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Introduction
There is probably an element of malice in the readiness to over-
estimate people; we are laying up for ourselves the pleasure of
later cutting them down to size.

—Eric Ho›er, American philosopher

Elvis Presley and Richard Nixon. At first glance, one cannot help won-
dering what these two men could possibly have in common. Yet close exam-
ination reveals amazing parallels, fateful circumstances that guided each
through his rise from humble beginnings to the pinnacle of success. By the
time their paths crossed at the height of their respective careers, Nixon and
Presley had overcome numerous, similar hardships in their struggles to cap-
ture the elusive American Dream. How that dream slipped from each man’s
grasp—and why—provides the focus for this book.

History is rich with legends and heroes. Whether Presley and Nixon will
share space with Beethoven and Lincoln depends on the criteria used in judg-
ment. What, for example, defines a legend? “One that inspires legends or
achieves legendary fame,” according to the American Heritage Dictionary. An
interesting supplement is found in the usage note: “The words legend and
legendary have come to be used in recent years to refer to any person or
achievement whose fame promises to be particularly enduring, even if its
renown is created more by the media than by oral tradition.” Few would argue
that this type of “legend” has become common in modern times: rock stars
who make headlines by punching fans, sports celebrities who break contracts
when a teammate receives more money, criminal attorneys who handle high-
profile cases. We come to know their names and faces from the covers of the
tabloids, but does that notoriety qualify them as bona fide legends? Most are
unlikely to be remembered five, let alone 50, years from now.

To understand the true meaning of a legend, we must go beyond the sim-
ple definition quoted above and trace the history of the word in its basic form.
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“A legend is a long-told story or a group of related stories about a person or
a place that is popularly believed to have some historical truth,” reports
Grolier’s Encyclopedia. “Mythology, in contrast, frequently takes the divine or
the supernatural as its primary subject. Myths and legends are often inter-
mixed.” Indeed. What person could stand alone as a legend without a little
bit of myth thrown in? A rumor here, an exaggeration there, and an already
bigger-than-life individual becomes superhuman, an example to look up to,
an ideal toward which we strive.

When exploring the synonyms for legendary, we find renowned, cele-
brated, great, noble, glorious, unfading, immortal, eternal. Negative terms
are noticeably absent. How, then, is it possible for a human to become a leg-
end? People are not without faults, nor are they immortal. Although men and
women might rise to legendary fame, it is their reputations, surviving in the
wake of their mortality, that become legend.

“A person noted for special achievement in a particular field,” states the
American Heritage Dictionary, is a hero; “a person noted for feats of courage
or nobility of purpose.” A person. A mortal, not without faults. Before there
were legends, there had to be heroes.

Although most synonyms for “hero” are positive (good person, sterling
character, model of virtue), others are ambiguous (idealist) or a·icted or
challenging (brick, diamond-in-the-rough, ugly duckling). Exhibiting the
range of such qualities, Nixon and Presley strove for, and ultimately realized,
the American Dream. Whether their reputations will become legendary, only
time will tell. As Ralph Waldo Emerson aptly put it, “To be great is to be mis-
understood.”
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CC H A P T E RH A P T E R ¡¡

From a Jack to a King
Life is essentially a cheat and its conditions are those of defeat … the
redeeming things are not “happiness and pleasure” but the deeper sat-
isfactions that come out of struggle.

—F. Scott Fitzgerald, American author

In fiction, memorable characters become real to the reader by seeming
to live and breathe on the page. How does an author manage to create this
fictive illusion? Every character is a combination of the writer who creates
him, the people she knows, and the town in which she grew up. This is no less
true of real people. By examining their histories, we can see how their char-
acters and personalities evolved and gain a basic understanding of their behav-
iors in given situations. We begin our study, then, with a glimpse into the
Presley and Nixon family albums.

No one who lived across the tracks in East Tupelo, Mississippi, ever
referred to Vernon Presley as a stellar family provider; he drifted from one
low paying job to the next, with substantial rest periods in between. But when
the responsibility of fatherhood landed on his shoulders, Vernon proved up
to the task. Despite his precarious history, he managed to secure a $¡80 mort-
gage to build a house for his wife, Gladys, and their child-to-be.

In this sturdy two-room shack, with no indoor plumbing or electricity,
Gladys gave birth to twins in the early morning hours of January 8, ¡935. The
first child, Jesse Garon, emerged from the warmth of his mother’s womb cold
and still, unable to cope with the hardships of life. Elvis Aron burst onto the
scene thirty minutes later, lungs breathing and heart pounding, ready to take
on the world. Jesse was laid to rest in an unmarked grave at the local ceme-
tery, a spot Elvis would return to many times.

The roots of his humble beginning remained deeply embedded in Elvis’s
character as he rose to heights far above even his own expectations or dreams.
“The money, the financial end of it isn’t the most important,” he said during
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an interview amid the glitzy backdrop of Hollywood some 27 years later. “It
can’t be, because if it was, it would show, and I wouldn’t care about other peo-
ple.”1

Life did not have quite so tragic a beginning for Richard Milhous Nixon
although, economically, his family was not much better o› than the Presleys.
The senior Nixons ran a floundering lemon ranch in Yorba Linda, California,
a small farming community about 30 miles east of Los Angeles. Richard, the
second of five sons born to Francis and Hannah Nixon, entered the world on
January 9, ¡9¡3, in a “poor, lower-middle-class family,” as he would later
describe it. “I suppose it could be said that we too were poor,” he admitted,
“but our parents left us a legacy far richer than anything money could buy.”2

No more blessed with opportunity than Vernon, Francis had been only
eight when his mother died of tuberculosis. Four years later, he was forced to
quit school after completing the sixth grade; an able-bodied “man” at the ripe
age of ¡2, he was expected to help support the family. Among his many jobs
were farm hand, sheep shearer, and oil field roustabout. Like Vernon, his self-
taught carpentry skills enabled him to build a modest home for his family when
the time arrived.

Unlike the elder Presley, however, Francis Nixon was ambitious. Every-
one who knew him gave him that. According to Richard, this was because he
wanted only the best for his sons. “Above all, he wanted us to have the edu-
cation he had been unable to have,” Richard Nixon wrote in In the Arena (page
80). Francis was determined his boys would perform to the best of their abil-
ities as far as their studies went and made it clear that he would accept no less.

Vernon, too, wanted his son to get an education. Referring to himself as
a “common laborer,”3 however, he obviously viewed the world through less-
demanding eyes. Like Francis, he had dropped out of school well before grad-
uating, most likely for similar reasons: he was capable of contributing to the
family income. Because such attitudes continued to prevail in East Tupelo,
one of the poorest communities in Mississippi, it stands to reason that Ver-
non, barely able to read himself, would have been happy if his son made it
through high school. Expecting straight As was beyond comprehension.

Speculation aside, one thing is certain: both Elvis and Richard grew up
knowing what hard work meant. Times were rough. Their mothers had to find
paying jobs to put food on the table. Although two-income families are in the
majority today, such was not the case during Presley’s or Nixon’s childhood.

Gladys Presley did whatever necessary to make ends meet, even when it
meant swallowing her pride. Head held high, she trekked o› to the welfare
o‡ce every week, Elvis in hand, to collect the family’s allowance of butter,
rice, and cheese. Most days were spent on a nearby farm, where she picked
cotton for 50 cents per ¡00 pounds.4 When Elvis was old enough to be left
with a relative during the day, she went to work at the Mid-South Laundry.

During Richard’s early years, Hannah Nixon worked side by side with her

4 Elvis Presley, Richard Nixon, and the American Dream



husband at the family lemon ranch her parents had helped them establish in
their home town of Yorba Linda. Profits were not as generous as expected,
however, forcing both Hannah and Francis to supplement their income with
various odd jobs. When Richard was nine, the Nixons sold the property and
moved to Whittier, where they ran a gas station and small grocery store. Han-
nah rose at four in the morning to bake the pies and cakes that were sold at
the deli counter.

This self-sacrifice on their mothers’ parts did not go unnoticed by Elvis
or Richard and surely contributed to each boy’s inner desire to make good,
to be deserving of such unconditional love. Neither son would disappoint.

For Presley, the mission to prove himself worthy began when he was born.
He lived, Jesse Garon died. As soon as he was old enough to comprehend his
brother’s death, Elvis must have asked himself why he had been the one to
survive. There were no immediate answers, making it probable that young
Presley felt terrible guilt simply for being alive.

As fate would have it, Elvis remained an only child; Gladys su›ered a mis-
carriage when he was seven and was unable to conceive again. This, too, prob-
ably weighed on Presley’s mind as he was growing up. He was the special one,
the chosen one, the only one. Why?

The guilt came later for Richard Nixon. He was ¡2 when his younger
brother Arthur became ill. What was thought to be a simple case of the flu
turned serious overnight. Doctors were called in, none of whom was able to
determine the exact cause of Arthur’s deteriorating condition. The boy slipped
into a coma and died three days later. The cause of death was listed as tuber-
cular encephalitis.

Certainly Arthur’s death was no more tragic than Jesse Garon’s, though
it stands to reason that Richard may have felt his brother’s death more because
he was older when it happened. Elvis could only wonder what his brother
might have been like. Richard knew. For seven years, he had watched Arthur
grow up beside him. Now he was gone. In his memoirs, Nixon wrote that
memories of Arthur haunted him every day for weeks after the funeral, often
bringing him to tears. One can only imagine the hours, the days, spent search-
ing for answers that simply could not be found.

The questions did not end there. Another of Richard’s brothers, Harold,
contracted tuberculosis. During the traumatic period that followed Arthur’s
death, Hannah moved to Arizona with her sick child, hoping the dry climate
would improve his condition. While caring for Harold, she rented a large
house and took in three other patients to make ends meet. In addition to
cooking and cleaning, she provided around-the-clock nursing care for all the
residents.5

Despite Hannah’s drastic e›orts, Harold died in July ¡933. Richard, by
then on the verge of manhood at 20, was again faced with the question of how
such tragedy could continue to befall his family, while he seemed exempt.
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Such feelings would have naturally led to further guilt. It is logical to assume
that Richard, a teenager at the time his mother went to Arizona, would have
been jealous of his brother having their mother all to himself for three long
years. Any child would, despite the awful circumstances.

In any event, Nixon weathered the emotional storms and became stronger
for them. “With the death of Harold his determination to make us proud of
him seemed greatly intensified,” Hannah related in an interview years later.
“Unconsciously, too, I think that Richard may have felt a kind of guilt that
Harold and Arthur were dead and that he was alive.”6

Indeed, there was plenty of guilt to go around. Gladys Presley surely
asked herself if Jesse’s death could have been attributed to something she had
or had not done. What mother wouldn’t? Living with such an after-the-fact
perspective made her vow to take special care of the child who had survived,
especially when she learned he would be her last.

Amid the dreary life of poverty-stricken Tupelo, Elvis became the one
bright spot in his mother’s life, and she treated him as such, but there is a
notable di›erence between loving a child and smothering him. Naturally,
Gladys was overprotective of her son at first, having lost Jesse Garon. But sto-
ries of her walking Elvis to school until he was in the tenth grade have been
overblown and, for the most part, misunderstood.

Neither Gladys nor Vernon had finished elementary school, and what had
been the result? One menial job after another, one run-down apartment after
the next, barely enough money to put food on the table for a family of three.
Gladys was determined that Elvis would not end up in the same dismal situ-
ation. She walked him to school to make sure he went every day and encour-
aged him to do well in his studies. When he was ¡3, she took him to the Tupelo
library and proudly scribbled her name on the form so he could be issued his
very own card, thus becoming part of the one percent of local children to
make use of the facilities.7

In the well-researched Elvis and Gladys, author Elaine Dundy cites many
examples of young Presley, between the ages of eight and ten, going o› to
town by himself on Saturday afternoons to listen to local musicians, attend
radio shows, or hang out at theaters. Nowhere is there mention of Gladys
standing on the sidelines, watching. She wanted for her son what all mothers
want: a chance for her child to have a better life.

Stories of Elvis being forbidden to play football or participate in other
rough activities because his mother was afraid he would get hurt have also
been exaggerated. Presley did play football in high school. “I played end for
two years,” he related during an interview in Little Rock, Arkansas, in May
¡956. Speaking on the same subject a few months later in Florida, he added,
“I tried to play football, but…I was never very good.”8 He was not thrown o›
the team because of his long hair, as has been erroneously reported, usually
in the context of the infamous bathroom scene, in which he was said to have
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been cornered by a couple of boys with scissors and then rescued by upper-
classman Red West. He quit of his own accord.

While there was nothing obsessive about Gladys’s love for her son, it is
obvious the two formed a tight, emotional bond. At times Gladys might have
been overprotective but no more so than Elvis was toward her. How many
times did he watch her lay flowers on Jesse’s grave? Being the son who had
survived, he took great care not to endanger that life, to cause his mother any
more grief. If that meant being ridiculed by some of the other boys, it seemed
a small price to pay for his mother’s peace of mind.

The pressure of being the “man” of the house also weighed heavily on
young Presley’s mind. His father made long-distance hauls for a local truck-
ing company for a period of several years and, later, took work in Memphis,
from which he was able to commute home to Tupelo only on weekends. In
Vernon’s absence, Gladys had to be breadwinner, housekeeper, and role model
all in one. What boy would not feel guilt, knowing how hard his mother had
to work just to keep a roof over his head?

Although Elvis was too young to remember his father serving jail time
for forging a check (he had been less than two when Vernon was incarcer-
ated), the embarrassment resulting from the incident followed the entire fam-
ily for their remaining years in Tupelo. No doubt it contributed to Vernon’s
poor luck in finding a decent job locally, although, again, he had never been
known as the most ambitious sort. Regardless, how could a lack of steady
employment on his father’s part have gone unnoticed by Elvis, even at an early
age? Somewhere along the road, he came to realize that the only way his mother
would ever have a more comfortable life was if he found a way to give it to her.

In contrast, Francis Nixon had rarely been without work when Richard
was a child. His drive and determination had been enough to outweigh his
lack of formal schooling.

A well-educated woman for her time, with two years of college, Hannah
Milhous came from a fine Quaker family. Her quiet, soft-spoken personality
was in sharp contrast to Francis’s sometimes violent temper. Richard admit-
ted the two seemed oddly matched. While it was his father’s quick, Irish tem-
per that he noticed most as a small boy, Hannah impressed him with her ability
to hold her emotions in check, regardless of how harsh life became.

Together, the Nixons provided their sons with a “do as I do” example; it
was one thing to fail, quite another to quit. The lemon ranch had been a bust,
but Francis refused to give up on the idea of having his own business. He and
Hannah took whatever odd jobs they could find until they had saved enough
to try again. With every family member pitching in, the gas station Francis
built proved successful enough that they were able to add on a small grocery/
delicatessen. Each son was expected to pull his fair share, helping out at the
store before and after school and on weekends. The Nixon boys learned early
that there were no free rides in life.
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Elvis may have learned a similar lesson, but Gladys softened the blow.
While she did not hesitate to do whatever she thought necessary to teach her
son the ways of the world, the harshness of reality was often eased by a phys-
ical warmth that Richard never knew.

In his philosophical autobiography, In the Arena, Nixon recalled, “For
my mother, religion and love were sacred, and she never spoke of either in a
familiar way.… In her whole life, I never heard her say to me or to anyone
else, ‘I love you.’” That was not to say that Hannah did not love her children.
“Her eyes expressed the love and warmth no words could possibly convey,”
Nixon concluded. “She never questioned the customs of others to be more pub-
lic in their professions of faith, but she insisted on doing it her way, and I fol-
lowed her example.”9

Gladys’s no-holds-barred a›ection stayed with Elvis until the day he died.
During his final television special, Elvis in Concert, he requested that security
assist his father onto the stage. The doting son then put his arm around Ver-
non and told the audience how much he had missed his daddy. The elder Pres-
ley had been ill, unable to join Elvis on tour for some time.

Hannah loved quietly, more privately, from a distance. Nixon learned to
do the same.

It is here, amid the realm of emotion, where we find the first major
di›erence in our character studies of Presley and Nixon—and it proves to be
the most significant one.
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CC H A P T E RH A P T E R 22

Education Makes the Man
Every uneducated person is a caricature of himself.

—Friedrich von Schlegel,
German philosopher, critic, and writer

While both Presley’s and Nixon’s parents proved instrumental in stress-
ing the value of a good education to their sons, they chose di›erent means to
convey the message.

Francis demanded that his boys push themselves beyond their limits—
and when he talked, people listened. In his memoirs, Nixon recalled many an
argument between his father and brothers Harold and Don, arguments that
were carried on so loudly that they could be heard well down the street. “He
was,” Nixon admitted, “a strict and stern disciplinarian.”1

If his father’s hard-line approach a›ected young Nixon adversely, he made
no mention of it in his later writings. On the contrary, there is every indica-
tion that the elder Nixon’s tactics worked exactly as he had intended, at least
in Richard’s case. He related in In the Arena:

One of the hardest things for parents is to resist the temptation to
make life too easy for their children. It is contrary to human nature,
but nonetheless true that not giving children something they want
is often an indication not of how little you love them but how
much.… I do not mean to suggest that it is good to make life hard
for children. But if you make it too easy, their inevitable realiza-
tion as adults that life is a continuing struggle may find them unpre-
pared for it.2

Although Hannah shared in Richard’s educational development — she
taught him to read by the time he was six, providing him with such advanced
skills that he skipped the second grade—she also realized how important it
was that he develop interests outside of his studies. Relying heavily on her own
Quaker upbringing, she made religion an important part of family activities.
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The Nixons said grace at every meal, often reciting Bible verses, while on Sun-
days, Richard attended church four times: worship service in the morning
and evening, Sunday school, and a youth meeting known as Christian
Endeavor. The Nixons alternated their attendance between Methodist and
Quaker churches to appease Francis, who remained a devout Methodist.

Music played an important role in Hannah’s life, thus she was delighted
when Richard picked up the basics of piano and violin from his Uncle Gri‡th.
It was not long before her son was playing piano for his Sunday school class.
“I thought he would be a musician, for he had a natural ear,” she said in dis-
cussing Richard’s childhood.3 His talent so impressed her, in fact, that when
he was ¡¡, she sent him to live with her sister, Jane Beeson, so he could study
music on a full-time basis. Jane, an accomplished performer and teacher, had
studied at the Metropolitan School of Music in Indianapolis. For six months,
Richard stayed with her family in Lindsay, another Quaker community in cen-
tral California, receiving daily instruction.

Nixon soon had other plans for his future, but he never abandoned his
musical training. Throughout his college years, he remained in the drama
club, and after graduation he acted in local theater productions during his
spare time. “Playing the piano is a way of expressing oneself that is perhaps
even more fulfilling than writing or speaking,” he wrote many years later.
Musical talent, he went on to say, was one of the “highest aspirations.”4

Elvis’s introduction to music came Southern gospel–style at the First
Assembly of God, where the Presleys enjoyed raising their voices in praise of
the Lord. Sitting in the congregation on Sunday mornings, Gladys and Ver-
non watched in amazement as their two-year-old son rushed to the front of
the church, determined to sing along with the choir. No matter that he was
too young to pronounce the words. Imagine the sense of pride that must have
filled Gladys’s heart several years later when Elvis, discovering he had a nat-
ural ear for the piano, began to play for his Sunday school class.

Although Mrs. Presley continued to stress the importance of a good edu-
cation throughout Elvis’s childhood, as time wore on and his talent became
more obvious, she saw the writing on the wall: her son would not need a col-
lege degree to become the next Jimmie Rogers. What he did need was encour-
agement, and this she dutifully provided: she allowed him to go into town
alone on Saturday afternoons at the tender age of eight to sit in on the radio
shows held at the courthouse; she talked him into accepting a guitar for his tenth
birthday gift, rather than the rifle he had wanted; and, most important, she lis-
tened to him talk about his music and shared his dreams for a better tomorrow.

Unfortunately, the best of intentions aside, a parent’s wishes can only go
so far. When Elvis contemplated quitting school before his senior year, there
was little Gladys could do to stop him. Whatever reservations Vernon had
were quickly suppressed in favor of Elvis’s argument: adding another full-
time salary to the family income would make life easier for everyone.
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Elvis was anxious to get out into the world, to find himself a full-time
job and earn some money, especially when he had to watch his mother go o›
to her job at the hospital, where she worked as a nurse’s aide. She had put on
weight, her legs were swollen. If he could lighten her load with a job of his
own, why waste time finishing school?

As convincing as this argument is, it would be misleading to suggest it
was Elvis’s sole reason for wanting to drop out of high school. So, too, are
previous theories that link Presley’s dilemma to academics. When questioned,
former teachers and classmates described him as an “average” student; Elvis
confirmed this in an interview, stating that he “got his share of B’s and C’s.”
(He remained an avid reader throughout his lifetime, with particular inter-
est in studies of religion and philosophy.) Elvis was not on the verge of flunk-
ing out. He was itching to get a band together and start playing some of the
local clubs, hoping he might be discovered.

In the end, Presley gave in to his mother’s wishes and remained in
school—not because he feared her wrath, but because he respected and loved
her.

Likewise, Nixon remained in charge of his own destiny. While he may
have credited his father for his relentless drive and determination, in the end,
it was Richard who did the studying, Richard who won the debates, Richard
who worked his way through law school. Clearly, a college education had been
on his mind as early as age nine, when, upon reading of the Teapot Dome scan-
dal, he proclaimed, “Mother, when I get big, I’m going to be a lawyer they
can’t bribe.”5

Thus, sporting a varied foundation of love and support, Presley and Nixon
began their respective journeys in search of the American Dream.
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CC H A P T E RH A P T E R 33

A Watchful Eye
on the Future

I have always thought that one man of tolerable abilities may work
great changes, and accomplish great a›airs among mankind, if he first
forms a good plan, and, cutting o› all amusements or other employ-
ments that would divert his attention, make the execution of that
same plan his sole study and business.

—Benjamin Franklin

Battling the circumstances of their respective milieus, Presley and Nixon
remained determined to achieve the education valued by their parents.

In Richard’s case, he carried out his father’s wishes far beyond a high
school diploma. With college plans looming on the horizon at an early age,
extracurricular activities—sports, drama, and the like—were incorporated
into his schedule on a very limited basis. While most young men would have
rebelled against such a restricted social life, Nixon embraced it as an oppor-
tunity to achieve his intermediate goal: to finish at the head of his class aca-
demically, so that his next focus point, a college scholarship, would fall within
reach.

It was a plan that looked good on paper but, for Richard, achieving those
grades was not simply a matter of gathering his books together and retreat-
ing to his bedroom to study. Harold’s prolonged illness put a tremendous
strain on the family’s modest finances. Even Hannah’s devout Quaker ideals
could not keep Francis from operating the store seven days a week. While
Richard may have credited his father’s personality for fueling his early drive
and determination, that same commanding authority produced an atmos-
phere of constant tension on the home front. Day and night, Francis Nixon
was a time bomb ready to explode at the least provocation.

Richard saw his brothers repeatedly step on land mines. Learning from
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their mistakes, he managed to manipulate his way around the explosives;
more important, he did so without creating distance between himself and his
father. In discussing Richard’s childhood, Hannah said she could not recall
him ever being spanked, a fate not shared by any of the other Nixon boys.
Richard confirmed as much in later writings, concluding that if he had not
learned to abide by the rules, he probably would have “felt the touch of a ruler
or the strap as [his] brothers did.”1 As a child, he must have done his fair
share of raising his father’s ire. Boys will be boys. But this boy escaped his
brothers’ fate of physical punishment by thinking before he acted. Not an easy
thing for a child to do, but Richard was not one to search for the easy way
out.

Watching from the sidelines when his father’s passion for politics struck,
Nixon also came to appreciate the positive aspects of emotion. On numerous
occasions, he listened while his conservative father argued with Bill Ross, a
liberal Democrat with whom Francis had about as much in common as do Sen-
ator Edward Kennedy and former Speaker Newt Gingrich today. Despite their
strong di›erences of opinion as to the government’s role in society, Francis
and Ross remained the best of friends, a lesson that disagreement and toler-
ance could work hand in hand.

The parable went beyond its surface definition, of course. When all was
said, Francis rarely came away with the short end of the stick. Richard took
the lesson to heart: consider all sides of the issue but learn how to win.

The tactic proved successful as early as the sixth grade, when Richard was
involved in his first debate. The question: whether it was more profitable to
own or rent your home. Girls were to argue for owning, boys for renting. A
discouraged Nixon was convinced the girls had the only winnable argument,
but his father was unwilling to concede so easily. Francis explained to his anx-
ious son that while home ownership might be more prestigious to the ego, the
actual cost of renting was far less because repairs and upkeep were the respon-
sibility of the landlord. Richard worked out the figures for a test case. The boys
won the debate.

The next year, the topic was whether insects were more harmful than
beneficial. Nixon had to argue in the bugs’ favor. Francis’s advice: when in
doubt, consult an expert. He took Richard to visit his Uncle Philip, an ento-
mologist for the State Inspectors Service, who pointed out that if it weren’t
for bees pollinating the plants, all foliage would die. Another winning argu-
ment.

Nixon came away from these early endeavors with yet another valuable
lesson: “The best tactic in a debate is always to concentrate on one funda-
mentally strong argument rather than to scatter your fire over a broad area.”2

Concentrating on one thing became a strategy he incorporated into other
aspects of his life. Although his academic pursuits remained a top priority
throughout high school, he also set time aside for social activities, because they
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were an essential part of his plan. If he expected to become a successful politi-
cian, Richard knew he would have to overcome his shy personality.

Today, television correspondents are on the scene with cameras to record
every move; a candidate can speak to a small group and have her remarks
reach millions of viewers. In the ¡930s, congressional hopefuls became known
to their constituencies only by interacting with them face to face. TV was still
in its infancy 25 years later, when Elvis burst onto the music scene, yet the
power of its impact at that time cannot be denied. Although Presley’s early
records did well in the South, national exposure was not forthcoming until he
appeared on the Dorsey Brothers Stage Show.

Nixon made wise use of the forums available at the time. The debate team
and drama club were natural extensions of his early interests (the latter a
direct link to his early musical training), but neither group a›orded him pop-
ularity among the greater student body. Sadly, not much has changed in the
past 60 years. A young man determined to get noticed in high school does not
excite his peers by securing the top spot on the honor role.

Who can argue that the star of Friday night’s game is the hero in Mon-
day morning’s classroom? By Nixon’s own admission, he was a poor athlete,
yet he tried out for all the major sports: football, basketball, baseball, track.
Clearly, he wanted his classmates and teachers to know who he was and, prob-
ably, at least early on, he wanted them to like him. Unfortunately, Nixon strug-
gled with the same “poor boy” image that would dog Presley throughout his
childhood. Kids can and will be cruel, picking on anyone who is di›erent,
whether or not it is of his own choice or doing.

Elvis seemed more willing than Richard to accept that he would never
quite fit in. Rather than force the issue, he used his individuality to make a
statement, from his sideburns to his flashy manner of dress. When he proved
his taunters wrong, he was content to let his success speak for itself. Nowhere
is Presley on record criticizing those who had ridiculed him when he was grow-
ing up.

Nixon was not as forgiving. He related to a friend in later years:

What starts the process, really, are laughs and slights and snubs
when you are a kid. Sometimes it’s because you’re poor or Irish or
Jewish or Catholic or ugly or simply that you are skinny. But if you
are reasonably intelligent and if your anger is deep enough and
strong enough, you learn that you can change those attitudes by
excellence, personal gut performance, while those who have every-
thing are sitting on their fat butts.3

He was no less tolerant of himself. As a high school senior, he ran for
class president and lost the election. While most kids would have chalked it
up to experience, Richard referred to it as his first political defeat.

The loss proved one of many that lurked around the corner as young
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Nixon eyed his dream. Upon graduating, he was o›ered a partial scholarship
at Yale, but the family’s financial situation being what it was, he had to turn
it down. Determined to make the best of things, he enrolled in Whittier Col-
lege and applied himself as if he were at Yale, in the hopes of being accepted
at a noteworthy school down the road. Richard Nixon was always looking
ahead.

Grades remained his top priority at Whittier, though he still managed to
involve himself in other aspects of campus life. His poor financial status was
more of a factor now than it had ever been, but he refused to let it hold him
back. During his freshman year, rather than apply to the Franklins, a well-
established campus club for men known for its high social standing, he formed
the Orthogonian Society and became its first president. According to Nixon,
the name meant “Square Shooters,” and the club was aimed at the common
man, athletes and guys who were working their way through school.

“They were the haves, and we were the have-nots, see?” he explained in
an interview on the subject years later.4 A look at his class annual emphasizes
the point clearly: the Franklins had their pictures taken in tuxedos; the
Orthogonians wore open-necked shirts. So much for the complacent “if you
can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em.” Nixon did not compromise. He invented his own
way.

An important part of his way was learning how to extract the positive
from the negative. Still as poor an athlete as ever, he insisted on being part of
the college sports scene. Persistence and sheer determination finally won him
a spot on the football team. While his performance on the field failed to earn
him any letters, his coach’s methods made a lasting impression. In his mem-
oirs, Nixon said that riding the bench for Chief Wallace Newman taught him
more about life than college courses ever could. Newman’s philosophy: win
by playing better than you think you can, and when you lose, go ahead and
feel angry, just so long as that anger is expressed at the right target—yourself,
for not playing well enough to win. Perhaps the most important lesson Nixon
came away with from his endeavors on the playing field: never let any loss stop
you from trying harder the next time around.

Richard took Newman’s advice to heart. During his senior year at Whit-
tier, he again ran for president of his class. This time he won. His defeated
opponent took the loss well, calling Nixon a “smart politician.”5

He was so smart, in fact, that he graduated second in his class. Thanks
to hard work and tenacity, the elusive scholarship was not just a dream any-
more. In the fall of ¡934, less than six months before Elvis was born, Richard
packed his bags and headed east to Duke University.

Life at the prestigious North Carolina law school was not easy, but by then
Nixon had to come to expect as much. Again he found himself looked down
on because he did not come from a wealthy family. His scholarship took care
of the tuition, but he had to work for the clothes on his back and the roof over
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his head. “Bill Perdue, Lyman Brownfield, Fred Albrink, and I shared two
double beds in one bedroom in a farmhouse in the middle of the Duke for-
est. We called it Whippoorwill Manor. We had no indoor plumbing, running
water, or central heating. But it only cost five dollars a month, and as a result
we were able to a›ord to go to law school.”6

Despite the hard times, Nixon was not complaining. “I learned a lot from
working my way through school. I was an assistant to the librarian, Miss Cov-
ington; did research for the dean, Claude Horack; and spent a summer mimeo-
graphing a new case book on constitutional law for Douglas Maggs. Sometimes
the work was boring, but I never resented having to do it.”7

That is not to say he had gotten over resenting those whose lives were
made easier by virtue of their parents’ financial status. In his first book, Six
Crises, published in ¡962, Nixon wrote of his early achievements: “I won my
share of scholarships, and of speaking and debating prizes in school, not
because I was smarter but because I worked longer and harder than some of
my gifted colleagues” (page 295). Although it is possible Nixon was simply
stating a fact here, it is hard not to imagine a touch of sarcasm in the choice
of the word “gifted.” Some are haves; some are have-nots.

In fairness, Nixon had many experiences from which to develop a grudge.
Though he graduated from Duke third in his class, he was snubbed by the law
firms he approached in New York and eventually had to return to Whittier,
where he halfheartedly accepted a position with the local firm of Wingert &
Bewley.

It was a setback that might have proven fatal. He had worked hard and
long, and still it was not enough to propel him beyond his poor boy image.
But Nixon did not allow it to end his dream. He had the law degree from
Duke; no one could take that away. He would simply do as he had done all of
his life: make the best of a less than desirable situation and see to it that he
came out a stronger person because of it.

Nixon’s new job was a far cry from the excitement of Wall Street. Mostly,
the firm handled business matters: wills, estates, and the like. Perhaps because
he was short on enthusiasm, his career got o› to a rocky start; one of his first
cases resulted in a malpractice suit against Wingert & Bewley. He learned from
the experience and got past it, attaining full partnership in the firm during
his second year.

Of course Nixon had far bigger things in mind than practicing business
law in Whittier for the rest of his life. Though he remained at Wingert & Bew-
ley for more than four years, much of his time was spent making local polit-
ical connections. Continuing in the tradition of his academic years, he set
about making a name for himself on the social scene.

His decision to become active in local theater productions wound up hav-
ing a lasting impact on his life. During casting tryouts for the melodramatic
mystery The Dark Tower on January ¡6, ¡938, he met a striking, 26-year-old
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high school teacher named Pat Ryan. “It was a case of love at first sight,” Nixon
related in RN (23). Pat was not quite as taken with Richard. She rebu›ed his
invitation for a date after the audition and remained cool toward his advances
for the next several months.

As it would turn out, the couple proved quite well matched.
The daughter of an Irish prospector and a widowed German immigrant,

Pat—christened Thelma Catherine Ryan on March ¡6, ¡9¡2—was the youngest
of five children, two of them from her mother’s first marriage. For years, the
family struggled to make a living in the poor farming community of Artesia,
California, some 20 miles southwest of Los Angeles. Thelma had been all of
¡3 when she took over the family household chores and, in addition, cared for
her cancer-stricken mother, who died in January ¡926.

Thelma held her family together while somehow managing to keep her
grades high enough to achieve membership in her high school’s honor soci-
ety. At home, she became caretaker for her father, who had contracted tuber-
culosis. After his death in May ¡930, Thelma changed her name to Patricia (it
had been her father’s favorite name) and enrolled in Fullerton Junior College.
Her part-time job as a cosmetics salesperson at Bullocks led to work as a Hol-
lywood extra, where she earned enough to finish her education at USC. She
graduated with honors in June ¡937. Three months later, she began her first
teaching job at Whittier Union High School at the then-impressive salary of
$¡,800 a year.8

Nixon met Pat’s rejection with the same determination that had kept him
going thus far: by refusing to accept defeat. And once again, persistence paid
o›. The couple became Mr. and Mrs. Richard Nixon on June 2¡, ¡940.

To broaden his business contacts, Nixon joined the Kiwanis and became
a member of the chamber organization of nearby La Habra. The latter led to
an unsuccessful bid for city attorney.

Nixon pressed on, now aided by Pat’s support and the security of a happy
marriage. Upon learning that his district representative in the California
Assembly might not seek another term, he campaigned for support among
regional groups and organizations. His e›orts produced yet another dead end
when the incumbent decided to run again.

Regardless of these early defeats, Nixon realized he was gaining valuable
experience. Unfortunately, local connections only went so far. He needed
broader appeal if he were to break out of the pack, national exposure that
could only come from the nation’s political hot seat. Pat fully agreed with his
assessment, and with her blessing he gave notice at Wingert & Bewley in
December ¡94¡ to accept a position with the O‡ce of Price Administration
(OPA) in Washington, D.C. Granted, acting as attorney for the tire rationing
division was probably not the most thrilling employment in the world, but what
better way to learn the inner workings of government than by observing it
firsthand?
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In his memoirs, Nixon surmised that his mother was probably relieved
when he took the position with OPA because she thought it would keep him
from compromising his Quaker values by fighting in the war. He neglected to
mention another obvious concern, which must have weighed on Hannah’s
mind: the possibility of losing yet another son.

Many young men employed in government jobs sought and secured draft
deferments, but Nixon was not one of them. In the summer of ¡942, he applied
for, and was granted, an o‡cer’s commission with the navy.

Nixon’s decision was probably based on a combination of factors. A stint
in the navy would provide an insider’s view of the military, while satisfying
whatever moral or patriotic duty he felt toward his country. As an added bonus,
he would escape his boring job at the OPA. When reviewing Nixon’s history
to this point, however, the most notable benefit the armed forces o›ered was
yet another opportunity to get noticed. On campus, the star was the football
player in the team jersey, pledging allegiance before the game, but in the real
world, at that time, nothing captured the public’s attention more reliably than
an o‡cer decked out in his dress uniform, saluting the American flag.

Regardless of motive, Nixon’s navy years proved relatively uneventful.
When his tour in the South Pacific was over, he served the remainder of his
military career behind a desk, drawing on his legal skills to help terminate
contracts for war supplies between the government and manufacturers.

During this winding-down period, Nixon’s move east finally began to
pay dividends. Associates and friends back in Whittier were impressed with
the local boy who had refused to settle for a mediocre life at Wingert & Bew-
ley, and in September ¡945, they wondered if he might be interested in return-
ing home to replace the district’s Democratic representative in Congress.

At 32 years of age, Richard Nixon was finally on his way.
For young Presley, the road to success proved every bit as rough as Nixon’s

had been. The path led in a di›erent direction, however, and the journey itself
took far less time.

Elvis’s studies were a necessary but secondary goal. He knew his mother
was right, that there were no sure things in life and that he had best be pre-
pared if his dreams and plans did not work out. But he did not allow the bit-
ter realities to keep him from focusing on his dream. As early as the third
grade, he was spending his Saturdays in the studio at WELO on Spring Street,
watching his idol, Mississippi Slim, perform.

Slim, born Carvel Lee Ausborn, was no Hank Williams, but he was cer-
tainly a legitimate artist, having four tapes to his credit at the Country Music
Hall of Fame in Nashville. He played guitar and harmonica, but it was his hill-
billy singing that drew crowds in his home town of Tupelo.

To eight-year-old Elvis, Slim must have seemed a bona fide legend. The
man sang on the radio. People knew his name, recognized him on the street.
Most important, Slim actually made a living with his singing.
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As previous reports suggest, Elvis might well have preferred a bicycle or
a rifle for his tenth birthday present on that crisp January day way back when.
But deep inside, he knew the guitar was the better choice. Mississippi Slim
played, and look what it had done for him. One can imagine the handsome,
blue-eyed child nodding, that sultry look on his face, when Gladys smiled
down at him and said, “Son, wouldn’t you rather have the guitar? It would
help you with your singing, and everyone does enjoy hearing you sing.”9

While some beginners might be too shy or stubborn to ask for help, Elvis
realized the best way to learn was by asking others who already knew. His
Uncle Vester, Vernon’s brother, was a music lover, occasionally playing at
honky-tonks and dances around Tupelo. Vester showed his young nephew
some chords. Elvis practiced. When he was ready for additional help, Presley
sought out Frank Smith, the young preacher at the First Assembly of God.
Frank, blessed with considerable musical ability, was delighted to help his
young parishioner grasp the basics.

Without a doubt, the most influential teacher was none other than Mis-
sissippi Slim, who just happened to be the older brother of Presley’s classmate
James Ausborn. Although the hillbilly star was both irritated and impressed
by Presley’s attention, he never turned the boy away. Slim even went so far as
to provide accompaniment for his young admirer’s appearance during one of
the amateur Saturday afternoon shows held at WELO. From Slim, Elvis learned
the more di‡cult chords: sharps, flats, and minors. Eventually, he improved
to the point where Slim invited him to appear on his weekly radio show.

Certainly each of Presley’s guitar teachers played an important role but,
as with Nixon’s studies and other endeavors, determination and practice were
the key to success. Once Elvis was proficient enough to accompany himself
on the tearjerker “Old Shep,” a song about the love between a boy and his dog,
he sang it at every opportunity. It got so that his classmates would shake their
heads and roll their eyes, some jokingly, others not, while pleading, “Oh no!
Not another round of ‘Old Shep’ today!”10

If Elvis was discouraged by the negative reaction of his peers, he did not
allow it to slow him down. Nor did he back o› when several of his teachers
took an interest in his singing, even though it added chants of “teacher’s pet”
to the already common “mama’s boy” teasing he had endured since the first
day of school, when Gladys walked him to the door.

Gradually, his e›orts began to pay o›. His fifth grade teacher, the dreaded
Mrs. Grimes, as some of her former pupils described her, was moved to the
point of tears when she heard him sing “Old Shep.” She was so impressed that
she marched him o› to the principal, Mr. Cole, for a repeat performance.
Agreeing that Elvis had obvious talent, Cole entered his young student in the
children’s talent contest at the upcoming Mississippi-Alabama Fair and Dairy
Show.

Presley must have been thrilled by the very idea of attending the fair. His
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parents had never been able to a›ord the price of admission, let alone money
for candy and rides. Finally, rather than prowl around the empty fairgrounds
after the fact, trying to imagine the sights, smells, and sounds of the real thing,
he would enjoy every moment firsthand. More than that, he would be center
stage, performing for an unfamiliar audience, many of whom would be adults.
This was not a makeshift stage in a tent that held ¡00 people; the grandstand
had a seating capacity of 2,000. It was a day Elvis would remember forever.

From the mixed accounts, it is di‡cult to say whether or not Presley
accompanied himself on his guitar that day as he wooed the crowd with a
heart-wrenching version of “Old Shep.” Claims that he had not yet acquired
the instrument are inaccurate, however; classmates’ teasing about another
round of “Old Shep” came well before he played the song for Mrs. Grimes,
who was not yet his teacher at that point.

Elvis’s placement in the winner’s circle, which was determined by audi-
ence applause, was also under dispute for many years. Only recently has
research revealed that he did not win first, second, or third but rather a more
modest fifth place: $5 and unlimited free rides for the day. Not bad for a few
minutes’ work for a boy his age, in that time and place.

Looking back, it seems odd there is no mention of Elvis having sung at
the fair again until he returned to headline the event ¡¡ years later, but given
the Presleys’ financial situation, it is understandable. Vernon was not earning
enough to keep the little house on Berry Street that he had purchased the year
before, so he sold it to get out from under the payments. The Presleys moved
back to the poorer side of town, across the tracks near the city dump. Socially,
Elvis went from “acceptable” to “poor white trash”—hardly the period in his
life upon which he would want to focus.

In any event, this first result of practice shows that Elvis, like young
Richard, realized at an early age that in order to reach his goal, he would have
to prepare well in advance. The plan entailed countless hours of refining his
skills alone in his room, after school and on weekends, searching for the right
chords, memorizing them, playing a single tune again and again. This in addi-
tion to the necessary time spent practicing in front of an audience: enter-
taining his classmates, singing with his parents at church services and revivals.
While such dedication produced impressive results, the cost was high for both
Presley and Nixon. Neither boy had many friends as he was growing up. There
simply wasn’t time.

In Presley’s case, the early years were made all the more di‡cult by Ver-
non’s inability to hold a steady job. The family moved several times a year dur-
ing their stay in Tupelo, scraping to pay their month-to-month rent. Elvis was
¡4 and living in Memphis before he could call the same place home for more
than a year. Although the Nixons relocated when Richard was nine, once they
opened the gas station, he remained in the same house until he left for Duke
University some ¡2 years later.
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It is unlikely, of course, that either boy could have persevered through all
the hardships unless he was reaping rewards from his e›orts. Richard’s early
debating victories were sign enough he could get where he wanted if he kept
at it. Likewise, the successful appearance at the fair provided Elvis with enough
validation to continue his musical endeavors despite an unstable home life.

Having become skillful enough on the guitar to accompany himself, Pres-
ley took up the piano. Sources quoted in Dundy’s work indicate he had a nat-
ural ear for music, thus the need to read the actual notes on paper never arose.
He would listen to a song a number of times, then sit at the piano and play it.
Elvis later confirmed that he had never learned how to read music.

Volunteering to play for his Sunday school class was a great way to gain
the necessary experience, plus it provided a captive audience by which to judge
his performance. No doubt he spent countless hours at the Assembly of God,
perfecting his natural talent. Like Nixon, young Presley was constantly plan-
ning.

By the time he was in the sixth grade, Elvis was comfortable enough with
his guitar playing to haul the instrument along with him to school every day.
His teacher that year, Mrs. Camp, was as impressed with his talent as Mrs.
Grimes had been. Interviewed in Dundy’s book, she speaks of taking him to
other teachers’ classrooms to show him o›.

The reaction of the pupils when Elvis sang was similar to Mrs. Camp’s,
but it was another story when the show was over. While the other children
might have been impressed with Elvis’s talent, even awed, such was not the
case with Presley himself. He was just another poor kid in overalls, and once
he was done singing, that was exactly how they treated him. Presley noticed.
And he remembered.

Continuing to sing whenever anyone would listen, Elvis spent his lunch
periods in the school basement, jamming with Mississippi Slim’s little brother,
James. On Saturdays, the boys would go down to the radio station where Slim
was performing, and Elvis would continue to pick up occasional tips. “You’re
good to be as young as you are,” Slim told him, “you just keep on working.”11

All things considered, young Presley’s life seemed to be moving in the
direction he wanted. Such was not the case for his parents, however. Vernon
got fired from his delivery job for using the truck after hours—and not for
honorable purposes. Tupelo residents confirm that the elder Presley was using
the vehicle to transport moonshine. This, combined with the memories of his
conviction for the forged check, made the prospects of future employment in
Tupelo unlikely at best. Wisely, Vernon decided it was time for a change.

In the fall of ¡948, as Nixon basked in the victory of his second congres-
sional term, the Presleys packed up their belongings and headed for Memphis.
“We were broke, man, broke,” Elvis often said when relating the event in later
years.¡2 But at least they were heading for a new city, a new start. No one would
know about the mishaps in Tupelo. Life would be better.
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The Presleys’ newfound sense of hope faded quickly, especially for Elvis.
Not only was he still a poor kid in overalls, he was a new kid, having arrived
after the school year had already begun. A new kid whose mother walked him
to the corner every morning for all to see. No matter that Gladys’s real con-
cern was that her boy get an education, for Elvis it was just one more shame
to endure.

Ever so gradually, however, things did prove better in Memphis. By the
time Elvis began the ninth grade at Humes High, his family was living at Laud-
erdale Courts, a housing project on Winchester Avenue. The two-bedroom
apartment needed minor repairs, but for $35 a month, it was a pretty good
deal. Vernon was working as a loader at United Paint. His wages were higher
than those he had earned in Tupelo, though the family’s annual income was
still well under the project limit of $2,500.

The Presleys had much in common with the rest of Lauderdale’s resi-
dents; they were common people, as the Nixons had been, good, honest folks
struggling to keep their heads above water. Neighbors who remember them
say Gladys was the friendly one. Vernon kept pretty much to himself, often
displaying a gru›, solemn look. Elvis was just plain shy. His ninth grade home-
room teacher, Susie Johnson, described him as “a gentle, obedient boy,” who
“always went out of his way to try to do what you asked him to do.”13

In comparing Presley’s teenage years with Nixon’s, it would seem as
though Presley got the better of the deal. Nixon worked at his parents’ store
after school and then hit the books until bedtime, which was often two or three
in the morning. Elvis, on the other hand, was, perhaps for the first time in his
life, busy making friends. One of his neighbors at Lauderdale, an older boy
named Buzzy Forbess, shared Presley’s interest in collecting comics. The two
quickly formed a friendship, which led to Elvis being accepted into Buzzy’s
group. They played football, rode their bikes, and went to the movies. “What
we didn’t do was crack the books and study a lot,” Buzzy recalled.14

While Nixon’s goals clearly required a college education, Presley’s did
not. The people who could help him were not sitting on the board of trustees
at some university, they were handing out advice a few blocks away, making
music in the nightclubs on Beale Street.

Young Presley knew where he wanted to go and had a pretty good idea
how to get there, but the move to Memphis had put a damper on his plans.
In the midst of adolescence, life had suddenly become overwhelming. More
than ¡,600 students attended Humes, and Elvis hardly knew any of them. His
voice was changing, his body maturing. Like most other boys his age, he wor-
ried about everything from cars to girls to acne. It comes as no surprise, then,
that during his first two years at Humes, no one recalls him breaking into a
chorus of “Old Shep.”

Presley knew he would have to prove himself all over again—start from
ground zero and work his way up. Mississippi Slim could not help him any-
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more. He was in a strange city full of thriving, successful musicians. Which
one should he approach for help, and how?

Just as he had learned in Tupelo, contacts were the name of the game.
Presley’s early friendship with Mississippi Slim’s younger brother James

may very well have been a coincidence. Likewise, it might have been only a
touch of luck that one of Elvis’s first friends at the Lauderdale Courts was
Johnny Black, whose older brother, Bill, made a living as a professional musi-
cian. Kids are naturally drawn to others who have similar interests. But, like
Nixon, Presley was no ordinary kid. He was a young man with a dream, deter-
mined to do everything possible to make it come true.

It is probable that the Presleys’ dismal financial situation, while an obsta-
cle of sorts, served as further incentive. Vernon worked more steadily in Mem-
phis, but his back was giving him trouble, or so he claimed. Gladys picked up
the slack, toiling at various odd jobs, as a seamstress at Fashion Curtains, later
as a waitress in a cafeteria, and finally as a nurse’s aide at the hospital. Elvis
pitched in when he could, working after school as an usher at Loew’s State
Theater and later at Precision Tool and M.A.R.L. Metal Products.

In spite of their team e›ort, it was not until midway through Elvis’s senior
year that the Presleys’ income had finally risen enough to put them over the
limit at Lauderdale Courts. They moved out on January 7, ¡953. After a short
stay at a boardinghouse across town, they rented a place in their old Laud-
erdale neighborhood. Be it sheer coincidence, or thanks to a tip from Johnny,
the Presleys’ new home at 462 Alabama just happened to be right across the
street from the home of Bill Black.

It must be noted here that the di›erence in Presley’s and Nixon’s ages
proved an important factor in how they approached their respective goals.
Although both men’s dreams involved years of preparation, Nixon continued
to prepare years after he had left the security of his parents’ home. Presley, on
the other hand, was not looking to become a singer six or eight years down
the road. He wanted it as soon as possible. Whereas Nixon was a grown man
who made his own decisions, Presley was still a boy, living at home with his
parents. The close relationship he had with them played an undeniable role
in determining how he pursued his future plans.

Since early childhood, Elvis had vowed to take care of his mother. As a
high school student, the most educated member of the family, he was slowly
becoming the decision maker; his parents valued his opinion, trusted his judg-
ment. Soon he would be on equal footing with his father in financial contri-
bution, working a full-time job after graduation. The Presleys looked to their
son for advice and support more often than he looked to them.

Due at least in part to his adult responsibilities, Elvis was a senior at
Humes before he had firmly established himself as an entertainer to class-
mates and teachers. He had introduced his music quietly the first couple of
years, playing and singing with his new friends at Lauderdale. “He wasn’t shy
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about it,” said his pal Buzzy, “but he wasn’t the kind of kid you just turn him
around and put him on stage, either. He got used to it right there, with us.”15

The change at Humes began with a di›erent image at the start of his
junior year. Gone was the shy boy who would do anything not to be noticed
and picked on. He grew sideburns and slapped on hair tonic to keep his locks
in place. He wore loud clothes, bright-colored shirts that demanded atten-
tion. He even tried out for the football team. To the teachers and students at
Humes, he was a new Elvis; in truth, he was the old one from Tupelo who had
finally found the courage to show himself again.

He sang at the Humes Annual Minstrel Show in April of his senior year,
accompanying himself with his guitar on the then-popular Teresa Brewer song
“Till I Waltz Again.” He won, and his classmates were impressed. “It was
amazing how popular I became after that,” Elvis recalled in an interview sev-
eral years later.¡6 Cashing in on this newfound admiration, he took his guitar
to the class picnic at Overton Park and became the main attraction of the
event.

Paralleling the days of Tupelo and Mississippi Slim, Presley spent count-
less hours at local radio station WMPS watching his new idols, the Blackwood
Brothers Quartet, perform on High Noon Round-up. The emcee of the show,
disc jockey Bob Neal, would soon prove an invaluable contact.

Meanwhile, Elvis continued to make music with his friends, among them
Johnny Black, who had turned into a decent bass player. The boys sang at the
Lauderdale Courts, in the park, on street corners, wherever people might stop
to listen. They went out to Overton Park and listened to the orchestra con-
certs. On evenings and weekends, Elvis hung out at Charlie’s, a record shop
downtown, and at Lansky’s, his favorite clothing store, on Beale. He attended
all-night gospel sing-alongs at Ellis Auditorium with whomever he could drag
along.

With music an everyday part of his life, Elvis’s confidence soared. Was it
possible his dream could become reality? A week before graduation, he entered
a talent contest at the Father of Country Music Festival, hoping to build on
his growing momentum. Details of this event are not part of the basic Elvis
story, perhaps because they present a di›erent side of the normally mild-man-
nered young man, a side that displays an interesting parallel to Richard Nixon.
Elvis had read about the contest in the newspaper but had neither the money
nor transportation to make the 240-mile trip to Meridian, Mississippi. Nor
did he meet the requirement of state resident. Presley went anyway, covering
the distance by hitching a ride. Once there, he wandered around the grounds
with his guitar until Curtis Robinson, a reporter for the Meridian Star, inquired
what he was doing. When Presley said he had come all the way from Tupelo
to enter the contest but only had a dime in his pocket, Robinson gave him
enough money for room and board so he could return the next day to be in
the show.
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Elvis won second place. His prize, a brand-new guitar, beat the heck out
of $5 and free carnival rides. Why was it that he never spoke of the event after
he became famous?

A footnote from Robinson provides a compelling, believable explana-
tion. Three years after the contest, Presley returned to Meridian for the annual
Jimmie Rogers Memorial, where he was on the main bill with Hank Snow and
Roy Acu›. Elvis performed “I’m Left, You’re Right, She’s Gone” and “Baby,
Let’s Play House” and was promptly booed o› the stage. The audience, tried
and true hillbilly fans, wanted nothing to do with the jumpy kid in sideburns
and his modernized style. A furious Elvis swore that he would never mention
the festival or Meridian again.

Like Nixon and his politics, Elvis took his lifeblood seriously. He might
not have held a grudge against those more fortunate than himself, as Nixon
did, but let people start messing with his music, telling him he couldn’t sing,
well, he’d show them a thing or two, and when it was over, he’d be the one
who was laughing.

Vindication arrived much sooner than anyone could have imagined.
Elvis graduated on June 3, ¡953, and began work the very next day at 

M. B. Parker Machinists at a salary of $33 per week. The exact date he left
Parker’s and began working side by side with his cousin Gene Smith at Pre-
cision Tool is unknown; estimates range from a few weeks to a couple of
months. From there he moved on to Crown Electric, where he drove a truck.

Early biographical accounts had Presley working at Crown when he
dropped by 706 Union Avenue to make his first recording. More recent works
contend he was still employed at M. B. Parker when the historic event took
place. Regardless, sometime during July or August ¡953, Presley made the most
important decision of his young life: he determined he was ready to proceed
with the next phase of his plan.

Marion Keisker, somewhat of a celebrity from her radio talk show days,
was behind the front desk at Sun when Elvis strode in with his guitar. He
“wanted to make a record for his mother,” so the story goes. Certainly the tale
fits the mold of Presley’s personality: a shy, polite young man who loved his
mama. Wouldn’t it have been just like him to spend some of his hard-earned
money—$3.98 plus tax, to be exact—on a recording of his voice that she could
play over and over?

It might have been just like him, but that is not the way it happened. In
keeping with everything we have seen to this point, it is obvious this was no
spur-of-the-moment decision but, rather, another step in the master plan.
Presley walked into the studio that day with one thing on his mind: to be
heard by the owner, Sam Phillips, in hopes of being signed to a recording con-
tract.

Living in Memphis, Elvis would have been well versed on Sam Phillips
and his up-and-coming label, Sun Records. Rufus Thomas’s “Bear Cat” had
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recently climbed the charts. “Walkin’ in the Rain” by the Prisonaires — an
actual group of inmates from the state penitentiary in Nashville—was on its
way to becoming a hit. An article about the latter had appeared in the Mem-
phis Press Scimitar in mid–July. Word around Memphis said Phillips was open
to talent of any kind, proven or unproven, black or white. The point was
emphasized by his business card: “We record anything–anywhere–anytime.”17

Phillips was especially interested in the rhythm-and-blues sound of the
black musicians playing on Beale Street, which explains why he recorded
mainly black artists for the first few years. These records were not selling as
well as they might have due to the racial factor, thus Marion Keisker’s claim
that Sam was on the lookout for a white boy who could sound black. It is
doubtful Elvis saw himself in that light when he walked into the Memphis
Recording Studio on that muggy Saturday afternoon. He was there to sell his
style for what it was: his own.

What type of music did he sing? Marion wanted to know. Who did he
sound like?

Actually, he sang “all” types of music, and he “didn’t sound like nobody,”
thank you very much.

A dispute regarding whether it was Sam or Marion who had the foresight
to turn on the tape machine while Presley made his record has never been
fully resolved. What we do know is that part of the first song, “My Happi-
ness,” and all of the flip, “That’s When Your Heartaches Begin,” were cap-
tured on studio tape. Although Presley’s audition did not end the way he had
hoped, the trip had not been a waste of time either. His demo was filed away,
stamped with the notation “Good ballad singer. Hold.”

And hold it Phillips did.
When Elvis left the studio that day, his dream must have seemed within

reach, but he coasted back to reality when the phone did not ring. He had
refined his skills as much as he could on his own. He needed a helping hand
like the one Nixon had been o›ered when the Whittier businessmen called,
but no one was o›ering one, least of all Sam.

Life on the home front remained stagnant as well. Vernon was earning
no more than Elvis, and, with his lack of education, it was a pretty sure bet
he never would. Meanwhile, Gladys’ health had begun to deteriorate. Increas-
ing weight made it di‡cult for her to continue as a nurse’s aide, which called
for heavy lifting and many hours on her feet.

Compared with his parents, Elvis had a world of opportunity waiting. He
was a healthy young man with a high school diploma. Chances were he could
find a job just about anywhere: Nashville, New York, or Los Angeles. Wher-
ever he would have the best shot at getting discovered. If he pounded the
streets, auditioned for all the record labels, someone would be willing to take
a chance.

In all likelihood, someone probably would have—but Elvis never left
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Memphis to find out. His parents were counting on his 40-some dollars a
week to help pay the bills. They were counting on him. For ¡8 years they had
struggled to keep a roof over his head. It was his turn now. His dream remained
as important as ever, but his sense of responsibility had to come first.

He hung around Memphis for the rest of the summer, through the fall,
and into the winter. Every so often he stopped by Sam’s studio to inquire if
they had come across a band that might be looking for a singer. Every time,
the answer was no. But they had his number, Marion would say with a smile.
If something came up, they would be sure to give him a call.

Several accounts contend that during this time Presley was performing
in and around Memphis at various functions, some going as far as to dub him
semiprofessional. “No way,” said Memphis DJ George Klein, a classmate of
Presley’s who remained a close friend in later years. “Elvis never sang in pub-
lic at all for money, or for performance, before his record came out.”18

Presley agreed, insisting that he never performed in public prior to tour-
ing with Scotty and Bill. Of course, ten- or fifteen-dollar engagements at cor-
ner honky-tonks is not something young stars like to look back upon when
being interviewed, let alone playing for free at sock hops and school dances.

In any case, it is clear that Presley developed a backup plan during this
period, if for no other reason than to soothe Gladys’s mind. If his singing did
not work out, he hoped to elevate his position at Crown from truck driver to
electrician. “I was driving a truck,” he explained to an interviewer in Wichita
Falls, Texas, while on tour there in ¡956. “And I was studying to be an elec-
trician, too, see.”19

In reviewing Elvis’s life to this point, it seems unlikely he considered this
as anything but a last resort, although looking at it from a realistic stand-
point, his goal of becoming an entertainer must have seemed impossible to
him at times, especially when his e›orts to secure a contract with Sun had not
yet worked out. Still, Presley had no intention of giving up until he had
exhausted every possibility. “When I was driving a truck, every time a big
shiny car would go by it started me daydreaming,” he would later reminisce.
“I always felt that someday, somehow, something would happen to change
everything for me.”20

“Someday” must have seemed a long time o› as ¡954 began. He was still
driving a truck. Sam Phillips had yet to call.

Just as Nixon could have used the stack of New York rejections as an
excuse to give up rather than accept a lesser position at Wingert & Bewley,
Elvis might have accepted Sam’s no-call as the end to his dream.

Instead, sometime in early January, Presley returned to 706 Union to cut
another record. This time, Phillips was definitely working the controls as Elvis
sang “I’ll Never Stand in Your Way” and “It Wouldn’t Be the Same without
You.” Phillips was su‡ciently impressed to praise the young lad when it was
over, something which, by his own admission, he rarely did.
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Sam noticed something special in Elvis’s performance that day, some-
thing he could not quite put his finger on, but whatever it was, he knew he
wanted to see it again. Unfortunately for Presley, that day was still a few steps
down the road; he left the studio with only his acetate in hand.

Meanwhile, another would-be star, guitarist Scotty Moore, was making
a similar bid for Sam’s attention. Scotty was older than Elvis, probably a lit-
tle more secure. Moreover, he already had a band: a hillbilly group called the
Wranglers. Moore was either convincing or persistent enough that Sam even-
tually gave the Wranglers a shot. A record was cut in May. Around that same
time, Phillips mentioned he had a new ballad singer who Scotty might want
to give a listen to. Scotty agreed. Phillips finally made the long-awaited call.

Nineteen-year-old Presley was on his way.
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