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WHo Was Ervis PRESLEY?

' lvis Presley was called the ‘King of
Rock and Roll’. His distinctive voice
redefined popular music for a generation
and he set the pace for other performers

who entered the world of pop music.

Elvis grew up in the poor area of a poor
town, but his talent became obvious at a
young age. From singing at church services,
revival meetings and school concerts, Elvis
went on to perform at local halls and soared
to national fame when still a teenager. Before
long his face was being seen on record
covers, television shows, films, key rings,
watches, mugs and playing cards. No singer
before Elvis had achieved such enormous

fame.

Elvis performs

on his 188 After 1961 Elvis’s career got stuck in a rut as he concentrated
?BC Te:levnsuon on making a series of bland but popular films. These films were
pecial.

hardly impressive, but the music was often superb and he made
a lot of money. When he returned to the stage in 1968 Elvis
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proved he was as dynamic as ever, but before long, binge eating,
a lack of sleep and abuse of prescription drugs wrecked Elvis’s

‘When we were kids, all we

ever wanted to be was
Elvis Presley.’

Paul McCartney,

former member of

the Beatles
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A youthful Elvis

Presley as
commemorated
on an American
postage stamp.
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health. In 1977 at the age of just 42 Elvis Presley
died.

But Elvis the rock legend lives on. His music
continues to make huge sales and his films are
shown on television around the world. Some
people refuse to believe that Elvis died so young
and think he is living quietly in hiding
somewhere. Elvis built up a legend that has
survived long after his death.
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Boy 1N TUPELO
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The two-room Ivis Presley was born on 8 January 1935 in the small town

house'in East . of East Tupelo in the state of Mississippi in the southern
EE‘:;IS(;'ippi USA. His twin brother, Jesse Garon Presley, died at birth and
* Whire Elvis was buried the next day. Elvis’s parents, Vernon and Gladys,

was bornand had married two years earlier when aged just 17 and 21. They
{%ived :ntilghe ., were poor but respectable, so Elvis’s childhood would be a long
Lage o

struggle against poverty.
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twin 1. IUEHA
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Elvis at the age

of three.
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The house in which Elvis was born had been built by his father
and some relatives in the garden of Elvis’s grandfather’s house.

The house measured just 9 metres by 3 metres.

Vernon Presley had a series of poorly paid jobs, while Gladys
helped earn money by taking on sewing or cleaning work for
wealthy local families. Despite their money troubles, the Presleys
always found time for religion and it was at church that Elvis
first showed his musical talents. By the age of three Elvis had
learnt the words and tunes to the more popular hymns, and

would sing along to them and dance up and down the aisles.
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EARLY INFLUENCES

Elvis loved church music and was particularly drawn to the
African-American churches, but because he was white, Elvis
was not always welcome and sometimes had to listen while
sitting outside. The southern states of the USA were split by
racism at this time. Whites were often banned from African-
American areas. But Elvis was not put off and watched how
the ministers and choirs would use their bodies to keep time
with the beat and emphasize the underlying message of the

words.

In 1941 the USA entered the Second World War. The need

-
Segregation

Throughout most of the first half of last century the
southern states of the USA (and some northern states)

practised segregation of the races. African-Americans and

whites not only went to different churches, they sat in
different parts of buses, sat on different park benches and
even used different drinking fountains. African-Americans

0O O O O

were refused entry to many restaurants and theatres.
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for aircraft, tanks, guns and other weapons to
be used in the war meant more and better paid
jobs, even in small towns like East Tupelo.
Vernon had a steady job for the first time in
his life. He used the money to buy a second-
hand Plymouth car and a radio, on which Elvis
got to hear country music, swing and other new
styles, in particular the rhythm and blues
performed by African-American musicians. With
the extra income, Gladys had $10 to spend on
Elvis’s eleventh birthday present. She bought
a guitar and persuaded Elvis’s Uncle Luther to

give the boy lessons.

To MEMPHIS
In September 1948 Vernon was arrested for

selling illegal whisky. The local magistrate

Elvis aged about ~ ordered him to leave Mississippi and never return. Elvis later
eight, with his recalled:  We left Tupelo overnight. Dad packed all our belongings

father, Vernon
Presley, and
mother, Gladys.

in boxes and put them on the top and in the trunk of our

Plymouth. Then we headed for Memphis.’ Memphis, Tennessee,

was a large industrial city of 300,000 people. At first the country

boy Elvis found the city intimidating and daunting,



