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INTRODUCTION

In American folklore, 19-year-old 
Elvis Presley strode into Sun Records, 
recorded ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ !ƭƭ wƛƎƘǘΣ aŀƳŀ ςas 
a present for his mother - and 
exploded into the stratosphere of 
stardom.

¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΦ 

Elvis struggled for years to develop 
his talent, failed auditions, and was 
ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻƭŘ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎƛƴƎΗ
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Unfazed by naysayers, critics, and daunting 
challenges, he pursued his dream, blasted 
ǊƻŎƪ Ψƴ Ǌƻƭƭ ƛƴǘƻ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ōƭƻƻŘǎǘǊŜŀƳ ŀƴŘ 
transformed the world.
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ᵕ  BEST-SELLING SOLO ARTIST OF ALL TIME.

ᵕ  HAS SOLD OVER 1.5 BILLION RECORDINGS. 
       MICHAEL JACKSON HAS SOLD 1 BILLION; MADONNA HAS SOLD 300 MILLION.

ᵕ  INDUCTED INTO MULTIPLE HALLS OF FAME.

ᵕ  STARRED IN 33 FEATURE FILMS.

ᵕ  38 TOP TEN SINGLES.

ᵕ  18 #1 HITS.

ᵕ  90+ GOLD SINGLE RECORDS.

ᵕ  50+ GOLD ALBUMS.

ᵕ  4 ALBUMS ON RECORD CHARTS FOR OVER A YEAR.



Elvis was born in a two-room house in the rural community 
of East Tupelo, Miss. on the early morning of January 8, 
1935, 30 minutes after his twin brother Jesse was stillborn. 

His parents, 19-year-old Vernon Presley and 22-year-old 
Gladys Smith Presley, cherished their only child. 

When Elvis was three, his father forged a check from his 
sometime employer and mortgage holder, Orville Bean. 
Vernon was sentenced to three years in prison and served 
eight months. Gladys and Elvis lost their home, moved in 
with family, and got by on welfare.

From the time Vernon Presley went to jail in 1938 until Elvis 
bought Graceland at the age of 22 in 1957, the Presleys 
moved at least fifteen times.
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EARLY YEARS



²ƘŜƴ 9ƭǾƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǘǿƻΣ ƘŜ ǿǊƛƎƎƭŜŘ ƻŦŦ DƭŀŘȅǎΩ ƭŀǇ ǘƻ Ƨƻƛƴ 
ǘƘŜ ŎƘƻƛǊ ŀǘ 9ŀǎǘ ¢ǳǇŜƭƻΩǎ !ǎǎŜƳōƭȅ ƻŦ DƻŘ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΦ 

Filled with family, friends and neighbors, the church 
gave Elvis a safe place to sing and dance in front of an 
audience. 

άIƛǎ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ Ƨƻȅ ǿŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǎǘŀƎŜΣέ tǊƛǎŎƛƭƭŀ tǊŜǎƭŜȅ 
recalled.

Elvis won three Grammys - all for gospel music. 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ мфтлǎΣ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ƎƻǎǇŜƭ ƳǳǎƛŎΣ άΦΦΦ Ǉǳǘǎ ȅƻǳǊ ƳƛƴŘ 
ǘƻ ǊŜǎǘΦ !ǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƳƛƴŜΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ L ǿŀǎ ǘǿƻΦέ
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Early in his success, Elvis talked to Photoplay 
magazine about his childhood dreams...

άL ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎ ŦƻǳǊ ƻǊ ŦƛǾŜ ŀƭƭ L ƭƻƻƪŜŘ 
forward to was Sundays when we all went to sing 
at our church. 

I loved the music and sang as loud as I could. We 
borrowed the style of our psalm-singing from 
that of the early Negroesτa rolling, rhythmic 
style, with everybody swaying in the church. This 
was the only singing training I ever had. I never 
had lessons.

As I got older, I used to sing solos, and my 
ambition as a young teenager was to be a 
quartette gospel singer.

I loved the old church filled with sunlight and my 
mother and father singing beside me. We forgot 
ƻǳǊ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΦέ
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Gladys Presley had a gift that she passed on 
to her son. 

She was a spectacularly good dancer with a 
natural sense of rhythm. 

Vernon was handsome but wasn't much for 
working. Early in life, Elvis set a goal of 
providing for his family.

Gladys, Vernon and 2-
year-old Elvis, 1937
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The Presleys spent weekends attending tent meetings and often sang as a trio. 

As a child, Elvis noticed how the preachers masterfully moved around their 
stages and how the audiences reacted. 
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When Elvis was ten, his fifth-grade 
teacher, Oleta Grimes, daughter of Orville 
Bean, was so impressed with Elvis' 
singing, she urged him to compete in the 
talent contest at the Mississippi-Alabama 
Fair and Dairy Show ς the high point of 
the year in Tupelo. 

Standing on a chair to reach the micro-
phone, Elvis sang his favorite ballad, Old 
Shep, about a boy and his dog.

According to biographer Elaine Dundy, 
Elvis placed second, won $5, and was 
elated by the experience.
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Elvis, in 6th grade,
right end,  2nd row from top.



For his 11th birthday, Gladys and Vernon 
gave Elvis an $8 guitar from the Tupelo 
hardware store. 

His uncles, Johnny Smith and Vester 
Presley, his Assembly of God pastor and 
the local DJ Mississippi Slim, helped Elvis 
learn how to play his guitar.

Elvis never got to be much of a guitar 
player ς he used it more as a prop - but 
he began bringing his guitar to school to 
entertain classmates at lunchtime.
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During World War II, Vernon had a steady job 
working for the WPA and, briefly, was doing pretty 
well. In August 1945, he bought a 4-room house 
from Orville Bean and became a deacon of the 
church. 

But, within a year, disaster struck again. Vernon 
transferred the $30-a-month mortgage to a friend 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tǊŜǎƭŜȅǎ ƳƻǾŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ¢ǳǇŜƭƻΩǎ 
poor black neighborhood. A few months later, they 
moved to a more prosperous black neighborhood.

After a few more moves in Tupelo, in late 1948, the 
Presleys packed up and moved to Memphis where 
they lived first in a rooming house and then in 
public housing.
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Elvis was teased and bullied throughout his school 
years in Tupelo and Memphis. Beside his mother 
and his church, Elvis had one other tool to sustain 
him through trials ς humble newsboy Freddy 
Freeman, aka Captain Marvel Jr. Elvis was a huge 
fan of the comic books. 

¢ƻ ǎŀǾŜ CǊŜŘŘȅΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΣ /ŀǇǘŀƛƴ aŀǊǾŜƭ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊǊŜŘ 
some of his super-powers to him: superhuman 
strength, speed and wisdom, among others.

Throughout his life, Elvis styled his hair with a curl 
hanging over his forehead, dyed his hair jet-black, 
ǿƻǊŜ ŎŀǇŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ /ŀǇǘŀƛƴ aŀǊǾŜƭΩǎ 
lightning bolt as his talisman. 

And he always retained the humble persona of 
Freddy Freeman.
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In Memphis, Elvis attended Humes High School 
where, in 8th grade, he got a C in music and his 
ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǘƻƭŘ ƘƛƳ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎƛƴƎΦ 9ƭǾƛǎ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ Ƙƛǎ 
guitar to school the next day to prove her wrong. 
They ended up agreeing that he could sing, she just 
ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ Ƙƛǎ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ǎƛƴƎƛƴƎΦ

Every year Humes held a concert as a fundraiser. In 
9ƭǾƛǎΩ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ȅŜŀǊΣ ол ŀŎǘǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƛƴƴŜǊ 
was chosen by the applause of the 1600 students in 
the audience. Elvis was the clear winner.

Elvis later said his journey to stardom started that 
night. He was overwhelmed and gratified by the 
response to his performance.

But after graduation, he got a job in a paint factory ς 
getting up at 3 a.m. to work the early shift.

9th Grade,
Elvis at top, right
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hƴ ŀ {ŀǘǳǊŘŀȅ ŀŦǘŜǊƴƻƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ WǳƭȅΣ 9ƭǾƛǎ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘ ōȅ {ǳƴ wŜŎƻǊŘǎ ƘƻǇƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ άŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘΦέ hǿƴŜǊ {ŀƳ tƘƛƭƭƛǇǎ 
was out, but Elvis went ahead and paid $4 to record My Happiness and ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ²ƘŜƴ ¸ƻǳǊ IŜŀǊǘŀŎƘŜǎ .ŜƎƛƴΦ

hŦŦƛŎŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊΣ aŀǊƛƻƴ YŜƛǎƪŜǊΣ ǿŀǎ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ŎŀǊŘΣ άDƻƻŘ ōŀƭƭŀŘ ǎƛƴƎŜǊΦ IƻƭŘΦέ {ƘŜ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ 
9ƭǾƛǎ ǘƻ tƘƛƭƭƛǇǎΦ 9ƭǾƛǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ aŀǊƛƻƴΩǎ άŦŀƛǘƘέ ƛƴ ƘƛƳΦ άLŦ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŀŘȅΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘ 
ƴŜǾŜǊ ƘŀǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ǎǘŀǊǘΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ǿƻƳŀƴΣ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ŦŀƛǘƘΣ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ǇǳǎƘŜŘ ƳŜΦέ
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CHASING HIS DREAM



Six months later, Elvis stopped by again. This 
time, Sam Phillips was there. They recorded I'll 
Never Stand In Your Way and It Wouldn't Be The 
Same Without You.

That spring, Sam received a song from the writer 
ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ {ǳƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ Ƙƛǘ ǊŜŎƻǊŘΦ IŜ ǘǊƛŜŘ 
ƛǘ ƻǳǘ ƻƴ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǎƛƴƎŜǊǎ ōǳǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 
results.

Nudged by Marion, Sam reached out to Elvis who 
later said, he ran all the way to the Studio.

Still not satisfied, Sam connected Elvis with two 
of the finest musicians in Memphis, guitarist 
Scotty Moore and bass-player Bill Black. 

In early July, they scheduled time in the studio.
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For hours they worked on slow ballads ς 9ƭǾƛǎΩ 
supposed strength ς and got nowhere. 

Then, during a break, Elvis started fooling around and 
ǎƛƴƎƛƴƎ ŀ άŦŀǎǘ ǊƘȅǘƘƳ ŀƴŘ ōƭǳŜǎ ƴǳƳōŜǊέ ǘƻ ŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ 
tension in the room. 

{ŀƳ ǎƘƻǳǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǊƻƻƳΦΣ ά¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘΗ 
¢ƘŀǘΩǎ Ƙƻǿ ȅƻǳ Ǝƻǘǘŀ ǎƛƴƎΦ [Ŝǘ ƛǘ ƎƻΦ {ƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŀ ǎǘƻǊƳΦέ
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Elvis, Bill Black, Scotty Moore, and Sam Phillips.
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¸ŜŀǊǎ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ {Ŏƻǘǘȅ aƻƻǊŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƎƛŎ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ aƻƴŘŀȅ ƴƛƎƘǘΣ Wǳƭȅ рΣ мфрпΣ ά9ƭǾƛǎ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ŎƭƻǿƴƛƴƎ 
around, he picked up his guitar and started dancing around and started singing ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ !ƭƭ wƛƎƘǘΣ aŀƳŀ, and Bill 
picked up his bass, started slapping it, just more or less clowning and I joined in and that's it ... really, it's just 
ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦέ {ŀƳ tƘƛƭƭƛǇǎ ƘŀŘ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ƘŜŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƭǳǎƛǾŜ ǎƻǳƴŘ ƘŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ǎŜŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊΦ



!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ 9ƭǾƛǎΣ άL ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎŀƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ 
life, until I made that first record ... I remembered 
ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƴƎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ƘŜŀǊŘ !ǊǘƘǳǊ όά.ƛƎ .ƻȅέ 
Crudup) sing it, and I thought I would like to try it. 
¢Ƙŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƛǘΦέ

From that moment, there was no doubt in 
ŀƴȅƻƴŜΩǎ ƳƛƴŘΣ 9ƭǾƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊŘƻƳΦ

¢ƘŀǘΩǎ !ƭƭ wƛƎƘǘΣ aŀƳŀ was released July 19, 
1954, and sold 20,000 copies. It peaked at #4 on 
the Memphis record charts.
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Sam Phillips, Elvis Presley and Marion Keisker
in front of Sun Records.



Sam Phillips knew everyone in the music business 
in Memphis.

After the boys headed home, Sam called DJ Dewey 
Phillips (no relation) at radio station, WHBQ. 
Dewey had a popular program called Red, Hot & 
Blue. Sam played ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ !ƭƭ wƛƎƘǘΣ aŀƳŀ over the 
phone for Dewey.

When Dewey played the song the following night, 
the switchboard lit up with calls asking him to play 
it again.

On July 7, the boys returned to the studio to record 
a B-side for the record. They settled on Blue Moon 
of Kentucky.
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A replica at Sun Records of Dewey 
tƘƛƭƭƛǇǎΩ ōƻƻǘƘ  ŀǘ ²I.vΦ



!ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ƻŦ {ŀƳΩǎ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛƻ 
Ǉƭŀȅ ŀǘ aŜƳǇƘƛǎΩ hǾŜǊǘƻƴ tŀǊƪ ōŀƴŘǎƘŜƭƭ ƛƴ ƭŀǘŜ WǳƭȅΦ 

Elvis described the event for Photoplay...

ά²ƘŜƴ L ǿŜƴǘ ƻƴΣ L ƳŀŘŜ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ƳŜΦ L ǎŀƴƎ 
¢ƘŀǘΩǎ !ƭƭ wƛƎƘǘΣ aŀƳŀ and gave it all I had.

Suddenly the teenagers at the back of the audience 
started screaming.

I finishedτand they screamed louder and louder. I 
ǿŀǎ ǎŎŀǊŜŘΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƛǘΦ

But, when I knew they were screaming for me, I felt 
ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ōƛƎ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭ ƘŀŘ ōŜƎǳƴΦέ

By the end of the summer, Elvis was the hottest act 
in the South.Asked about those days in 1973, Scotty 
aƻƻǊŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǎƻ Ŧŀǎǘ ǿŜ 
ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŘƴϥǘ ǎǘƻǇ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΦέ
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Elvis, Scotty Moore and Bill Black were 
booked to play the Grand Ole Opry - the 
άaƻǘƘŜǊ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ /ƻǳƴǘȅ aǳǎƛŎέ - then 
based at historic Ryman Auditorium - in 
Nashville on Saturday, October 2, 1954.

Afterwards, Opry manager Jim Denny told 
{ŀƳ tƘƛƭƭƛǇǎΣ 9ƭǾƛǎ ǿŀǎ άƴƻǘ ōŀŘέ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ŀ 
fit for the program. The astute Denny was 
right. Elvis had moved past country music 
into an as-yet-unnamed new genre.

Elvis never returned to the Opry.
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