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Pat Boone’s  new career memoir:  
 

                              

An old rock n’ roll star sizes up his native land 

 
 

 
article by Donny York   

of ShaNaNa 

or me, getting this gig was a case of 

“Wait until the folks back home find out about this!”  

It was like the gig of a lifetime—even measured 

against the great gigs I’ve already stumbled into in 

places like Woodstock or in cinematic majesties like 

Grease.  I appeared in them, along with other worthy 

young talents by the dozen.  But I’m the only guy who 

assisted Pat Boone in the prepaation of his definitive 

autobiographical career memoir.  Back home they’ll be 

more impressed about my affiliation with Boone than 

they were about Woodstock or Grease, and they’ll 

probably have gotten it just about right.  (Think effect 

on history, as opposed reflection of it.) 

Although I had met Pat Boone in passing, as 

being a lifelong member of ShaNaNa would bring 

about naturally enough, I never got acquainted with 

him until after I’d spent a memorable day in his office 

store room going through photographs and artifacts, 

only a portion of which have now gained their way 

into his new book.  Some days later, he and I sat and 

talked, and I could tell he knew I was being merely 

truthful telling him that combing through his store-

room had been an experience I would never forget.  

What I had forgotten, even though I’d known, 

was that during the early rock n’ roll years of 1955 

through 1959 Pat Boone and Elvis Presley had only 

each other as serious competitors in record sales.  They 

were by every objective measure the world’s biggest rock n’ roll stars.  Nobody else was even in the same league.  

Pat Boone’s real pre-eminence in that seminal period has largely been forgotten, and this needs some explaining.  

Explaining it will be among my intentions here, because even though I’m into this stuff, for all intents and purposes I too 

had forgotten! 

I’m not sure why Pat agreed to sign me on as his editor or “expert commentator” to help round his photo collec-

tion and narrative into a coherent volume, but I think he looked past my having no professional track record as a writer and 

took special note of a couple of things:  First, he seemed to like the idea that I actually got an “A” on my American Social 

History thesis The Role of Rock n’ Roll Music in the Development of Today’s Generation Gap back in 1971 at Columbia 

(our mutual alma mater, and the birthplace of  ShaNaNa) in New York City.  And second, he seemed to like that I’d spent 

my adult professional life portraying a late-1950’s rock n’ roll fan’s worldview as the true one worth holding. 

Well, on some level, that is the worldview worth holding, or at least holding onto.  The truth is, I found myself 

wanting the fifty-year Boone career scrapbook editing job from the moment I knew it might exist and, I must admit, ahead 

of Pat offering it to me.  My enthusiasm for early rock n’ roll culture may not be 100% rational, but I would scream while 

they dragged me away straightjacketed that its richness has been worth my lifelong investment in it. 

As it turned out, the publisher’s bean counters and editors clashed about the number of trees they would kill and 

pages they would commit to previously unpublished photographs, at the expense of text, in the Boone memoir.  In the end, 

they re-affirmed that a picture is worth a thousand words.  So, thousands of mine—contributed as “side bar” historical 
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commentary to run throughout the book—were left on 

the editing room floor.  Some of them survive right 

here; I swear they were all really good.  It’s just that the 

pictures were better!  

A good reason to get into Pat Boone’s new 

book is nostalgia, but nostalgia is neither the book’s 

purpose nor the best reason for getting into it.  The new 

book really is a surprising photo scrapbook and memoir 

of a unique entertainer’s one-of-a-kind career.  And it 

spans a time of such extraordinary societal change that a 

Rip Van Winkle from the early days of that career 

might not recognize the America he would awaken to 

now.  Boone’s life and times in photographs makes for 

an adventurous biographical study of both him and his 

country.  And that is the best reason for most of us to 

get into his new book. 

That also explains his having titled it Pat 

Boone’s America.  We should not fail to note how 

extraordinary it really is—that a guy as self-consciously 

“square” as Boone was, was an American super-star in 

a realm as self-consciously “hip” as the recording 

industry during the rock n’ roll music era.  His story is 

one of such vivid contrasts that we can’t help but reflect 

on where we’ve been and where we’re headed.  As we 

partake of this memoir, we who have the normal reflexes of citizens will find ourselves thinking repeatedly about the 

hierarchical arrangement of our core values. 

Of course, this country never was Pat Boone’s America.  Nor was it ever Walt Whitman’s America (just one of 

the number from whom or about whom an equivalent title came) or Elvis’s, or Roosevelt’s, or Reagan’s.  But “Pat Boone’s 

America” signifies something that so many people now living can identify (whether or not they identify with), that a 

demographer’s broadest brushstrokes actually are appropriate.  If they don’t work for you personally, then they do for 

many of the people you have known or depended on.  As a singing star at first, and as a film star and television personality 

later, Pat was as mainstream American as it got. 

 

Living in a golden age never even crossed our minds 

Today’s standard imagery of the “happy days” of the 1950’s and the first rock n’ roll is so insistently romantic that 

we forget how much has been distorted.  During what later came to be called the golden age of rock n’ roll, it never even 

crossed our minds that we were living in what could be called the good old days.  To us younger people living them, they 

were the days of on-rushing modernity, even frightening modernity, and nothing about them felt settled, sentimental, or 

simple.   

In truth, few of us were really jumping into the backs of convertibles and cruising around with loud rock n’ roll, 

ever.  That ’57 Chevy wasn’t “a classic” then, and anyway it was our pop’s property, if we were even that lucky.  More 

likely, we felt okay just having the keys to some old pickup truck, if it made the difference between being stuck on foot and 

actually getting around.  And, guess what else?—Rock n’ roll wasn’t even common on the radio; you had to work hard to 

find any at certain hours of the broadcast day.    

The truth is, there was a tendency for a lot of us to be worried a lot.  What was going to happen if Russia’s Khru-

shchev went another step too bold over there in East Germany, or the Red Chinese made their move on Formosa, or the 

communists really went for broke in what was called Indo-China?  We learned the word “crisis” in the news broadcasts and 

tried not to think too much about each new one.  No generation before ours had a nightly television review of the very 

latest possibilities worldwide that might lead to thermo- nuclear annihilation. 

The new seriousness of the nuclear arms race with the Soviets, whose top leadership openly said “Your grandchil-

dren will live under communism,” was awful to contemplate, considering that our parents had already known more than 

one war in their lifetimes, and another in ours was spoken about as inevitable.  The idea was prevalent that both sides 

would have to throw everything they had at each other once anyone anywhere used a nuke.  So gloom was simply appro-

priate.  Whatever else we think about those good old days, we do know that stopping to smell the roses then meant risking 

confrontation with that constant backdrop of deep gloom about humankind’s likely doom. 
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So—a fertile time in which to plant seeds of faith, a fertile time for seeds of abandon.  There was a robust statis-
tical growth in religiosity among Americans in the 1950’s, and the year “under God” was added to the Pledge of Alle-
giance, 1954, is the same year generally held to be the birth year of that most abandon-friendly music, rock n’ roll. 

I remember 
adults seeming exasper-
ated at our un-seriousness 
a lot of the time.  I re-
member earnest conversa-
tions among my more 
serious-minded acquaint-
ances for that matter, 
about the irresponsible 
character of our age-mates 
who just carried on with 
their happy hoodlum ways 
and showed no awareness 
of the weighty seriousness 
of life in such an age as 
ours. 

This is where the 
goofy greaser types 
cartooned later in the likes 
of Grease and Happy 
Days actually found a way 
around our dilemma:  We 
can’t figure it out, and we 
can’t do anything about it, 
so if doom is at hand, say 
a prayer maybe, but let’s 
not study too hard.  Let’s 
not stop and smell the 
roses and risk the gloom.  
No.  Let the good times 
roll.  Rock n’  roll ! 

Many of us 
worked hard, and actually 
very few of us worked hard on our image.  Most of us had some worries that were like those of adults:  As youngsters, how 
could we make any money?  And after graduation, how would we make a living?  What school subjects might we master 
enough to bring us advantages in the technological tomorrows we kept hearing about?   

And, let’s not forget, we confronted serious questions in our personal lives that the young hardly trifle with nowa-
days:  What would we do about (per the terminology of the time) our “military obligation?”  And worth at least some 
worry, there was the looming question of who we would marry.  (It was marry, not live with, so we mostly worried about 
who, not whether!) 

Yes, our times were different from these of today’s kids.  But simpler?  Not really.  

 

Responsibility and the rock n’ roll star 

In speaking of my own obsession with early rock n’ roll culture, I’m not talking the ’fifties, and I’m not even talk-
ing rock n’ roll music by itself.  I’m an avid fan of 1950’s rock n’ roll, and it’s been a sweet gift for me to make a career of 
celebrating it in ShaNaNa, but I’m no music or history professor trying to lay out all the significance of the 1950’s. 

No, what I am is a fan, one who’s held a prolonged gaze on the early rock n’ roll culture, had chances to see most 
of the places where its beginnings are enshrined, and even gotten acquainted with some of its pioneers and heroes.  That’s 
why I’ve gotten a kick out of pointing out things that are remarkable in the historical settings of Pat’s photographs and 
mementos.  It’s especially rewarding sometimes just to ponder the familiar as though we’re seeing it for the first time.  
Pondering the obvious can start right here:  The early rock n’ roll culture was something quite unlike anything before or 
since, and something Pat Boone was an absolute part of.   


