acetates from the session on the little battery-driven portable record player he would carry around with him.

9The first time Elvis sang on stage was at the Mississippi-Alabama Fair and Dairy Show in Tupelo, when, wearing glasses and bibbed denims, he came fifth in a children’s competition when he sang ‘Old Shep’. Eleven years later, now the most famous young man in America, he appeared at the same fair on Tupelo’s ‘Elvis Presley Day’ wearing a shirt given to him by Natalie Wood.

10Almost an onlooker at negotiations between his manager, ‘Colonel’ Tom Parker, and Ed Sullivan, Elvis messes with his hair after rehearsals for CBS’s The Ed Sullivan Show in October 1956. When, earlier in the year, Elvis had first appeared on a rival NBC programme, Sullivan had said that he would never have the singer on his show. Within months the TV host had to eat his words.

11At the end of his first year of international fame, Elvis went home to Memphis, where in December 1956 he called in to see Sam Phillips at Sun Studios. The visit ended with a jam session with Carl Perkins, Jerry Lee Lewis and Johnny Cash – the Million Dollar Quartet.

12Elvis dreamed of being a film star and with unseemly haste ‘Colonel’ Parker rushed him to Hollywood in 1956 and into a contract with Hal Wallis at Paramount, who then immediately loaned him out to Twentieth Century Fox for the quickie Western, Love Me Tender. The movie would be only the first of Elvis’s disappointments in Hollywood, but it gave him one of his biggest hits.

13The constant attention of fans had driven Elvis and his parents from the first house Elvis had bought in Memphis. So in 1956 he bought Graceland and had large wrought-iron gates, complete with musical motifs, erected to keep the fans out. But the gates would also, metaphorically, lock him in.

14Eighteen-year-old actress Dolores Hart was the romantic interest in Elvis’s second film Loving You. A niece of tenor Mario Lanza, she personified innocence and would later appear in King Creole. Then at the age of twenty-four she left Hollywood and entered a Catholic convent as a nun, where she stayed for the rest of her life.

15Elvis’s drafting into the army in March 1958 broke the hearts of millions of fans, but none more so than that of his mother, Gladys. Also waving him off was his father and his girlfriend, Anita Wood, as well as friends who had been out with him all the previous night.

16Elvis sits crying with his father, Vernon, on the steps of Graceland as reporters and photographers walk up the drive after the death of Gladys in August 1958. He wore the white shirt with frills because Gladys had liked to see him wearing it.

17Suddenly he’s just a number. Elvis reflects dolefully on his change of status as he becomes Private Presley US53310761, earning $78 a month.

18The girl he left behind. Fifteen-year-old Priscilla Beaulieu braves the weather to say goodbye to Elvis as he leaves Frankfurt Airport to return to the US at the end of his army service in 1960. They would marry when she was nineteen.

19Frank Sinatra had obliquely referred to Elvis in 1957 as a ‘side-burned delinquent’ and ‘a cretinous goon’. By 1960, however, he welcomed him on his TV show where they sang ‘Witchcraft’ and ‘Love Me Tender’ together, but they would never be best friends.

20‘The only thing worse than watching a bad movie, is being in one,’ Elvis liked to say. This poster shot for Blue Hawaii in 1960, one of many beach movies he starred in, sums up in a single image the wrong turn his career took in Hollywood.

21Elvis is honoured in Nashville by the Tennessee State Legislature on ‘Elvis Presley Day’ in 1961. On the way back to Memphis he visits Johnny Bragg, a young African-American inmate in Tennessee State Prison who had been the lead singer on the Prisonaires’ record Just Walkin’ in the Rain – Sam Phillips’s first hit.

22Elvis and Ann-Margret, whom he nicknamed Thumper after the rabbit character in Bambi, during a break in shooting Viva Las Vegas in 1963. She was unattached, and, when he was in Hollywood and Priscilla was back in Memphis, he believed he was, too.

23Elvis liked to be mothered – maybe even on the day of his wedding to Priscilla in 1967.

24He may not have been a favourite of her father, but Nancy Sinatra welcomed him home from Germany in 1960 and was his co-star in Speedway in 1968. By then Elvis was a married man, so Nancy insisted that there was no off-camera romance.

25By 1968 Elvis’s movie career was almost finished as the fans bored of what he called the ‘travelogues’ he’d been starring in since his army days. Back to television, the 1968 NBC special, in which he wore this black leather suit, reinvigorated his entire career.

26From his youth Elvis had bought Mahalia Jackson records, even recording her gospel hit ‘Take My Hand’, ‘Precious Lord’. Here he has just been introduced to her by actress Barbara McNair on the set of Change of Habit.

27‘I heard the rumour that Elvis slept with all his co-stars except one. Well, I know who the one was …! And what was I thinking?’ joked Mary Tyler Moore after co-starring in Change of Habit.

28The Memphis Mafia and other friends. All dressed up with their deputy sheriff badges for Sonny West’s wedding in December 1970, they are (standing, left to right) cousin Billy Smith, former sheriff Bill Morris, Lamar Fike, Jerry Schilling, Sheriff Roy Nixon, father Vernon Presley, Charlie Hodge, Sonny West, George Klein and Marty Lacker. And, at the front, are Dr Nichopoulos, Elvis and Red West.

29Elvis first heard Jackie Wilson when, during his unsuccessful engagement in Las Vegas in 1956, he went to see Billie Ward and his Dominoes. Wilson was their lead singer who, Elvis thought, sang ‘Don’t Be Cruel’ better than he did on the record. Here, in the early Seventies, he is backstage with the singer after seeing another Jackie Wilson show.

30The culmination of a family row that led a runaway Elvis to call in on President Nixon in the White House in December 1970. Amazing but true.

31Elvis always imagined having a happy family life. This photograph taken of him, Priscilla and Lisa Marie around 1970 was probably as close to that as he ever got.

32Elvis chose the Sweet Inspirations for his onstage backing singers after hearing them on Aretha Franklin, Wilson Pickett and Dusty Springfield albums. Left to right they are Myrna Smith, Sylvia Shemwell, Estelle Brown and Cissy Houston – Whitney Houston’s mother.

33Priscilla didn’t care for the increasingly ornate rhinestone-studded outfits Elvis wore on stage, but he had learned from Liberace. It was, he believed, important to give the audience a spectacle – which is what a world audience of an estimated billion saw in the satellite TV show Elvis: Aloha from Hawaii in 1973.

34‘Elvis has left the building’, the announcement would ring out at the end of every show, as Elvis would be rushed off stage to his car by his minders – including, in this image, his right-hand man Joe Esposito.

35Of all Elvis’s later girlfriends, none was as popular among the Memphis Mafia as the former Miss Tennessee, Linda Thompson. But, like Priscilla before her, she rarely had the singer to herself. Here in 1974 the two are accompanied by Elvis’s longtime minder Red West.

36Kidnap threats to his family and worries about security dogged Elvis’s last few years and he lavished money on a small armoury for himself and his entourage. He even went on stage with a handgun in each boot.

37Elvis and his girlfriend, twenty-year-old Ginger Alden, on his last holiday in Hawaii in March 1977.
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‘Elvis, you’re going to be a very big star. Here’s some advice. Don’t hide. Walk the streets, go to restaurants, but don’t hide. Because, if you do, you’re going to be the loneliest guy in the world.’

Jackie Gleason to Elvis, 1956

‘It was murder for us as Beatles at the height of the hysteria. But there were four of us to share it. Elvis was on his own. There was only him. It must have been impossible.’

John Lennon to Ray Connolly, 1970


AUTHOR’S NOTE

One morning in August 1969, I found myself sitting in a New York office talking on the phone to Bob Dylan. I was the London Evening Standard’s rock critic at the time, and, as Dylan was soon to appear at England’s Isle of Wight Festival of Music, I’d called in on his manager, Albert Grossman, to see if I could pre-book an interview with the great man.

The answer was, not unexpectedly, ‘no’. But then, and I can only assume Grossman was thinking about festival ticket sales which were said to be slow, he suddenly suggested that Dylan may be prepared to chat to me on the phone. And, there and then, he asked his secretary to get ‘Bobby’ on the line.

Normally, before I did an interview, I liked to plan my questions. But on this occasion, I suddenly had a phone thrust into my hands, and there he was waiting for me, the most reclusive singer-songwriter in the world.

As it turned out, Dylan couldn’t have been more friendly or patient with, I suspect, my pretty mundane enquiries, and before long, probably for want of anything better to say, I mentioned that I’d just been to Las Vegas to see Elvis Presley’s stage comeback.

‘Really?’ Dylan’s tone changed. ‘You were there? How was he?’ Then almost before I could answer he was saying, ‘I read about it in The New York Times. Was he good? Was Scotty Moore [Elvis’s first guitarist] with him? What did he sing? Were the Jordanaires backing him? Did he do any of the Sun stuff? “That’s All Right”? What about “Mystery Train”? “Heartbreak Hotel”? What else? Did he do any new songs? Who was in the band? He had an orchestra on stage with him! Really?’

So it went on. Bob Dylan was asking me more questions than I’d asked him. No longer was he one of the most famous men in the world and me an interviewer caught off guard. We were equals, fans of the same person, talking excitedly as though we were both fifteen years old and had just discovered rock.

Towards the end of the conversation I happened to mention that Elvis had recorded one of Dylan’s songs, ‘Tomorrow Is a Long Time’, which Dylan obviously knew. It was, he said, his favourite recording of any of the songs he’d written, which, I suppose, wasn’t surprising, coming, as it did, from a fan.

A few days later I was back in London and had occasion to phone John Lennon. This, I should explain, was not an unusual occurrence, as I was seeing quite a bit of Lennon and Paul McCartney at that time. Once again, however, I mentioned that I’d just been to see Elvis, and once again I was facing a series of questions, identical almost to those asked by Dylan.

‘Was Scotty Moore with him? And the Jordanaires?’ It was a ‘no’ in both cases, by the way. ‘What about his early Sun stuff? Did he do “Baby Let’s Play House”? What about “I Got a Woman”? Was he good? Was he fat?’

I learned something from those two phone calls: mainly that, deep down, rock stars are really just grown-up fans. No matter how famous and celebrated Bob Dylan and John Lennon had become by that time, they were still fans of the man who had got them started in music in the first place, still fascinated by the sounds that had captured their youth. Their teenage imaginations, like those of Paul McCartney, Keith Richards, Bruce Springsteen and hundreds of others, had been ignited by Elvis.

As, taking my career in another direction, had mine.

Ray Connolly


FOREWORD

‘How are people going to remember me when I’m gone?’ he wanted to know. ‘Will they soon forget me?’

It was May 1977 in a hotel in the small city of Binghamton, New York. And, lying lonely and depressed in his suite, temporarily abandoned after his latest girlfriend had become bored with the treadmill of touring, Elvis Presley had sent for his soprano backing singer Kathy Westmoreland to keep him company. He couldn’t bear to be alone, to sleep alone. His entourage didn’t like him sleeping alone either. They worried when there was no one to watch over him.

Kathy, a former lover and friend, who had been with him on stage for seven years, sat with him that night and the next, listening as he talked about his mother, his weight, his health and his daughter, consoling him as he agonised about the tell-all book which three of his former employees would soon be publishing, and shaking her head as he worried that he would quickly be forgotten after his death.

He had, he told her, ‘never done anything lasting . . . never made a classic film’. No matter how much pleasure his singing had given, or how he’d helped change the direction of popular music, all he saw was his failure to become ‘a real movie star’. And it tormented him.

Only forty-two, but sick with a host of internal problems, addicted, exhausted and desperately disappointed, he was already talking about himself in the past tense. Kathy should wear something white at his funeral, he tried to joke to her at one point. She laughed and promised she would, and then she held his hand until he fell asleep. The sleep he always craved, but which, so often, was so hard for him to find.

That was Elvis Presley, now recognised as the most loved entertainer ever, but then a sick man fretting out the final few months of the tragedy that his life had become.

Yet what a life it had been. During virtually the whole of his adulthood everyone had smiled whenever he had entered a room. When he made a joke, everybody laughed with him, only louder; and when he made a request, his aides hurried to oblige. Everybody wanted to please him, from the coterie of guys who daily walked the tightrope between servitude and friendship as they attended him, to the ever-extending clan of relatives who were dependent upon him for employment and homes. And then there were the many girlfriends whose affections he rewarded with gifts of cars and diamonds.

Yes, what a life. Whatever he wanted, he could buy, and so he did . . . houses, fleets of Cadillacs, aeroplanes, guns – and some doctors, too. And, although he always liked to be the one who gave, when he chose to ask a favour it was almost invariably granted. Two presidents of the United States took his calls, while senators, state governors, movie, rock and sports celebrities queued backstage to smile, shake his hand and be photographed with him. He was a magnet. Everybody came to him; while his local Memphis police, hospital authorities and press looked away when they thought it politic to do so.

Of course they did. He was Elvis the boy-man, who, in the mid-fifties, had gone, in the space of thirty months, from high school graduation to the top of the world’s record charts, and who, through television, had gone on to provoke national and then international outrage and devotion.

With music the shortest route to the emotions, singing stars regularly come and go in short flushes of excitement, but there was something about his voice, his attitude, his shy smile, his boyish beauty, the movements of his body as he sang, his sex appeal and his story that stuck in the public’s imagination. It still sticks, making him the ultimate, and, forty years after his death, the most enduring of American icons.

As a boy, he’d dreamed that success would free him and his family from poverty. But then he’d discovered that fame on his level imprisoned as well as released. He wasn’t the first rock and roll singer, but he was the first rock superstar, a status which meant that not only was there no one from whose experience he could learn, but also there was no one with whom he could share the burden of being himself – of being Elvis. Throughout his life he would often say that he’d always felt lonely. That was understandable. No one, other than he, knew what it was like to be under the relentless glare of devotion and attention, to be the alchemist who could turn music into so much love and so much gold.

His ambition had been to become rich and famous. His extraordinary two-and-a-half-octave voice, with another level in falsetto, had achieved that and more for him. But when he left the stage, when the cameras were turned away and the spotlight was switched off, what then? Where did he fit in? Nowhere. Impossible to categorise, outrageous celebrity locked him out of any semblance of the real world. And, as the years passed, he retreated to his court, whether it be at his Graceland mansion home in Memphis, or in Hollywood or Las Vegas, where his courtiers would cosset him in his fears, insecurities and depression.

By the time of that night in Binghamton with Kathy Westmore-land, just fourteen weeks before his death, he was mentally broken, emotionally spent. How could he have fallen into this state of despair? What had gone wrong for the man blessed with so many gifts and talents? From the outside he seemed to have it all. But, looking out at the adoring fans one night some months earlier, he had said bleakly to one of his staff: ‘Those people don’t love me in a personal way. They don’t know what’s inside me.’

They couldn’t. But, had they been able to see inside his mind, what would they have found? Most likely a multiple pile-up of warring desires, duties and pressures. By then his past had been in endless conflict with his present for over twenty years, his dreams blunted by brutish reality as his artistic ambitions lost out to his needs and to the demands of his manager and himself for an endless supply of money. On film and stage he displayed a charming bravura. But that was a mask behind which he hid his fears and weaknesses.

Would his fans stay loyal the older he got, he wondered aloud in those final months. He dreaded their desertion, and what they would think when they learned about his darker secrets. Then there were his more private worries. What about his pathological spending sprees? He knew, in his more sanguine moments, that they were ruining him, but he couldn’t control them. Would he soon run out of money? His father thought it possible. Unable to stop himself, he’d either spent much of his fortune or given it away. And then there was his greatest fear, the recurrent nightmare: that he would soon be forced to sell his home, Graceland, and would one day end up back where he’d started, dirt poor again, remembered only as a washed-up has-been, or, worse, a pathetic joke.

From the very beginning, the enigma that was Elvis, the poor white boy from segregated Mississippi, who chose to sing the black music of his musical heroes, had been a highly combustible mix. Born into the bleakest thirties rural poverty, he earned hundreds of millions of dollars in his career, yet, at the end of his life, and with no investments to fall back on, he was dependent on loans from his bank to cover his spending from tour to tour – and pay his manager’s gambling debts.

Then there were his complex religious beliefs. A lifelong Bible-reading Pentecostal Christian he also dabbled in numerology and mysticism; and, though he often prayed and was lavishly generous towards charities, he was also a serially unfaithful and promiscuous lover and husband, while demanding total fidelity from the many women in his life. Rock and roll had made him a star, but he had originally wanted to be part of a gospel-singing quartet and all his life he preferred spirituals and hymns to any other kind of music.

Contradictions were everywhere. At the same time as being the most scandalous and sexy young singer in the world he was, as a young man, also extraordinarily close to his mother; once the long-haired rebel, he became a model soldier and would later sing paeans of patriotism in concerts; and while on the surface he was always the supremely confident world star, in his dressing room he was so nervous he would need an injection of amphetamines before each performance to give him the courage to even get out on stage.

Then, when he wasn’t on stage, when he was the audience at private screenings, he was the movie buff who for years booked cinemas after hours so that he could watch films he loved, old and new, cinematically literate enough to hate and be embarrassed by most of his own pictures.

That he was self-destructive there is no doubt. But were there explanations for it beyond his self-absorption? The most popular singer in the world, for whom any top songwriter would have been thrilled to write, why did he waste his voice and talent on so many hackneyed melodies and clichéd lyrics in songs for the films he loathed so much? And what was a sick man who was hopelessly addicted to prescription drugs doing on tour and being filmed in a television special just weeks before his death anyway? Could he really have been so desperate for money? Or could it have been that his manager, the self-styled ‘Colonel’ Tom Parker, was even more desperate?

As for that addiction to prescription drugs: exactly when did that start? Was it earlier than anyone suspected; during his spell in the US Army, or, as now seems likely, even before that? And how could a star with such a worldwide following be so supine and spend so many years unable to stand up to and defy his bullying manager? Had his mother been right when from the beginning she’d talked about Parker as ‘the very Devil himself’?

‘I’m so tired of being Elvis Presley,’ he would say in the last months of his life. It’s sometimes easy to understand why. But did it really have to be like that? And exactly where and when in Elvis Presley’s life were the seeds of his successes, excesses and weaknesses sown?
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