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When Brad Birke-
dahl isn’t on stage sing-
ing the songs that made 
Memphis famous, he can 
be seen riding around 
town in his 1959 Ford 
Skyliner sharing the sto-
ries behind the music 
with tourists.

 The Tacoma, Wash-
inton, native regularly 
performs on Beale Street 
as the front man for the 
Brad Birkedahl Band, 
and has been playing 
Memphis music in the 
city and around the world 
since coming here in 
1998. So not only does 
he know the music, he 
also lives it.

In 2015, Birkedahl 
co-founded ‘Rockabilly 
Rides,’ a tour company 
featuring 1950s cars that 
was consistently rated 
No. 1 on Trip Advisor. 
The company closed last 
December due to the high 
cost of maintaining four 
vintage cars on the road, 
but Birkedahl is back at 
it again showing out of 

town visitors the sites 
that put Memphis on the 
map with his own tour 
company, ‘Rock n’ Ride 
Tours of Memphis.’ The 
new company offers the 
same great experience.

“I really didn’t want 
to see this idea of taking 
people around Memphis 
in a 50s car go away,” 
Birkedahl said. “The 
tours were always full. 
It’s just that the insurance 
and maintenance was get-
ting ridiculous. The tour 
I’m offering is in this car. 
It’s still private with up to 

three passengers. It’s just 
a little different.”

 The tour is as unique 
as Memphis itself. Cus-
tomers get a private two 
hour tour of the city and 
get to experience Mem-
phis like Elvis did in 
the 1950s at the birth of 
Rock n’ Roll. 

Birkedahl takes you 
by some of the more well 
know sites like Lauder-
dale Courts, where Elvis 
and his family lived af-
ter moving to Memphis 
from Tupelo; Sun Studio, 
where Rock n’ Roll was 

born; Lansky Brothers on 
Beale Street, where the 
future King of Rock n’ 
Roll bought his clothes; 
and Humes High School, 
where the teenaged Elvis 
began to blossom and 
developed his fl amboy-
ant style of dressing and 
wowed his classmates his 
senior year with his mu-
sical talent.

There are also a few 
places along the way 
that are lesser known 
sites with Elvis con-
nections that Birkedahl 
likes to surprise visitors 
with like Overton Park 
Shell, where Elvis made 
his fi rst live professional 
appearance after record-
ing “That’s All Right” 
on July 30, 1954; 1034 
Audubon Drive, where 
Elvis lived before buying 
Graceland and was  pur-
chased with the money 
he made from ”Heart-
break Hotel;” and Plastic 
Products, a quonset hut 
where a lot of the early 
vinyl 45 Rock n’ Roll re-
cords were pressed.

“It’s like having a 
backstage pass to his-
tory,” Birkedahl said. 

“The whole idea is to 
take people back in time 
for a little while and re-
live that fun era in our 
history. You’re seeing the 
sites and hear the stories 
behind them. We stop 
and you can get out and 
take pictures. And if they 
want to see something 
specifi c, I will take them 
there. That’s the beauty 
of it. I can customize it. It 
really is the only way to 
discover Memphis.” 

While Memphis may 
be best known for its 
musical roots, Birkedahl 
also tells stories about the 
history of Memphis from 
its days as a booming 
cotton center, the Yellow 
Fever epidemic,  the birth 
of Blues music on Beale 
Street, and the city’s role 
in the Civil Rights move-
ment in the late 1960s.

“So many people 
come here on vacation for 
the music and the food, 
but a lot of people don’t 
know that Dr. King was 
assassinated here, or that 
the cotton industry was 
here, or that FedEx was 

founded here,” Birkedahl 
said. “They know the El-
vis history and the Blues 
history, but they don’t 
realize that there is a lot 
more in Memphis. So my 
job is to take all of that 
history and make it come 
alive in a unique way.”

Birkedahl said he 
loves seeing the expres-
sion on people’s faces 
when he pulls up to their 
hotel to pick them up for 
the tour and they see the 
car for the fi rst time. The 
Skyliner has a unique 
history of its own. Ford 
produced the hard top 
two-door convertibles 
from 1957 to 1959. Only 
12,915 were produced in 
1959.

“There is defi nitely 
a big ooh ahh factor,” 
Birkedahl said. “Ford 
was the fi rst company to 
do a hard top convertible. 
So they see it and they 
are like ‘that tops folds 
into the trunk electroni-
cally?’ And that’s really 
the fun of these tours. 
Elvis was a car guy. And 
when he was coming up 
in the 1950s, these were 
the cars that were on the 
road. Rock n’ Roll and 
the 1950s and cars go 
hand in hand.”

And if you’re lucky, 
Birkedahl may even have 
his guitar with him and 
play you a tune or two. 
Or, when the tour is over 
you might be able to hear 
his band later that night at 
Blues City Cafe or other 
spots around Memphis.

“I usually bring my 
guitar with me,” Birke-
dahl said. “And I tell 
them if they don’t have 
any plans that night to 
come check it out.”
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Burgers at a Taco Shop

Rock n’ Ride Takes Visitors on a Unique Tour of Memphis-Elvis Style

Swankys Taco Shop
6641 Poplar Ave 

Ste. 109 Germantown

4 ½ POWs

It didn’t take much 
arm twisting to see if 
Nightwing wanted to 
join me for lunch. We 
actually has a meeting 
of the minds too. I 
suggested Mexican 
and he nodded and 
said that’s what he was 
thinking too.

We were originally 
going to try “El 
Chapultepec,” but 
when I Googled 
Mexican restaurants 
“Swankys Taco 
Shop” came up. I love 
Mexican food. I could 
probably eat it all the 
time. I don’t want 
this to come across 
the wrong way, but 
a lot of “authentic” 
Mexican restaurants 
all taste the same. I 
probably would have 
been happy with my 
usual Speedy Gonzales 
(taco, burrito, rice and 
beans). But “Swankys” 
looked, well, different.  
Something about their 
menu attracted me. 

Nightwing had been 
to “Swankys” before, 
but it was more than a 
year ago and he really 
didn’t remember it, 
other than that he liked 
it at the time. So off we 
went to “Swankys.” 
But here is where 
this week’s dining 
excursion throws you 
a curve. “Swankys” 
is what I would call a 
gourmet taco shop. It’s 
not your “Taco Bell” 
style taco. The menu 
has specialty tacos 
like seared tuna tacos, 
crawfi sh tacos, fi sh 
tacos, and even BBQ 
tacos. So you would 
think that we would 
order tacos, right? 
Wrong.

When I looked over 
their menu I noticed 
they had a green 
chili burger. I know 
what you’re probably 
thinking. I thought they 
went out for Mexican 
food? You ordered a 
what? A burger? Bear 
with me though. I lived 
in Albuquerque for two 
years and one of the 
things I came to love 
about New Mexico was 
the green chili burger. 
Even the McDonald’s 
out there had them on 
the menu. I haven’t had 
a green chili burger 
probably since the 
last time I lived there 

almost 20 years ago. 
So I eagerly ordered 
one. It was the reason 
I abruptly changed our 
plans. 

I was really looking 
forward to it. Sadly, I 
was very disappointed. 
Don’t jump to 
conclusions though. 
This story has a happy 
ending. But back to 
the green chili burger. 
“Swankys” green 
chili burger ($11) 
has ground sirloin 
seasoned with mild 
green chilis, shredded 
jack cheese, lettuce, 
pico de gallo and is 
topped with tomatillo 
sauce. I guess I made 
the mistake of telling 
them that I wanted it 
plain. I had them leave 
off the pico de gallo 
and the tomatillo sauce. 
Why? Well, I expected 
the burger would come 
with either a big slice 
of green chili or that 
the green chili would 
be ground in with the 
meat. What I got was a 
plain burger. I did not 
detect one bit or even 
a hint of green chili 
anywhere! That said, it 
was still a very good, 
albeit small, burger. 
I hate to tell them 
though, but what they 
describe on the menu 
is most defi nitely NOT 
a green chili burger. 
They need to visit New 
Mexico and see for 
themselves.

Nightwing took the 
advice of a Bludhaven 
informant and ordered 
a chorizo burger . 
(Yeah, I know. So 
much for going out 
for Mexican food!) 
The burger ($12) had 
chorizo and a ground 
beef blend topped 
with shredded cheese, 
sliced avocados and 
spinach on a brioche 
bun. Nightwing was 
extremely pleased 
with his choice. “It 
tasted fantastic,” 
Nightwing said. “My 
informant was right 
on the money.” The 
only knock against it 
– and we both agreed 
– is that the burgers 
at “Swankys” are on 
the small size. “It has 

quality ingredients 
and was cooked fresh 
to order,” Nightwing 
added. “But I would 
suggest not ordering a 
burger by itself if you 
go there.”

It’s a good thing 
that we ordered an 
appetizer. Nightwing 
and I agreed to try an 
order of taquitos. So, 
see? We did get our 
Mexican fi x in after 
all. The order ($7) 
came with six crisped 
corn tortillas fi lled 
with ground sirloin 
cut in half with lettuce 
and pico de gallo in 
the center of the tray, 
along with salsa and 
ranch dipping sauce. 
Again, I was somewhat 
disappointed with what 
they call taquitos. Here 
again, I will draw 
on my experience of 
living out west, only 
this time in Yuma, 
Arizona. I used to stop 
by this little taco place 
on the way home to the 
Bat Cave and order a 
dozen taquitos to go. 
Normally, taquitos are 
long and slim. These 
looked more like the 
size of an egg roll 
that had been cut in 
half. However, boy 
were they ever good! 
We devoured them 
in a hurry and would 
absolutely recommend 
them as an appetizer.

I’m really glad 
we decided to try 
“Swankys.” Sure, it’s 
not really your normal 
Mexican restaurant. 
In fact, other than 
the food items on the 
menu, there is nothing 
Mexican looking 
about the place. The 
décor is more like a 
sports bar minus the 
wall decorations and 
a place for hipsters to 
hang out. Oh yeah, one 
more thing. The chips 
and salsa that come 
with each order is very 
good! Nightwing and 
I agree that the food is 
excellent at “Swankys” 
and we will be back to 
try some tacos. Overall, 
we give it 4 ½ POWs.

Former Memphis SWAT Sniper 
Pens New ‘Bourne’ Thriller
by Mark Randall
news@germantownnews.
com

When Joshua Hood 
was asked by his editor 
to write a novel based 
on Robert Ludlum’s ‘Ja-
son Bourne’ series, he 
thought there was some 
mistake.

Ludlum died in 2001 
and the ‘Bourne’ spy 
thrillers have sold mil-
lions of books worldwide 
and spawned the popular 
fi lm series starring Matt 
Damon.

Although excited 
about the challenge of 
continuing a series by 
one of the masters of the 
spy thriller, the last thing 
Hood wanted to do was 
mess a good thing up.

He said it felt a bit 
like borrowing someone 
else’s car.

“This is a literary 
legend” Hood said. “So 
I looked at it like I was 
borrowing Robert Lud-
lum’s Bentley. I didn’t 
want to ding it. I didn’t 
want to wreck it. You 
want to make sure that 
you brought it back with 
a full tank of gas and that 
everything is nice and 
clean.”

“The Treadstone 
Resurerection,” which 
arrives on bookstore 
shelves Feb. 25, is the 
fi rst novel in a new series 
inspired by the ‘Bourne’ 
universe created by Lud-
lum. The book introduces 
Treadstone operative 
Adam Hayes, a soldier 
who was turned in to an 
unfeeling invincible su-
per killing machine as 
part of a top secret black 
ops CIA program, the 
same program which cre-
ated Jason Bourne.

Hayes is working as 
a carpenter in rural Wash-
ington state and wants to 
forget his Treadstone past 
and lead a normal life 
when he receives a mys-
terious email from a for-
mer colleague. Soon after 
receiving the message, 
Hayes is attacked by a hit 
team and fi nds himself on 
the run and sucked back 
in to Treadstone while 

trying to fi nd out who is 
out to get him and why. 

Hood is no stranger 
to the techno-thriller 
genre. A lifelong Mem-
phian who now lives in 
Collierville, Hood served 
in Iraq and Afghanistan 
with the 82nd Airborne 
Division and is the au-
thor of the military thrill-
ers “Warning Order” and 
“Clear by Fire.” He re-
turned to civilian life in 
2009 and was a sniper 
team leader on the Shel-
by County Sheriff’s De-
partment SWAT team in 
Memphis before turning 
his attention to writing in 
2013. 

Hood said he read 
a lot of interviews that 
Ludlum did and reread 
the ‘Bourne’ novels and 
revisited the movies to 
prepare for the book, but 
also drew on his military 
experience and spent 
hours in the library doing 
research to bring Hayes 
and Treadstone  to life  in 
the same style that Lud-
lum’s legions of fans ex-
pect and enjoy about the 
‘Bourne’ series. 

“I’ve been around 
guns now for about 13 
years,” Hood said. “I’ve 
been in a situation where 
we had F-16s dropping 
ordinance. So I’ve heard 
the bombs coming in 
and I’ve felt the impact 

and the air being suck 
out. And I knew a little 
about Special Opera-
tions and the “gray side” 
of the world through the 
military and law enforce-
ment. I read a whole lot. 
So it’s perfectly feasible 
that this stuff could be 
there. I feel like I owe it 
to somebody who is go-
ing to spend $28 for a 
book for it to be good. 
That’s why I work so 
hard to make sure stuff is 
as close to reality as pos-
sible. The last thing we 
want is for somebody to 
call us out.”

Hood said the big-
gest challenge was to 
make Adam Hayes a lik-
able character along the 
lines of Jason Bourne. 
Unlike Bourne though, 
who has amnesia which 
causes him to forget his 
past, Hayes knows who 
he is and what he has 
done. Hood said he had 
to fi nd a way to human-
ize Hayes.

“Hayes has left 
Treadstone,” Hood said. 
“So what does a per-
son like that do? I was 
thinking, I’m pretty sure 
this guy doesn’t have a 
401K plan. He probably 
doesn’t have insurance. 
The next thing was, what 
would a person like that 
do if he had a family? I 
had a son born around 
this time and had left 
SWAT and was a writer. 
Having a child changes 
everything. That’s how I 
started to think about it.”

Hood is already busy 
at work on a second 
‘Treadstone’ book with 
Hayes which he expects 
to have fi nished by this 
summer.

“I’m trying to unbox 
Adam Hayes a little bit 
and put him in some ac-
tion outside of his com-
fort zone and let readers 
see him a little more as 
he tries to deal with this 
moral conundrum of hav-
ing to start over,” Hood 
said.

Hood will be at Nov-
el Bookstore in Memphis 
on Feb. 28 at 6 p.m. giv-
ing a talk about his lat-
est thrilled along with 
another Memphis thriller 
writer Mark Greaney.


