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SONGWRITER, HISTORIAN, FIGHTER OF CAUSES; FRIEND TO THE DEPRIVED AND TROUBLED, FRIEND OF GREAT MEN; A LEADER IN THE TEMPORAL WORLD, AND FOLLOWER IN THE SPIRITUAL WORLD, JOHNNY CASH IS THE TOTAL ENTERTAINER. AN INTERNATIONALLY FAMOUS PERFORMER, HE CARRIES HIS LOVE FOR HIS COUNTRY AND FOR COUNTRY MUSIC AROUND THE WORLD. THE MAN IN BLACK RETAINS HIS ROOTS IN THE SOIL AS HE GROWS IN CONSCIENCE AND INTEGRITY. HE IS ONE OF THE WORLD’S MOST BELOVED AND HONORED STARS.

—Johnny Cash’s plaque at
the Country Music Hall of Fame
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The contrasting expressions of Cash and his brother Jack mirror the differences the boys’ parents saw in their sons. Where Ray thought of Jack as enthusiastic and focused, he looked upon J.R. as lazy and unresponsive. Carrie viewed J.R. more sympathetically. She believed his quiet demeanor suggested a thoughtful and sensitive child. (John Carter Cash collection)

The Cash family around 1950. Back row, from left: Roy, Carrie, Louise, Ray, Reba, and J.R. In front: Tommy and Joanne. (Rosanne Cash collection)

Fiddling around at far left with Air Force buddies in a club in Germany. About Cash, his squad supervisor said, “We were all kids. None of us knew what we wanted to do—except Johnny. From the beginning, he knew he was going to be a singer. I can still see him sitting on a metal GI cot with the mattress rolled up, strumming that guitar.” (Bob Mehaffey collection)

Cash spent nearly three years in Germany dreaming of the day he could return home and marry Vivian Liberto—and that dream finally came true in the summer of 1954. (Rosanne Cash collection)
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Sam Phillips and Cash celebrate the national success of Johnny’s breakthrough hit, “I Walk the Line,” in 1956. (Knox Phillips collection)
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Billie Jean Horton, with her husband, Johnny Horton, at her side, was known as the prettiest woman in country music, and Cash, next to Vivian, was so captivated by Billie Jean that he asked her to marry him weeks after Horton’s death in a 1960 car crash. Fearful of his drug use, Billie Jean turned him down. (Billie Jean Horton collection)
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Cash on the day of his landmark concert at Folsom Prison in January 1968. “I knew this was it, my chance to make up for all the times when I had messed up,” he said. (© Dan Poush)

Moments before going onstage at Folsom, Cash suddenly felt calm. “There was something in their eyes that made me realize everything was going to be OK,” he said of the audience. “I felt I had something they needed.” Robert Hilburn, at Cash’s side, covered the concert for the Los Angeles Times. (© Jim Marshall Photography LLC)
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PART
ONE







CHAPTER 1

DYESS AND THE DREAM

I

THE TWO-AND-A-HALF-MILE walk from the Cash family’s five-room, federally assisted farmhouse in rural Dyess, Arkansas, to the town center was just long enough for young J.R. to work up a head full of dreams. For years, the third son of Ray and Carrie Cash walked the narrow gravel road with his schoolboy pals, all of them fantasizing about being cowboy movie stars like Gene Autry and Tex Ritter. But J.R. most enjoyed walking the road alone, especially at night, when the darkness felt like a shield against the rest of the world, leaving him free to pursue a dream that was far more important than he wanted to admit.

On those nights, J.R. would frequently sing to himself, he later told friends when reminiscing about his childhood days, partially to calm his nerves when he heard the rustling of cottonmouth snakes in the grass or the howl of prowling panthers in the woods a few hundred yards away. Years later, some of J.R.’s old chums and even his younger sister Joanne chuckled at the idea of panthers in the woods. Snakes, yes—maybe even an occasional bobcat—but no one knew anything about panthers. “He had a real vivid imagination,” says A. J. Henson, who sometimes walked that gravel road with his friend. Even Cash himself often admitted that he never let

facts interfere with a good story. But as Joanne put it, there’s no doubting one thing about the Dyess years: J.R. loved to sing.

There was something about music that was even more magical to him than movies, a fascination that came naturally. His family, especially his mother, had always turned to songs for comfort and inspiration. Soon after he started grade school, J.R. knew he wanted to be a singer on the radio, and he began to think of that gravel road at night as his own secret stage. When he was feeling especially good, he’d stop after a song, look up at the Arkansas moon, and take a bow.

The first song J.R. remembered hearing was the old hymn “I Am Bound for the Promised Land.” He was just three years old, but he joined the chorus—Oh who will come and go with me? / I am bound for the promised land—as his mother sang during the 250-mile journey in a flatbed truck that took the family and its little bit of furniture across Arkansas. They had left his birthplace of Kingsland in the hill country of the south-central part of the state to travel to the fertile flat black delta land of Dyess in the northeast corner. Thanks to Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal program, they were about to claim what she told them would be their own promised land on earth.

But for most of the two-day trip in March of 1935, J.R. and his older brothers, Roy (born 1921) and Jack (1929), huddled together under a tarpaulin in the bed of the truck, trying to protect themselves from the punishing cold and rain. The ride along muddy roads was all the more frightening because the vehicle frequently hit potholes with such force that the boys feared the wheels might be knocked loose at any moment. Their mother tried to calm them and her two daughters, Reba (1934) and Louise (1923), with music and the assurance that God was watching over the family.

The story of Dyess had its roots in the Great Depression, when most of the farmers in the state, including J.R.’s father, struggled to survive. As the price of a five-hundred-pound bale of cotton dropped from $125 in 1928 to $35 in 1932, there was panic among farmers over how to provide for their families. President Roosevelt, according to the popular version of a complicated bureaucratic backstory, came to the rescue with a plan to give distraught workers

the chance of a more secure future. Through the Federal Emergency Relief Administration, funds were allocated to build small cooperative communities around the country to provide some deserving farmers with homes, twenty acres of land, and a small annual stipend for food and clothing. The social experiment also called for new buildings to house support services, including a cotton gin, general store, restaurant, school, hospital, post office, and gas station.

Officially titled Colonization Project No. 1, Dyess was one of the first cooperatives. In May 1934, more than 1,300 workers taken from Arkansas’s welfare rolls had started building houses and roads on a sixteen-thousand-acre spread of land. At the same time, the government began taking applications for Dyess farmers. Only Caucasians were eligible. This wasn’t welfare, the applicants were told. The town’s new arrivals had to work the land and then use money from the crops, chiefly cotton, to repay the government the cost of the housing, the property, and the stipend before they could receive the deed to the property. When Ray Cash heard about the Dyess project on the radio, he decided in an instant to apply.

Thousands of destitute men lined up at government offices throughout the state to apply for only five hundred homesteads. Ray Cash wasn’t intimidated. He presented himself as just the kind of hardworking, industrious family man and fiercely patriotic American that he felt the government administrators were seeking. His paternal roots in North America dated back to 1667, when one of his ancestors, William Cash, came across the Atlantic from Scotland on the ship Good Intent and settled in Essex County, Massachusetts. William’s descendants then migrated to Virginia in the early 1700s and on to Georgia, where Ray Cash’s grandfather Reuben Cash was born.

After Reuben’s plantation was destroyed by General William T. Sherman’s troops during the Civil War, the former Confederate soldier moved west to Arkansas in 1866. Ray’s father, William Henry Cash, was six. He grew up to be a farmer and a Baptist preacher, a circuit rider who served four widely separated counties. Ray, one of twelve children, was born in 1897.

In the interview process for the Dyess land, Ray stressed not only

his military service (he had served in France briefly during World War I), but also how hard he had worked to support his family after farming became unprofitable. He’d pursued odd jobs, sometimes walking miles to cut wood at a sawmill or hopping a freight train to Charleston, Mississippi, to help dismantle a chemical plant. Still, there were no guarantees that he would be chosen, and he was desperate to secure some kind of permanent work. After finishing the rigorous interview, he suffered a week of sleepless nights before getting the good news. Ray Cash was one of just five applicants from all of Cleveland County to be accepted for the program.

Following the grueling truck ride from Kingsland, the Cashes arrived at their new home in Dyess, carried in the colony records as house number 226 on Road 3. Years later, photos of early Dyess houses make the residences look primitive and bare-boned, bringing to mind Walker Evans’s stark photos of American poverty during the Great Depression. Indeed, the days of rainfall had left the mud so deep and thick on the property that Ray had to leave the truck a hundred yards away from the house and carry J.R. the rest of the way. Still, the new home looked like a mansion to the Cashes. It had been painted white with green trim, and there were glass panes instead of burlap sacks in the windows. The family of seven walked around the house and the barn, admiring them the way farmers might examine a prize cow.

Yet the excitement soon wore off as Ray and his oldest son, Roy, started the arduous work of clearing land. In Johnny Cash: The Autobiography in 1997, Cash described the tortured colony land as a “jungle—I mean real jungle. Cottonwood and ash and hickory as well as scrub oak and cypress, the trees and vines and bushes tangled up so thick in places that you couldn’t get through, some of it underwater.”

According to Cash, his father and brother attacked the land from dawn to nightfall, six days a week, “starting on the highest ground and working their way downward foot by foot, cutting with saws and axes and Kaiser blades—long-handled machetes—and then dynamiting and burning out the stumps.” The ordeal was so formidable that by the start of planting season that first spring, the Cashes had been able to clear only about three of the twenty acres.

Dozens of new Dyess residents gave up and moved on, grumbling that the whole program was a sham. There were inevitable whispers about political corruption—and even outsiders began asking questions. Though funds for the colony came from the federal government, the colony owed its existence to a young landowner and county election commissioner in Arkansas more than it did to anyone in Washington, D.C. It was this man that the colony would eventually be named for: William Reynolds Dyess.

Moved by the impact of the Depression on the state’s farmers, Dyess had begun campaigning in the early 1930s for a government program to aid farmers and their families. After hearing about the FERA program, W. R. Dyess contacted Harry Hopkins, the program’s director in Washington, and came away with more than $3 million. At the same time, Dyess was named FERA representative for Arkansas. He then chose an area about twenty miles from his hometown of Osceola to build the colony. The location and subsequent purchase raised eyebrows. When word got out in 1934 that Dyess was thinking of running for governor or possibly U.S. senator, would-be opponents started asking ticklish questions about the colony.

The acreage in question was part of a three-county stretch in Arkansas known as the “sunken lands”—territory redesigned by a series of earthquakes in 1811 and 1812. The shifts in the ground caused by the quakes, centered just thirty miles northeast of the future site of Dyess, caused various stretches of land to sink up to fifty feet in places. Water rushed in, turning much of the area into swampland overrun with tangled vegetation and the mushy soil that locals referred to as “gumbo.”

Why, Dyess’s detractors wanted to know, did the program director pick this particular land—land that no farmer in his right mind would have chosen? Was the purchase a favor for Lee Wilson, a family friend who owned the sodden acreage? Backers of the project countered that there was desperation in the air in Arkansas in the 1930s and the colony property was dirt cheap. The state would really have been under fire, they maintained, if Dyess had used federal funds to buy top-grade farmland. By buying property that, in essence, no one else wanted, he made sure that the colony

got more land for its money. That was the view ultimately accepted by most Dyess residents, who dismissed the small group of dissenters in the colony as a “radical” or “troublemaking” fringe.

Still, there was enough of a stir that, in 1934, the Federal Emergency Relief Administration sent three men to investigate the complaints against W. R. Dyess. One member of the team did accuse Dyess of indiscretion in spending some of the money to improve roads on noncolony property that he and Wilson owned. Otherwise, the trio found no evidence of criminal acts. In Washington, Harry Hopkins made no attempt to remove or penalize Dyess. Additional complaints surfaced later about check fraud and payroll irregularities, but Dyess’s supporters dismissed them as smears by political opponents, and formal investigations revealed no serious problems.

On January 24, 1936, just months before the formal incorporation of the colony, the issue of W. R. Dyess became history; the man behind the dream was killed in a plane crash. But the residents of the new colony had always thought of President Roosevelt—not their neighbor—as their savior. FDR’s comforting voice on the radio and his New Deal policies were giving millions of people hope. The president was beloved by the people of Dyess, and he took on saintly qualities to young J.R. Roosevelt never visited the colony, but his wife, Eleanor, was present on June 9, 1936, for the dedication of the new administration building.

Mrs. Roosevelt, who had vigorously encouraged Harry Hopkins’s work in providing emergency relief around the country, arrived with a car and driver, accompanied by four state troopers on motorcycles. After delivering a short speech from the porch of the two-story building, she spent hours shaking hands with all of the 2,500 or so folks who turned out, including J.R. At least that’s the way he remembered it. His boyhood friend J. E. Huff later maintained that Mrs. Roosevelt patted them both on the head. Either way, J.R. talked his mother and father into staying in the town center so he could watch through the Dyess Café window as she ate dinner.

The fact that the government was responsible for giving his family and neighbors a second chance left the youngster with a deep patriotism and a profound respect for the American presidency.


II

J.R. wasn’t expected to pick cotton until he was six, but he started carrying water to the rest of the family in the fields by his fourth birthday, and he’d often linger just to sing gospel songs with them. He’d also sit at his mother’s feet at night in the family living room as she played the same songs on an acoustic guitar or the family’s $37 upright piano. The tunes all came from an old Baptist hymn book, and they became ingrained in him; J.R. would sing at least one, often “I’ll Fly Away” or “Softly and Tenderly,” to himself almost every day for much of his life. In future years when overwhelmed by drugs and other pressures, he would often isolate himself and turn to music as a refuge; the purity of music was a place of comfort and affirmation.

Carrie Cash loved gospel music and listened to it on the battery-powered Sears radio that Ray bought for the family, a luxury in their struggling farm community. J.R. sat with his mother and listened to the gospel singers, but he was also drawn to the country music singers his brother Roy favored. As he sat by the radio, J.R. was fascinated to see how Roy listened to the country singers with the same devotion that his mother showed toward her gospel singers. Though it took him years to put it into words, he found something warmly satisfying in the way music brought people together and lifted their spirits. Each moment with the radio was especially valued because playing time was limited; it was expensive to get the battery charged.

J.R. soon followed the singers he heard on the radio the way other boys in Dyess would later collect baseball cards; he was enthralled by them, learning their names and individual vocal styles, and he had an uncanny memory for lyrics. He’d often challenge Roy to see who knew the most words to various country hits of the day, and J.R. invariably won. He also came to know where the country music stations were on the dial—whether it was WLW in Cincinnati or a border station in Mexico, or WSM in Nashville—and when his favorite shows aired so he could make the most of his precious listening minutes.

The youngster didn’t just listen to country and gospel, however.

Some stations played country and pop, and the music-hungry boy looked forward to hearing anything by Bing Crosby or, later, the early rhythm and blues of the Ink Spots. As he got older, J.R. would expand his listening habits to include the fifteen-minute mystery dramas, such as I Love a Mystery and Inner Sanctum. He also followed comedy and quiz shows such as the Jack Benny show and Truth or Consequences. But his first loves remained country and gospel music.

As it happened, the first country singer J.R. recalled hearing was Jimmie Rodgers, who was known to millions of fans in the South and Southwest in the late 1920s and early 1930s as the “Singing Brakeman,” because he had worked on and frequently sang about the railroads. Thanks to an appealing bluesy-country approach and songs about a wanderlust lifestyle that stirred the imagination of his mostly rural audience, Rodgers was the first country music superstar. The first Rodgers song J.R. heard was “Hobo Bill’s Last Ride,” a melancholy tale of a lonely man dying in a boxcar on a freezing night far away from home. J.R. was about five, and the record reminded him of his own anxious journey from Kingsland as well as the times he’d watched his father hop off a freight when returning from one of his job hunts.

Rodgers’s music felt so intimate and immediate that J.R. actually believed Rodgers was singing live through the radio speaker just to him. The family didn’t have a phonograph, so he didn’t understand that he had been listening to a record—something that could be played again and again. He was thrilled a few days later when he heard that magical Rodgers voice again on the radio. He raced around the house, trying to get everyone to sit with him and listen to this story about the lonely, dying man. So impressed was he with the singer that years later, J.R. would tell some of his schoolmates that he was named after Jimmie Rodgers. In truth, the initials had grown out of a stalemate between his parents over a name. Cash’s mother wanted to name him John after her father, John Rivers. His father said it should be Ray. So they just settled on the initials. (In some childhood writings Cash signed them simply JR, but J.R. was more common.) The youngster was also especially fond of the mostly sunny, sing-along styles of the Carter Family and Gene

Autry. But the other radio tune from childhood that touched him the most was Vernon Dalhart’s “The Prisoner’s Song,” which was the first million-selling country recording. Like “Hobo Bill’s Last Ride,” Dalhart’s 1924 hit was a lonesome underdog tale. Both songs reflected the themes of heartache and strife that would play a prominent part in many of Cash’s own compositions. He later told me he found something uplifting in songs about hard times, speculating that maybe he got that feeling just because someone cared enough about troubled people to write songs about them.

Ray, always a serious-minded man, picked up early on his son’s fascination with music and tried to quash what he considered a frivolous pastime. Cash remembered his father often saying, “You ought to turn that stuff off.”



The first real crisis for Dyess residents came early in 1937. Torrential rain pelted much of the delta for days, swelling the Mississippi and other rivers in the region and flooding many of the surrounding farms and towns. It began to look like their dreams of a better life were going to be literally washed away. Adding to the trauma, the rain didn’t just keep coming, but sometimes gave way to clear skies, raising momentary hopes in the colony that the town would be spared. Then the rains returned harder than ever on January 21, and emergency workers began leading families to higher ground. By nightfall, some seven or eight hundred people were housed at the community center. But it wasn’t water from the Mississippi that threatened the residents of Dyess, as Cash often said later. It was the water of the less-well-known Tyronza River, which ran through the heart of the colony.

By noon the next day, the number of people at the community center had doubled. As conditions worsened—it was so cold that the rain froze as it hit the ground, making it difficult to operate trucks and tractors—residents who could stay with relatives elsewhere in the state began leaving Dyess by train. The water began rising during the night more rapidly than before, and by the morning of the twenty-third it was clear that a near-complete evacuation was necessary; there hadn’t been any electricity for three days.

Carrie and the younger Cash children were among the first to

leave, returning by train to Kingsland to stay with relatives, not knowing if they would ever return. Ray Cash stayed in Dyess with Roy in hopes of safeguarding the house and to help in rescue work. Despite all the fear and upheaval, only two deaths were reported in the area—and the water soon started receding. By February 3 the roads were dry, and the word went out that it was safe to return. The Cashes were back home within two weeks—in plenty of time to celebrate J.R.’s fifth birthday on February 26.

The drama of the time was still vivid in J.R.’s mind nearly a quarter century later when he wrote a song about the flood, “Five Feet High and Rising,” that became one of his signature tunes. Looking back on the song, which appeared on a 1959 album titled Songs of Our Soil, Cash saw the struggle of the flood as another example of the power of faith and a community working together.

“My mama always taught me that good things come from adversity if we put our faith in the Lord,” he said, explaining the genesis of the song. “We couldn’t see much good in the flood waters when they were causing us to leave home. But when the water went down, we found that it had washed a load of rich black bottom dirt across our land. The following year we had the best crop we’d ever had.”

Thanks to the rich new layer of soil, on February 8, 1938, Ray was able to repay the government $2,183.60 to cover the cost of the land and the cash advances. The twenty acres of delta land were now his, and life in Dyess started to feel good. The whole family thanked God for His blessings three days a week at the First Baptist Church near the town center. That two-story building was as important in young J.R.’s life as the radio.

III

J.R. was taught to believe the literal message of heaven and hell, salvation and eternal damnation. He was also warned to be suspicious of other religions. Catholics, he was told, didn’t answer to God but to a mysterious tyrant in Rome, and the Jews killed Christ. Cash later rejected that backward thinking, showing enough tolerance

for others’ beliefs that he married a Catholic, Vivian Liberto, and agreed to raise his daughters in that faith. When one of his daughters, Rosanne, married a Jew, record producer and guitarist John Leventhal, her father warmly welcomed him into the family. Racism was also rampant in Dyess, and it took a while before he was able to shake its venom.

J.R. joined the rest of his family at the church every Sunday morning, Sunday evening, and Wednesday night. Unlike other kids, who complained about having to go to church, he looked forward to the music, the sermons, and the sense of community. Just as music had warmed his home, church was an early comfort. By the time J.R. was nine, he had two more siblings—a sister, Joanne, born in 1938, and a brother, Tommy, born two years later. Nothing in all he heard about the Bible and God’s Commandments struck him as more important than honoring thy father and mother—and he prayed that he’d have a loving wife and family someday. He even pictured the kind of wife he wanted and the way he would raise his children. She would have to be as sweet and loyal as his mother, and he wanted to give his sons and daughters the same affection she showered on him. When he thought about the man he’d like to be, though, he thought of his older brother Jack, and never his father.

Everyone in the family looked upon Jack, who was named after heavyweight boxing champ Jack Dempsey, as the golden child. Handsome, intelligent, outgoing, and generous, Jack made up his mind early that he would serve the Lord by joining the ministry. Even other residents of Dyess spoke about his inspiring spirit and message, and how he had seemed, even at the age of eleven, to behave like a preacher. Jack was especially thoughtful to people in need, counseling adults who drank too much and comforting anyone facing illness or a death in the family. J.R. marveled at how his brother, who was just over two years older, could make adults three times his age feel better about themselves.

J.R. noticed that his friends’ older brothers discouraged their younger siblings from hanging out with them in town or at school, but Jack always welcomed J.R. Even Jack’s positive influence, however, couldn’t keep J.R. from developing a rebellious streak as he

approached his teens, when he began to show what his father branded an “attitude.” He was moody, sometimes snapping back at his father and his teachers. He started smoking cigarettes at the age of ten—an ultimate act of rebellion at the time. He didn’t have money to buy any, so he would sneak some of his father’s tobacco and roll his own, or he would bum them from other kids.

“Looking back, that was the first sign of John’s addictive personality,” his sister Joanne says. “The other boys might smoke an occasional cigarette, but John smoked all the time—except when he was at home.” There’s no way he would have worried his mother by smoking in front of her.

Jack, who didn’t smoke, learned about J.R.’s habit, yet he wasn’t judgmental. That was one of the things that J.R. liked best about his brother. J.R. felt such a tight bond with Jack that he even delighted in going fishing with him, which surprised everyone else in the family because J.R. usually preferred fishing alone. He liked his solitude. As he did on the gravel road, the youngster would sometimes lie at the water’s edge, staring at the sky and singing his favorite songs—though most often silently to himself to avoid disturbing the fish.

On Saturday, May 13, 1944, J.R. was planning to go to his favorite fishing spot in one of the colony’s drainage ditches just off the two-and-a-half-mile route to the town center. Most of the time, fourteen-year-old Jack was too busy to spend the day fishing. If he wasn’t helping someone in the community, he was trying to raise money for his family—delivering the Memphis Press-Scimitar or doing odd jobs. On this day, too, he planned to earn money by making some fence posts at the high school agricultural building. He knew the family could use the extra $3.

Years later, Cash remembered an exchange in the family living room that would haunt him for the rest of his life.

“[Jack] said he felt like something was going to happen and my mother said, ‘Well, don’t go,’ ” Cash said. “Jack stared at the door when an expression of death came over his face.”

J.R. pleaded with Jack, “Come, go fishing.” But Jack felt a duty to the family.

As Jack headed toward town, J.R. went to the fishing hole, but

his heart wasn’t in it. He felt restless. Instead of staying most of the day, he stood up after a couple of hours and headed home. That’s when he saw the mailman’s car coming toward him with his father in it. As soon as he saw his father’s ashen face, he knew something bad had happened.

Jack had been cutting the fence posts out of oak logs at the school workshop on a table saw without a guard on it, and the blade had ripped into the boy’s stomach. Stunned and bleeding, Jack tried to push his intestines back into his abdomen as he staggered from the shop building. He was spotted by a school official, who rushed him to the hospital. The teenager was alive but unconscious when J.R. and his father arrived. The family gathered around the golden child, their world cruelly and instantly shattered. Though the doctors held out little hope, Jack remained alive, but barely.

Neighbors who had been helped over the years by Jack stopped by the hospital to join the family in prayer. The outpouring overwhelmed J.R. All these people loved his brother as much as he did. It taught him a lot about compassion, he said later. He hoped someday that people would care for him like they cared about Jack.

When the boy’s condition worsened on Wednesday, a special service was held at the Baptist church, drawing people from all over Dyess. Learning the next morning that Jack’s condition had improved dramatically, Ray and Carrie Cash believed it was a miracle. But the euphoria was short-lived. The family was told on Friday morning that the end was imminent, and they crowded into the hospital room.

“[Jack] started to groan and asked Mama to hold his hand,” Cash said, remembering the farewell scene late in life. He said his brother closed his eyes and told Carrie he was at a river. “One way goes to the bad place; the other way goes to the light. I’m going to the light.” Then he said, “Can you hear the angels singing? Look at this city, this beautiful city, the gold and all the jewels, the angels. Listen, Mama, can you hear them?”

He died Saturday morning.

Pretty much the whole town came to the funeral on Sunday and joined the family in singing favorite hymns. Jack was buried in a cemetery in nearby Wilson; the words on the gravestone read “Meet

Me in Heaven,” Years later, Cash would use the phrase in a song. At the height of his stardom in 1970, Cash would also dedicate his songbook, Songs of Johnny Cash, to his brother.



We lost you one sad day in May 1944.

Though the songs that we sang

Are gone from the cotton fields

I can hear the sound of your voice

As they are sung far and wide

In loving memory
Your brother, J.R.



Still reeling, the Cash family was back in the fields on Monday picking cotton. The crops wouldn’t wait. The loss of her son, however, was too much for Carrie.

“I watched as my mother fell to her knees and let her head drop onto her chest,” Cash recalled in his 1997 autobiography. “My poor daddy came up to her and took her arm, but she brushed him away. ‘I’ll get up when God pushes me up!’ ”

Finally, slowly and painfully, she got back to her feet and resumed picking cotton. She still had a husband to care for and children to raise.

Through the week, J.R. kept thinking about his brother’s words—about a crossroads between the lightness and the dark. “I made my choice after his death which way I was going to go,” Cash decades later told a friend, producer-director James Keach. “I answered a call to come down the aisle [in church] and shook the preacher’s hand and I accepted Jesus Christ as savior that next Sunday.

“[Jack’s] been with me all these years, and sometimes when I [was] so messed up, in such bad trouble, in jail somewhere, I would say, ‘I know you’re really ashamed of me.’ I’m still talking to him. A lot of things might have been different if it weren’t for him. He knew about the entertainment world. He knew about the trash that went on. My father would always talk about the evil stage, the evil show business. But Jack didn’t. He encouraged me.”

J.R. tried to avoid his father’s eyes in the months after Jack’s

death because he didn’t want to see the disappointment and the blame. His father had told J.R. the accident would never have happened if he had kept his brother from going to the school shop that day, but really, what could he have done?

During this time, J.R. became increasingly distant, showing little interest in school or hanging out with his pals. More than ever, he treasured his time alone, whether it was at the fishing pond or the school library. Even when he was around friends, they’d often notice a lonely, melancholy quality about him. Rosanne, his daughter, believes a part of that sense of sadness never left her father. “Dad was wounded so profoundly by Jack’s death, and by his father’s reaction—the blame and recrimination and bitterness,” she says. “If someone survives that kind of damage, either great evil or great art can come out of it. And my dad had the seed of great art in him.”

It was around this time that J.R. saw a movie that left a lasting impression on him. For most kids, Frankenstein, the 1931 film about a mad scientist who creates a monster by putting a criminal’s brain into his man-made being, was simply a scary horror story. But Cash felt sorry for the monster, who was killed by a mob that thought he’d murdered a young girl, when in fact the monster had tried to befriend her. Explaining his sympathy for the monster, Cash said he was someone “made up of bad parts but was trying to do good.”

James Mangold, who directed Walk the Line, the 2005 film about the relationship between Cash and June Carter in the 1960s, talked to Cash about Frankenstein and came away from the conversation with the belief that Cash identified so strongly with the movie because he worried, in the aftermath of Jack’s death and his father’s reaction, that he, too, might have bad parts. “He certainly felt terribly misunderstood by his father.”

In his increasing loneliness and grief, J.R. started writing down his thoughts, sometimes in the form of a poem, a short story, or even a song. He found he loved to express himself in words. “I’d never known death either in the family or among friends, and suddenly I realized that I wasn’t immortal—that I too could die someday,” he said. The writings reflected a darkness that would reappear in Cash’s music throughout the years.


J.R. also tried to lose himself in books, showing a particular fondness for American history and the Old West. The stories and accounts stimulated his increasingly active mind, and he often took them with him to the fishing hole. He also developed a great appetite for poetry that never left him.

Like many kids, he loved the work of Edgar Allan Poe as he got older, but he responded most to poets who, like his beloved gospel music, offered inspiring messages. He especially prized one poem—Joaquin Miller’s “Columbus.” His face would still light up years later when he described the story of Columbus crossing the ocean and facing a series of seemingly impossible hurdles, only to respond each time with the words “Sail on!”

“Some people might think that’s corny stuff. . .how Columbus says, ‘Sail on,’ ” Cash acknowledged late in life. “But it always thrilled me to death. I love that stuff.”

Through all this, however, nothing comforted him more than those solitary late-night walks on the gravel road, though he was now singing hymns along with Jimmie Rodgers and Ernest Tubb songs.

It was on one of those walks that J.R. had a revelation that caused him to race home to share it with his mother. For months he had been trying to figure out how to keep Jack’s spirit alive and, perhaps, gain some smidgen of affection from his father. He even thought briefly about the ministry, but he couldn’t convince himself, even at age twelve, that it was the right choice. The breakthrough came as he walked down the road singing gospel tunes. That was it. He could spread Jack’s message through music; he would be a gospel singer.

Joanne Cash remembers her brother running into the house to tell his mother the news. Carrie smiled and hugged her son. When she told Ray about the boy’s latest dream, he scoffed. The reaction hurt J.R., but the youngster was used to being disappointed by his father.

J.R.’s demeanor differed greatly from that of his more outgoing brothers and sisters, and his parents interpreted it in opposing ways. J.R.’s father saw the boy’s daydreaming and love of music as lazy and unfocused. Ray Cash later explained, “I wanted him to

start preparing for the day when he’d be on his own and have to take care of his family.” Ray even complained about J.R.’s facial expression or lack of it. Whereas he’d seen enthusiasm and warmth in Jack’s face, Ray found it hard to tell what his younger son was thinking—or if the boy was even listening to him—because his eyes didn’t reveal any emotion. Carrie Cash thought her son’s daydreaming and quiet demeanor were signs that he was thoughtful and sensitive. “He hardly ever said anything,” she said years later. “But he listened. He was drinking it all in.”

The boy tried hard to be loyal to his father; it was the Commandment that meant the most to him, and he did appreciate the way his father worked tirelessly to provide for the family. Yet, he said later, there was no getting around it: Ray Cash could be cruel, especially when he drank too much. Many of J.R.’s relatives and schoolboy chums would challenge that description of Ray. They said old man Cash was simply gruff, like most hardworking men in Depression-ravaged rural America. But J.R.’s list of complaints against his father went further than not hearing “I love you” regularly.

J.R. was forever wounded when he came home from grade school and found his dog lying dead in the woods near the house. To J.R.’s horror, he learned that his father had shot the animal after it broke into the chicken coop and killed a half-dozen chickens. Most of their neighbors would have done the same thing, but other farmers would have found a more humane way to tell their youngsters, perhaps simply saying the animal had run away. J.R. sensed that his father almost felt glee in telling him about the shooting.

Years later, Ray Cash said he wished he had handled the incident differently. “I wouldn’t have killed that dog if I had thought about it,” he told Christopher S. Wren for a biography, The Life of Johnny Cash: Winners Got Scars Too, in the early 1970s. “I dragged the dog back into the woods. I hated the killing, but it was done. J.R. found the dog and he came and asked me why I shot him. I told him. He never said anything about it to this day.”

Though the elder Cash never said anything on the record about his thoughts regarding J.R. and Jack, there remained a lingering resentment over the tragedy.


“Grandpa always kind of blamed Dad for Jack’s death,” says Cash’s daughter Kathy. “And Dad had this real sad guilt thing about him his whole life. You could just see it in his eyes. You can look at almost any picture and see this dark sadness thing going on. Dad even told me. . .that one time when his daddy had been drinking, he said something like, ‘Too bad it wasn’t you instead of Jack.’ I said, ‘Oh, my God, Dad. What a horrible thing to say.’ And he said, ‘Yeah, I think about that every time I see him.’ ”

IV

J.R. was walking down a colony road one day more than a year after Jack’s death when he was surprised to hear music coming from one of the wooden houses. He didn’t know at first if the voice and guitar strumming were from a record or someone inside. Curious, he walked up to the door, where he saw a boy about his age singing and playing an old Ernest Tubb hit called “Drivin’ Nails in My Coffin.”

The boy, Jesse Barnhill, invited J.R. inside; he was delighted someone else was interested in music. J.R. had seen the teenager around school, but he had never spent any time with him. Jesse suffered from polio, which made walking difficult and clumsy. His paralyzed right arm was only half as long as his left, and his right hand was withered. J.R. marveled that the boy could play the guitar.

Jesse tried to teach J.R. how to play, but J.R. didn’t catch on. Even so, J.R. longed for one of the guitars he saw in the Sears Roebuck catalog, especially the Gene Autry model, thinking it would be fun to hold while he was singing. But the family couldn’t afford it, so he mostly just sang along while Jesse copied the guitar parts from the records.

Not only did J.R. start spending a lot of time with Jesse, but also he helped his friend overcome his hesitancy and brave the outside world—ignoring the kids who made fun of him. With J.R. leading the way, they’d go to the town center, usually to see a movie or listen to the jukebox in the tiny café. They’d often be joined by Harry Clanton, who was in J.R.’s class. J.R. liked Harry because he had a

wonderful sense of humor, and J.R. loved a good joke. Together, J.R. and Harry became known as cutups and pranksters in class—going to elaborate means to entertain the other students with such antics as leaving a dead squirrel in the teacher’s desk drawer or causing havoc in the library by pulling out scores of books and putting them back in the wrong places.

When J.R. was feeling especially aggressive, the pranks would take on a harder edge. He loved, for instance, to break bottles he’d find stacked up behind stores in town or sneak into a field at night and set fire to a farmer’s haystack. In the Dyess High School annual at the end of his junior year, Cash was called “historian” for his interest in the subject, while Clanton, who was known throughout the school as the mastermind behind all the pranks, was simply “The Schemer.”

After his weekly trip to the movies, Cash never had enough money to play the jukebox, but he did a good job of talking others into pushing the button next to the name of Eddy Arnold, who had become a new favorite. Arnold was the hottest thing in country music in the mid-1940s, thanks to such records as “I’ll Hold You in My Heart (Till I Can Hold You in My Arms).” Unlike the rawer honky-tonk style that J.R. usually preferred, Arnold sang with a crooning, pop-flavored approach that made him sort of the Bing Crosby of country.

One day in the summer of 1947, J.R. heard on the radio that the cast of one of his favorite radio shows, the High Noon Roundup, was coming to Dyess for a concert. The whole Cash family listened to the show, which was broadcast live over Memphis station WMPS, during their lunch breaks from the fields. J.R. arrived at the school for the concert two hours early with Jesse and Harry. He puffed anxiously on a cigarette, hoping to figure out a way to meet the Louvin Brothers, who were the stars of the weekday program.

J.R. recognized Charlie Louvin when he got out of a black Cadillac, and the teenager’s knees shook as Louvin walked toward him. All Louvin wanted was directions to the restroom, but J.R. took advantage of the request to escort the radio star there. He wanted to ask Louvin how he could get into the music business, but he didn’t

have the nerve. Just walking alongside Louvin, however, made the whole idea of being a professional singer seem more possible.

After the show, J.R. and his friends watched as the musicians put their equipment into their car and headed back to Memphis. J.R. would have given anything to be in the car with them. When Louvin waved at him as they pulled away, it was his biggest thrill since Eleanor Roosevelt shook his hand. In the weeks after the concert, J.R. started thinking of country singers and the Roosevelts in the same light. They both brought people together and made them feel good, and people cheered them. He assumed, of course, they must all be Baptists.

V

As J.R. moved through high school, he began to feel increasingly anxious about his future. For all the time he had spent thinking about being on the radio, he realized he didn’t have any idea how to make that happen. There was no station in Dyess where he might try to persuade someone to give a local boy the chance to show what he could do. J.R. still talked to his family and a few friends about being on the radio someday, but privately he was starting to worry.

Truth be known, Ray wasn’t the only one in the Cash family who had doubts about J.R.’s musical dreams. Carrie wanted to support her son, but his voice was high-pitched, not at all husky and deep-rooted like the singers on the radio. Besides, he was shy. How could he be a singer if he couldn’t stand before an audience? Carrie had tried to help J.R. with his insecurity by arranging for him to sing in front of the church congregation. Cash later called it the “most horrible experience of my life.” It might have been all right in church if his mother had been onstage with him, but he found himself standing next to the preacher and a stranger on piano. He felt as if he “totally bombed,” but his mother didn’t give up; she kept pushing him to sing before the congregation, and every time J.R. felt embarrassed. It wasn’t the singing—it was the people watching him.

That wall of shyness began to crack one afternoon in the summer of 1947. Carrie and Joanne were doing the dishes in the kitchen

when they heard a voice through the open window singing a new gospel song that had been sweeping the country, “Everybody’s Gonna Have a Wonderful Time Up There.”

Carrie looked out the window and saw fifteen-year-old J.R. pumping water into a bucket.

“Is that you singing, J.R.?”

He spun around and smiled, “Yes, Mama. My voice has gotten a little lower.”

Carrie called her son into the kitchen and she cried as she hugged him.

“You’ve got a gift, J.R. You are going to sing,” she told him. “God’s got his hand on you. You’re going to carry the message of Jesus Christ.”

Carrie was so caught up in J.R.’s “gift” that she vowed to do what she could to nurture him. She wanted J.R. to take singing lessons, but he resisted for almost two years. Finally, Carrie insisted. She was making $5 to $6 a week using the family’s new washing machine to launder the clothes of some of the schoolteachers. She set aside $3 for once-a-week lessons with a young teacher in Lepanto, a larger town eight miles away. J.R. went along grudgingly each week to see LaVanda Mae Fielder. It might have been okay if she had let him sing songs he knew, but he had to sing songs the teacher thought were good vocal exercises, such as the Irish ballad “I’ll Take You Home Again, Kathleen.”

After just three lessons, Fielder was frustrated by the teenager’s lack of progress. To make him more comfortable, she changed her strategy. She asked him to pick a song. He thought immediately of Hank Williams, whose “Lovesick Blues” was all over the radio in the early months of 1949. The chance to sing one of his favorite new songs freed J.R., and his voice was so engaging, the teacher closed the lid on her piano and told him the lessons were over. He shouldn’t ever let anyone change his style, “ever,” she repeated forcefully.

These words gave J.R. enough confidence finally to stand in front of the church congregation without quivering. He started becoming more active at school, too, widening his group of friends and even showing his poems and other writings to some of his classmates.

He gained such a good reputation as a writer that several of his friends paid him—usually about fifty cents—to write their homework poems or essays. “He was good with words,” recalls J. E. Huff. “He was smarter than we were. That’s for sure.” Classmate A. J. Henson liked a poem that J.R. wrote for him so much that he could still recite it more than five decades later:


The top hand mounted his trusty steed

And rode across the plain.

He said, “I’ll ride until setting sun

Unless I lose my rein.”

The top hand gave a jerk

And Bob drew up the slack.

He rode his trail until setting sun

Then rode a freight train back.



A.J. got an A on the assignment.

Still, J.R. couldn’t shake the pressure of needing to find a job after high school. All the years his father told him he was foolish to waste his energy on music had left an impression.

VI

As their senior year approached, J.R. and his friends spent many an evening trying to figure out how to escape the toilsome life their parents led. “The only thing we knew for sure was we weren’t going to be farmers,” Huff says. The government program in Dyess had given people like Ray Cash the chance to survive, but never to flourish. The land was worked so hard that it had already lost what richness it had had, making it almost impossible for families to break even. Many of the long-timers left the delta settlement for Memphis, just fifty miles away, or other parts of the country where they could find better pay and easier work. Ray Cash began taking odd jobs in nearby towns to supplement his income.

With his pals, J.R. weighed the merits of the main career paths that young men from poor families in the South often chose in the

1940s: head north to the auto plants in Michigan or join the military. There was also a third option—head to California in hopes of claiming agriculture jobs—but no one in Dyess wanted anything further to do with harvesting crops. Henson was the first of the three to make the break. While J.R. and J.E. returned to school, A.J. joined the Army.

On the outside, things were good at school during J.R.’s last year, though his grades, as usual, were only a little above average in most classes, even his favorites, English and history. He was elected class vice president, appeared in school plays, and was chosen to sing at the commencement exercises—not a country song, but “Drink to Me Only with Thine Eyes,” an expression of faith with lyrics from a seventeenth-century poem by Ben Jonson. In the yearbook, the editors made a special mention of him: “It was in this year that one of our number showed so much talent on the stage, both as an actor and with his voice, that we think he should be publically recognized: this boy was J.R. Cash.”

But the good feelings of his final school year didn’t last long. Deep inside, J.R. couldn’t shake the fact that he had no idea how to break into the music business. He thought about heading to Nashville, the home of country music, but he knew he didn’t have the courage to do it, and that left him despondent. By graduation day, even the joys of his solitary walks had faded.

Desperate to demonstrate his independence from his father, J.R. heard there were some jobs available in west Arkansas picking strawberries, and, despite all his years of dreading picking cotton, he headed for the town of Bald Knob. The trip proved a bust; the strawberry crop was too small for him to make any money, so he headed home after three days. Not knowing what to do next, he happened to bump into Frank McKinney, a barber in Dyess. McKinney was thinking about taking the bus to Michigan to try to find a job in the auto industry, and he invited J.R. to go along. J.R. agreed so quickly that he spent much of the bus ride wondering if he was making a mistake.

In Michigan, J.R. got a job the first day as a punch press operator at the Fisher body plant in Pontiac. He walked a mile and a half to work each morning, but this wasn’t like the gravel road in Dyess.

He couldn’t sing on the city streets, and he didn’t have enough spirit left to daydream. He felt trapped. The only thing to keep him company was his chain-smoking. From the first day, he found the work tedious and repetitious—far worse than picking cotton back home, because he wasn’t surrounded by the love of his family and community. For the first time, he also felt the sting of being branded an outsider, someone who was considered inferior—and this experience led him to begin to question some of the racist attitudes prevalent in Dyess.

While J.R. was working on a Pontiac one day, the fender slipped and cut his arm. When he went to the medical office, a doctor looked at his file card and smirked when he saw the words “Dyess, Ark.” “All you Southern hicks are always just looking for a way to get off work,” he said. J.R. tried to explain that it was an accident, but the doctor was unbending. Cash recalled the doctor’s response: “How long you gonna work here? You gonna get yourself a good paycheck or two and then split like they all do?”

A few days later, Cash came down with stomach flu, but he wouldn’t go back to the doctor; he didn’t want any further abuse. The landlady at his boardinghouse gave him a big glass of wine and told him to get some sleep—he’d feel better in the morning. He did feel better the next day, but he decided he was going home. Between the monotony of the work and the anti-Southern bias, after a couple of weeks he’d had enough of the car factory. He hitchhiked back to Dyess.

His mother was thrilled to see her son, but she was also alarmed by how skinny J.R. was. He had always been slender, which is why he hadn’t joined the sports teams at school with most of his pals. But he was now down to 140 pounds, low for a six-foot teenager. Carrie did her best to stuff him with home cooking around the clock.

Despite his craving for independence, J.R. was so desperate to get a job that he accepted his father’s offer to try to get him taken on at the oleomargarine plant near Dyess, where Ray was working. Predictably, J.R. hated the regimentation and he quit after a few days. Ray just shook his head once again. J.R. wondered if his father wasn’t right after all. Maybe he wouldn’t amount to anything. Maybe he was lazy and unfocused.


With nowhere else to turn, he decided to follow his father’s lead one last time and do what Ray had done three decades earlier. He would join the military. J.R. always enjoyed hearing his father talk about his adventures in World War I and about such appealing perks as going to Paris and seeing the Eiffel Tower. Besides, this was one way to finally please Ray. He first thought of joining the Army, like the elder Cash, but the Air Force seemed more glamorous and probably safer in case all the talk about war in Korea proved true.

On July 7, 1950, J.R. drove the family’s 1945 Ford to Blytheville and enlisted in the Air Force. Because regulations required a first name rather than initials, J.R. wrote down John, though no one had ever called him that. When asked for a middle name, he wrote simply R. He was just six weeks past high school and, after many false starts, he was finally saying good-bye to Dyess.

In his mind, however, J.R. would return to his hometown frequently—not just the house on Road 3 and his family, but also the wider community and all that it had meant to him. He’d sometimes imagine himself walking out of the movie theater in the town center and turning to the right, where he could see the porch of the administration building where Eleanor Roosevelt had stood. He would turn left, walk one block down Main Street, and see the old Baptist church, head another block down Main and picture the school library and the assembly hall where he’d seen the Louvins. A little farther along Main and J.R. could imagine the spot on the riverbank where he often fished and another spot on the river where he was baptized. It was a short stretch of land, just 250 yards, but he knew that the lesson of Dyess was one of inspiration and hope.

As J.R. said good-bye to his family at the station in Memphis and boarded the train for Lackland Air Force Base in San Antonio, Texas, the initial excitement of joining the service quickly gave way to nervousness. He found himself staring out the window, avoiding conversation with the other enlistees, some of whom seemed to relish the adventures ahead. One of his worries when he’d signed up had been getting sent into battle in Korea. He was now fretting over another kind of survival.


As with the trip to Michigan, he soon began asking himself if he hadn’t made a mistake. If anything, the failure of the Pontiac experience made him even more apprehensive. Would this trip, too, end in disaster? Was he smart enough to compete with the boys from the big city? Would the recruits from the North treat him with contempt like the doctor in Pontiac?

What about his spiritual values? He wasn’t used to being around alcohol, and he had never had a serious relationship with a girl. Would he be able to stay on the right path, or would he let Jack and his mother down? Could he actually flunk out? Would the Air Force send him home if he didn’t measure up?

The thought of that possible humiliation numbed him. He couldn’t shake his fear of what lay ahead. J.R. finally just laid his head against the seat and hoped, as he often did in moments of stress, to find that comfort in the escape of sleep.






CHAPTER 2

VIVIAN AND THE AIR FORCE

I

JOHN R. CASH, as he was now starting to think of himself, was one of thousands of men rushed through the revolving door of basic training at Lackland in the late summer of 1950, the normal thirteen-week training schedule cut to seven as the country mobilized for war in Korea. For someone whose high school class had numbered just twenty-two, the size of the operation was overwhelming.

After being trucked from the train station to Lackland, the new arrivals were quickly introduced to Air Force routine. They were given GI haircuts and issued dog tags, clothing, and supplies, then taken to the mess hall for dinner. Afterward, they were assigned places among the double-deck bunks that lined the main section of the two-story wooden barracks. Most of the recruits stayed up late memorizing their Air Force serial numbers, learning how to make their beds military-style, and getting to know one another. They didn’t get to sleep until shortly before being roused for a six a.m. roll call.

In rapid order that week, John and the others were administered typhoid and smallpox vaccinations. They were ordered to ship all their civilian clothes and shoes home, then given explicit instructions

on just how to arrange their belongings in the footlockers by their bunks. The regimentation reminded him of the auto factory. He asked himself, Four years of this?

Even so, his immersion into Air Force life proved a blessing. Between the grueling physical training, intense classroom sessions, and battery of aptitude tests, Cash didn’t have time to brood over possible rejection or failure. He was so exhausted after the long, demanding days that he spent much of his Sundays, his only time off, sleeping. He rarely ventured out of the barracks except to go to church or pick up necessities from the PX.

While others in his training squadron grumbled about the lack of free time, John embraced the nonstop schedule. Though he hadn’t shown much interest in sports in school, he proved to be fairly athletic, mastering the various exercises designed to turn young men into soldiers. He did so well on the classroom instruction that others turned to him for help, just like the students had done at Dyess High.

Near the end of the stay at Lackland, John’s squadron took yet another round of aptitude tests, and he showed potential in several areas, including air police, aircraft mechanic, and radio operator. He didn’t know exactly what the last entailed, but he liked the sound of “radio.” When his application for that school was accepted, John was overjoyed. He had stood up against the big city boys and, in most cases, outshone them.

When he went home to Dyess for a few days before reporting to Keesler Air Force Base in Biloxi, Mississippi, for more training, he felt like he belonged in his blue Air Force uniform. Even his father offered a rare handshake. During the third week of September, John R. Cash’s family again said good-bye to him in Memphis, but this time his mood was entirely different. John’s earlier nervousness was gone. On this trip, he didn’t stare anxiously out the window. When he finally went to sleep, he wasn’t looking for escape. He was looking forward to the six months in Biloxi. He was eager to get to know his classmates better, maybe play some music, and maybe even meet some girls.



Located on the shore of the Gulf of Mexico, Keesler was popular among the airmen because it was just ninety miles from the bright

lights and good times of New Orleans. Where better to spend a weekend pass than the most party-minded city in the South? Soon after he arrived at the base, John started hearing about the great bars and fast women in the Big Easy. Many in his barracks spent their first free weekend exploring both. But John stayed in Biloxi. Despite his excellent showing at Lackland, he wasn’t about to take his class work for granted. It felt good to excel. He even found himself doing something he had rarely done in high school: during his off hours, he actually studied. Besides, his Baptist upbringing raised a red flag about New Orleans.

John’s dedication to his studies increased as he learned about the important role radio intercept operators played in the Air Force. He wasn’t studying something mundane like repairing radios or constructing relay towers; he was learning how to eavesdrop on enemy radio transmissions. This was the Cold War, and the threat of Communism was being felt across America. It was challenging work, as foreign military strategists went to elaborate lengths to prevent their messages from being intercepted. They frequently sent out meaningless, distracting noises on the same frequencies before slipping in the real Morse code signals.

If eventually accepted as an intercept operator, John would have to listen to the competing signals through headphones for up to eight hours at a stretch, trying to distinguish the real transmissions from the decoys. Once the Morse code was isolated, he would then jot down the letters and pass them along to a group of translators who would try to decode them. The more John learned about the intercept mission, the more motivated he was by the touch of glamour and adventure associated with it. He even imagined himself living out some of the World War II spy movies he had enjoyed back in Dyess. He liked the thought of being a hero. Wait until he told his dad about this.

John finished the Morse code course weeks ahead of schedule, which made him the envy of many of the others in his training group. Ben Perea, a New Mexico native who was in the same class at Keesler, had heard of John but wouldn’t get to know him until they traveled on the same ship to Germany. “He stood out at Keesler,” Perea recalls. “He was the model—the one the instructors

would point to. Everyone knew he was very smart.” It was a word—smart—that many of his fellow airmen would use in describing Cash.

As rumors of his accomplishments spread around the base, other airmen began searching out the young man from Dyess. They wanted to hang out with him, and he enjoyed the attention. They invited him to go with them to New Orleans, telling him again about the music, the food, and, mostly, the women. Confident about his progress, John surprised himself by actually toying with the idea of joining them.

II

John had been so focused on basic training at Lackland that he couldn’t remember even listening to the radio for the seven weeks he spent there, so it felt good finally to be able to relax enough to tune in the popular country stations at Keesler. He even found a new favorite singer, Hank Snow, whose rollicking “I’m Moving On” topped the country charts for five months in 1950.

Like Cash, Snow was a huge Jimmie Rodgers fan, and he was at his best on story songs—as much reciting the lyrics as singing them. Both qualities were later typical of Cash’s recordings. He was enamored by “I’m Moving On” because the lyrics employed railroad imagery (“That big eight-wheeler rollin’ down the track”) to express feelings of wanderlust and independence, the same sentiments Cash would turn to years later when writing the song that helped him get his first record contract, “Hey, Porter.”

It wasn’t, however, the only record John would later recall from his days at Keesler. He also favored Ernest Tubb’s “(Remember Me) I’m the One Who Loves You.” Hank Williams’s “Long Gone Lonesome Blues,” Red Foley’s good-natured “Chattanoogie Shoe Shine Boy,” and a pair of Eddy Arnold hits, “Anytime” and “Bouquet of Roses.” He especially admired the pure romanticism in Arnold’s singing, how his crooning delivery made love seem natural and uncomplicated—just the kind of relationship John wanted.

By mid-October, John had met a couple of Southern boys who

also enjoyed singing what they referred to as “hillbilly” songs. The three often got together in the barracks and took turns singing lead on hits of the day. Others teased them about all the fun they were missing by not going with them to New Orleans. Increasingly, the tales of sexual conquests began to tempt John. Finally, he headed off with them on a trip to Bourbon Street.

Caught up in all the boasting on the ride down, John bragged about his own experiences with women. From the way he talked, you’d think he was a real ladies’ man. In truth, John had dated a few girls in Dyess, even gone steady with a couple of them for a spell. But he hadn’t come close to a serious relationship, much less sexual intimacy with any of them.

Still, he was no virgin.

When he was fifteen, J.R. and some other boys hooked up one night with a girl who was known around the small town as “easy to get.” At her urging, Cash insisted, they took her to a riverbank, where she lay on a blanket in the moonlight and had sex with each of them. Even though the girl seemed eager, the experience was unsettling and left John with such a deep sense of shame that he never referred to the incident in either of his autobiographies or in any of his formal interviews.

But he did speak of the night to a friend in the late 1990s. From the way he described the girl, it was possible she was at least somewhat mentally challenged, and John was still so sensitive about that night that he apparently changed the girl’s name to avoid embarrassing her or her family as he discussed it with the friend. According to A.J. Henson, J.R. never mentioned the name or the incident to him.

The only other time J.R. tried to have sex in Dyess, he told the same friend, was with a “nice young girl” he met while working at the roller rink in town. He somehow talked her into going to bed with him, but he was so nervous that he “couldn’t get it up.” The girl thought that was hilarious, leaving J.R. too embarrassed even to try to get intimate with any other girls during high school.

Now on the way to New Orleans, he listened to the other trainees talk about all the women who would be waiting for them—just like John had seen in so many of the war movies. He wanted a girlfriend,

even if only so he could show off her picture to the other guys and look forward to her letters. Expecting to go to a dance or perhaps the local USO social club, he was shocked when his pals took him to a brothel. All the stories about “conquests” in New Orleans had really just been trips to houses of ill repute.

John’s first instinct was to walk away, but hormones took over. He went to a room with one of the prostitutes, and the experience reminded him of the night on the riverbank. It wasn’t just that it was against his Baptist teachings; the encounter was cold and clinical. He wanted to have sex again. He wanted it badly. He was still only nineteen, after all. But he realized what he wanted most of all was sex with a genuine connection. John returned to New Orleans a few times, but there is no indication that he visited another brothel. Mostly he stayed on the base, reading and singing country songs.

During his final weeks at Keesler, John was rewarded for his hard work when he was approached about joining a new, elite group of radio intercept operators. The USAF Security Service was set up in the fall of 1948 in response to the increasing complexity of enemy communication techniques. Security Service bases were located in Alaska and several foreign countries, including Japan, Korea, and Germany.

After interviews and a detailed security check, John was formally invited to join the unit and given his choice of duty in remote Adak, Alaska, or Landsberg, West Germany. They were choice outposts, reserved for the most promising intercept operators. The selection process didn’t focus just on test performance, but also weighed character, intelligence, and emotional stability. John opted for Landsberg because he wanted to see the sights of Europe.

To his great frustration, the security operation was so top secret that he was prohibited from telling anybody, including his family, about the delicate nature of his assignment. All he could say was that he was going to be stationed in Landsberg. But first he had to go through four more months of intense training to sharpen his intercept skills. On April 27, he headed back to San Antonio, this time to Brooks Air Force Base.


III

By late May, John was settled enough to begin thinking about life overseas, and again, he daydreamed about having someone special back home. Six months earlier he would not have had the nerve even to approach a girl he didn’t know. But his success in the training classes emboldened him—to a point. He began looking for a girl of his own everywhere he went in San Antonio, from movie theaters to cafés. It was easier said than done.

While his Air Force blues caught the eye of young girls, his shyness and his insecurity over his dirt farm roots resurfaced, making it hard for him to introduce himself to them. How, he kept asking himself, could anyone from Dyess stand up to a sophisticated big city girl? Even if he got a girl’s attention, John found himself unable to keep the conversation going for long. “Surely,” he kept thinking, “she’ll see right through this Air Force uniform and dismiss me as some hillbilly.”

After all the setbacks, John had little reason to believe that July 18, 1951, a Wednesday, would be any different. He and a friend were heading back to Brooks after a movie when John spotted the St. Mary’s roller rink, and it reminded him of the good times he’d had skating in Dyess. Specifically, he remembered the way girls used to show up eager to meet boys.

Dragging his friend along, John headed for the rink. It was near closing time, but he rented a pair of skates anyway and watched groups of young girls skating by. That’s when he spotted someone he would later describe as the prettiest girl he had ever seen. She was petite—no more than five feet, ninety-five pounds—and she was skating with a girlfriend. He watched her for a few minutes, hoping she’d stop so he could introduce himself. But the pretty brunette kept circling the rink. The pressure on him increased when the announcement came over the loudspeaker that the rink was closing in fifteen minutes.

Almost before he knew what was happening, John started skating slowly toward the girl, not stopping until he actually bumped into her. To anyone watching, it would have looked like a scene from a screwball comedy. When the girl fell to the ground, John

reached down to help her up, apologizing profusely. Though he wouldn’t find out until later, Vivian Liberto had been watching him, too, hoping he would come over and say hello. She might even have exaggerated the impact of their encounter and fallen on purpose.

Rather than J.R. or even John, he told her to call him “Johnny,” the first time anyone could recall his using that name. It was as if he wanted something new and more personal, a sign perhaps of just how fast and hard he’d fallen for this young beauty. Johnny stared into her hazel eyes and at her light bronze skin, trying to figure out what to say. Finally he blurted out, “Would you like to skate with me?”

When she replied yes, Johnny felt his heart racing. Crazily enough, the shy boy from Dyess started singing to her, but not one of his country favorites. Probably fearing she might have no interest in country music, he chose a pop song, “I Still Feel the Same about You,” which was a current hit by Georgia Gibbs. It was perhaps an odd selection, because the song wasn’t a tale of romantic bliss but an apology for having broken a girl’s heart.

Vivian was flattered. It was the first time anyone had sung to her. As they continued to skate, Johnny told her that he was from Arkansas and was going to be sailing to West Germany soon. She in turn said she was seventeen and a senior at an all-girls Catholic high school. Johnny was so dazzled by her that the Catholic part didn’t even faze him, despite all the whispering he’d heard in Dyess about the mysterious religion.

As they circled the rink, Johnny pretended he was a novice skater, which encouraged Vivian to hold onto him frequently because she thought he was about to fall. When the house lights flickered, indicating closing time, John felt himself panic. He didn’t want to let this girl go. “Can I take you home?” he blurted out, and his spirits soared when she answered, “Sure.”

Because he didn’t have a car, John had to accompany Vivian home on the bus. On the way, he learned that her family had deep roots in San Antonio. There was a popular market named Liberto’s, and one of her uncles had started the first Spanish-speaking radio station in town. Her father, Tom, owned an insurance agency and her mother was a homemaker. She had a younger sister and an

older brother. When they arrived at her front door, he asked if he could see her again. After she said she’d like that, he leaned over and tried to kiss her. Stepping back, she said, “I don’t kiss boys on the first date.”

It may not have been the reaction John hoped for at the time, but it was, in fact, the perfect answer.



Cash was attracted by Vivian’s beauty, but he also quickly decided that Vivian was a “good” girl and that she’d make a faithful, loving wife and a caring mother. And, he would soon learn, she was even a fan of country music. If he had known that, he joked years later, he would have sung her an Eddy Arnold song. Within a week, he was thinking he would someday marry her.

In her room that night, Vivian retraced every moment of the evening. She told herself she had found her Prince Charming. She spent much of the night tossing and turning, wondering if he’d really call. Her answer came early the next morning. John called not just that day but every other day until he left Brooks in early August. The pair also went out every time he could get away. They went to movies. They went to the malt shop. They went window-shopping. They held hands and strolled along the city’s picturesque River Walk in the moonlight. It wasn’t long before Johnny got that first kiss while they sat on the roof of a car at a drive-in. Soon after, he carved J.C. Loves V.L. on one of the wooden benches along the River Walk. They daydreamed about the future. They were collecting a remarkable number of memories for just three weeks together.

Even though Vivian’s father was concerned about his “baby” dating an Air Force man, Vivian’s younger sister, Sylvia, remembers that her parents couldn’t help but like this polite, respectful young man who said “Yes, ma’am” and “No, sir” without fail. Still, Sylvia recalls, her father was relieved when he learned Johnny was finally leaving for his new assignment in Germany. There was no way, he figured, that the relationship would last.

But Johnny convinced himself that it would. He told Vivian—or “Viv,” as he began calling her—that he loved her, would always love her, and wanted to spend his life with her. He told her he would write a letter every day—and he made her promise to do the same.

It was heady stuff for a nineteen-year-old boy, but it was even more of a fairy tale for a seventeen-year-old girl. He seemed so mature in his uniform. She also thought he was smart, caring, a man of faith, and, of course, very, very sexy.

Johnny wanted to make love to her, but she refused. In reality, he probably didn’t try that hard, because he didn’t want to jeopardize his new dream by giving her the wrong impression of his intentions. One day, he told himself over and over, Vivian Liberto would be Mrs. Johnny Cash and he’d be a singer on the radio. This vision gave him immense comfort as he returned to Dyess in the final days of August. He had promised Viv he would call her before the ship left Brooklyn for West Germany, but he couldn’t wait.

On the morning of September 4 he called from Dyess, and she was thrilled to hear his voice. In a letter he wrote her later that same day, he asked her to send him a large photo so he could put it over his bed in Germany and look at it every morning and night. He enclosed a photo he’d had taken at the base. He ended by urging, “Write, honey.” Seven days later, he wrote her the first of several letters from Camp Kilmer in New Jersey, where he and other members of what would eventually be named the 6912th Security Squadron were being assembled before they left for Germany. He signed it “Love, Johnny.”

While they were waiting to be shipped out, Bob Moodie, whom John had met at Brooks, invited him to spend the weekend at his folks’ place in Rhode Island. On the way, they stopped off in New York City, and John took an immediate liking to the place. He especially loved all the bookshops and movie theaters, but the most notable thing was seeing his first Broadway play. A stranger, noticing the two young men in uniform, gave them free tickets to the musical comedy Two on the Aisle. John loved the experience and became a lifelong fan of Broadway theater.

Cash’s group left the Brooklyn Navy Yard on September 20, 1951, for Germany aboard the USNS General W. G. Haan, a seventeen-thousand-ton ship capable of carrying just under four thousand troops. Writing to Vivian once they were under way, he signed his note “Oceans and oceans of love and devotion, Johnny.”

* * *


On the first day at sea, Cash was walking back to his double-deck berth when he noticed the guy on the bunk beneath his was reading the Bible. When he looked closer, he saw it was Ben Perea, whom he recognized from Keesler Air Force Base.

“Do you read the Bible often?” Cash asked.

When Perea nodded yes, John replied, “Me too.”

The next day Perea caught John’s attention again, this time sitting on his bunk singing “Beautiful Brown Eyes,” an old country song revived earlier in the year in a recording by Jimmy Wakely. John stopped and sat alongside Perea. It was the start of a friendship that lasted throughout their Air Force days and beyond. Ben was a shy, deeply religious young man who would avoid the excesses of German nightlife, and John admired him. John was also drawn to Perea because his father was a railroad man. Plus, Ben was Catholic, and John had a new desire to learn all he could about the religion.

The pair spent hours and hours on the ship and in the barracks in Landsberg singing songs. Ben didn’t think John was much of a singer in their early days together, but it was fun having someone to sing with. During the trip, they pretty much sang popular country hits, which meant a lot of Hank Williams and Eddy Arnold. Ben remembers they probably sang Jimmie Davis’s “You Are My Sunshine” most of all because it was such a simple but moving song.

When he wasn’t singing, John was lying on his bunk writing letters to Vivian. In one, he mentioned that Vic Damone, who was a well-known pop singer at the time, was aboard the ship and had organized a choir that met every night.

“How do you like that?” he wrote. “Pretty big time, huh? Me singing with Vic Damone.” John may actually have worked up enough nerve to sit in with the choir on a couple of numbers, but he didn’t have any contact with Damone. His only singing partner on the ship was Perea. But again, he wasn’t inclined to let the facts get in the way of a good story.


IV

It was the first week in October when the giant transport ship arrived at the port city of Bremerhaven on the North Sea coast of West Germany. Cash and the other new members of the security team boarded a train for the long ride south to Landsberg, near Munich. The air base was a former outpost for the Luftwaffe, the German Air Force, and it was notorious in Germany because Adolf Hitler wrote Mein Kampf while imprisoned there in 1924. The surrounding area was a breathtaking mix of rivers, lakes, park grounds, and mountains. It was ideal for fishing, sailing, and skiing—all of which Cash pursued over the next three years.

Before he could explore those attractions, though, John spent time checking out the amenities on the base itself and was delighted to find a movie theater. During that first week, on October 13, he and Ben Perea saw a gritty low-budget Warner Bros. film titled Inside the Walls of Folsom Prison. John liked the movie and mentioned it in a letter that night to Vivian. In later interviews, Cash always said he wrote “Folsom Prison Blues” after seeing it. In truth, he would write it long after seeing the film.

During the long high-pressure hours in the radio intercept room, he started feeling like a prisoner himself. He did begin to toy with a song about Folsom Prison, but nothing came of it at the time. As much as he loved music, John didn’t know much about songwriting yet.

Ben remembers that John often jotted down musical ideas in a spiral notebook, but they were usually spin-offs of existing songs—either parodies or blatant copies. Over the next few months, John forgot about Folsom Prison. He didn’t return to the idea until he happened to hear a song in the barracks two years later—a song that gave him the blueprint for his first signature hit.



In his early letters to Vivian, John noted that the locals treated Americans like gods. “I don’t know why, but they do,” he declared. “They would even get out in the street to let one of us pass. They must think we are over here to protect them. I can just see me protecting them. All I want is a nice fox hole.” The playful reference

to a foxhole was as close as he could come under the strict Security Service rules to explaining the tense, anxious atmosphere around the base.

Massive numbers of Russian troops were stationed in the Soviet zone of Austria less than a hundred miles away, directly across the Danube River from Linz, Austria, where more U.S. Air Force units were based. “The Russians were talking big and making lots of military noises all along the line dividing them and U.S. forces,” says Bob Mehaffey, the supervisor of Cash’s forty-man unit. “This was just after the Berlin Airlift, and the Russian military was still very upset about that. We knew that the Russian armor along the border was far greater in numbers than ours, and the Russians could be deep into West Germany before our military could sufficiently react. They could overrun us in twenty minutes—and there was constant tension. Air Force people were rarely assigned weapons, but everybody in our unit, including John, was assigned a carbine.”

This tension added greatly to the strain of already grueling monitoring sessions for members of the 6912th squadron. Typically, Cash and others worked in eight-hour shifts, but they were sometimes increased to twelve hours or more during emergency conditions or when the team was short-staffed. Every effort was made to keep the shifts to eight hours, Mehaffey says, because “we lost a bunch of operators who couldn’t handle the pressure and went bonkers. Some returned to the unit pretty soon, but some never did.”

An operator might get so fatigued that his body couldn’t tolerate it and he’d lose control emotionally. Mehaffey recalls one especially tense twelve-hour session in 1951 when one of his most stable operators suddenly got up from his chair and walked full speed right into the wall and just kept pounding his head against it and crying. Mehaffey rushed over and asked what was wrong, and the operator said helplessly, “I can’t find the door.” Mehaffey took the man to the medical offices, where doctors medicated him and sent him to bed for twenty-four hours. In this case, the operator did return to work.

Years later, Cash told an interviewer about a meltdown of his own at Landsberg. “One night, after I had been in Germany for about a year, I just got fed up,” he said. “We were working the second floor

and, before I knew it, I picked up my typewriter and threw it plumb through the window. I started crying. They sent me to the dispensary and gave me a couple of aspirins. I got the rest of the night off.”

Mehaffey doesn’t recall any such incident. Most likely Cash was severely worn down, and he made up the story to convey his feeling of confinement. Cash did feel alienated in his new environment to such a degree that he sometimes felt he was himself at war—against the system, authority, the regimentation, and, increasingly, the temptations. Thousands of miles from home, he was in a typical military culture in which everyone around him, it seemed, was beginning to sample what for him was forbidden fruit—women and booze.

Once again John stood out among the operators. While most others monitored transmissions from other Iron Curtain countries, including East Germany, Hungary, and Romania, John was one of those given the most challenging assignment. He had to monitor the transmissions of the Russians themselves, who sent Morse code signals with such speed that most U.S. operators simply couldn’t keep up with them.

Chuck Riley, an airman who later earned a degree in economics at the University of Toledo, was impressed by Cash’s mind. “John was no hillbilly stereotype. He had a tremendous level of intelligence. We had lots of interesting and drawn-out conversations on world affairs and historical things. He had a remarkable vocabulary and a quick wit. As great as his musical talent, I always thought his intelligence might have been an even greater gift.”



Almost immediately after arriving in Landsberg, airmen began receiving “Dear John” letters from their girls back home saying they were sorry, but they had found somebody new. To make matters worse, one of the biggest country hits at the time was Jean Shepard and Ferlin Husky’s “A Dear John Letter.” Even the non–country fans at Landsberg remembered it playing on radios and phonographs throughout the barracks.

According to Mehaffey, the reaction to the letters was so traumatic that the soldiers in his unit developed a ritual to help one

another cope with the news. “When someone got a ‘Dear John’ letter, we’d have him stand on top of his footlocker and read the letter to everybody in the barracks. Not everyone did it, but a lot of them did. It somehow took the pressure off.”

For months, John privately feared bad news whenever he picked up his mail. Constantly trying to reassure himself of her love, he wrote to Vivian every day—sometimes two or three times a day—and he complained when she was even a day late writing back. He was frantic during the times when he didn’t hear from her for a week or more. In a letter to Vivian soon after his arrival in Landsberg, John was already scolding her for not writing.

“I still didn’t get a letter from you honey, and I’m getting pretty desperate,” he wrote on October 16. “The mail clerk is scared of me now, I give him such mean looks every time I go to check my mail, which is twice a day . . . .The boys have been telling me that you didn’t love me anymore. That’s why you don’t write, but I don’t believe that. You do love me don’t you my darling? I love you. Yours, Johnny.” Cash was relieved when Vivian’s letters finally started arriving regularly, but any break in the chain would set him off again. Over the course of his deployment, the letter count between them easily passed the one-thousand mark.

When he soon received an eight-by-ten photo of Vivian, John rushed to the PX and bought a frame for it. He put the picture on the wall above his bunk—a “Hands Off” note attached. The others in the barracks reminded him of all the “Dear John” letters, predicting it wouldn’t be long before he got his heart broken. One airman even dared him to bet $10. John took the bet, promising, “Viv is different.”

Noticing the photo was still on the wall months later, the airman paid up.

Cash was convinced that Vivian was the girl of his dreams, and that made it only natural for him to share one of his dreams with her—the one about being a singer on the radio. In a letter that first fall, he told Vivian that he had just bought a harmonica to keep himself occupied in the barracks, and he spoke about having his own band once he got back to the States. He also wrote

about getting together regularly with some guys in the barracks to play guitar and sing. While Perea sometimes joined them, the lineup consisted mostly of Cash, Ted Freeman from West Virginia, Orville (Wayne) Rigdon from Louisiana, and Reid Cummins and Bill Carnahan from Missouri. They called themselves the Landsberg Barbarians.

When John saw how well Rigdon played guitar, he bought himself a German model for $5 and asked Rigdon to teach him how to play. But John still had trouble getting the hang of the chords and gave up trying to master the instrument; he merely strummed along while singing. Over the next three years, he would update Vivian on records he had heard or repeat that he was going to have his own band one day. He was especially proud of the time he bought a set of albums containing several Jimmie Rodgers songs he hadn’t heard before—and the purchase late in his stay of a tape recorder so he could gauge the progress in his singing by making recordings of his voice.



On days off, the airmen frequented one of two clubs in Landsberg. Though the base was integrated, the white airmen tended to go to Der Goggle, while the African Americans favored Der Ziederbrau. On the nights when the squadron filled the places, there weren’t many German patrons. Not many men, anyway. Women were always there.

“Remember, this was so close after World War II that the German populace was still having problems with hunger, real poverty,” Mehaffey explains. “Buying somebody a meal was a big gift. If you wanted a woman, there was no problem. You could pick one up on the street or in a club and she’d take you home with her if you bought her a meal.”

When they had three days free, the Americans, often as many as fifty to one hundred of them, headed by train to Munich or the smaller town of Starnberg, where they would take over a hotel and turn the bar into their own private club. The guys would play music, drink, and look for women. Unlike in the barracks with the Barbarians, John was not the center of attention during these parties. In photos from one of those early nights out he looks fairly anonymous,

except for one in which he, obviously a bit tipsy, leans toward the camera while fooling around with a fiddle.

In Cash’s 1975 autobiography, Man in Black, he wrote about the dark side of his German experience: “As the long weeks and months went by, Dyess, Arkansas, and that little church, and the things I had learned there, and the life I had lived there became more and more distant. From beer, I graduated to German cognac and having more wild times. . . . The booze and the profanity began launching me into all kinds of other habits which soon became second nature.”

Mehaffey, who was responsible for keeping tabs on all his unit members, suggests that Cash acted pretty much like the rest of the security team in his early months in Landsberg. “Johnny wasn’t much different from the rest of us,” he says. “Like all of us, he was young, foolish, looking for adventure. Women, drinking, gambling, fighting, and freedom like we had never had before. Johnny was right in there, no worse, no better. Understand, we didn’t think we were wild—and by the standards of the time, we were pretty mild. Our fights were, for the most part, a blow or two and over.”

One thing that did strike Mehaffey about the young airman was how certain he was about his career goals.

“We were all kids,” he says. “None of us knew what we wanted to do—except Johnny. From the beginning, he knew he was going to be a singer. I can still see him sitting on a metal GI cot with the mattress rolled up, strumming that guitar.”

In the endless letters to Vivian, Cash chronicled in detail his coming-of-age experiences—focusing on the conflict between his religious beliefs and his prurient desires. Oddly, he alluded to his transgressions, including the drinking and veiled references to womanizing, in several of these letters—all the time encouraging her to be faithful and to wait for him. The letters are an absorbing mixture of guilt and restraint, devotion and confession, trust and accusation. Mehaffey sensed Cash’s emotional tug-of-war. There were times, he says, when the guys would all be whooping it up in a club and he’d notice John sitting off by himself, glum and staring into space, looking lost and alone.

In a letter to Vivian early in 1952, Cash confessed that he had

been with a girl once in Augsburg and another in Munich. “Darling, those girls don’t mean a thing to me,” he reassured her. “You should know that. I just see them one night, and never see them again. . . . Baby, I’d trade 100 of girls like that for one kiss from you.”

To his daughter Kathy, the hints of infidelity were a sign of his insecurity “about her finding somebody better than him. I think his remarks were a test to see how she would react. He wanted to see if she’d stay by his side—and she always did. She never seriously dated anybody while he was gone, and that was important to him.” She adds, “The sense I got from all those letters was that he was also horribly lonely. He was trying to give himself pep talks all the time, telling my mom how great everything was going to be.”



The earliest known mention of marriage came in a letter dated July 18, 1952—apparently in response to something Vivian had written. John began the handwritten note by telling her, “Yes, I wish we could be married soon too honey.” Shortly after, he replaced his usual greeting—”My Darling Viv” or “Hello Sweet Darling”—with “My Wife to Be.”

Cash didn’t hide his feelings from his pals in Landsberg. William Harrell, one of the other interceptor operators, remembered John saying he wanted to marry Vivian so much that he was thinking about converting to Catholicism, even though the religion seemed a bit mysterious and foreign to him. From time to time in letters, especially the early ones, he’d just throw in a question to Vivian. Out of the blue, he’d ask something like, “Honey, what is Catechism?”

Another time he asked, “Darling, if a Protestant marries a Catholic girl, the wedding has to be Catholic and their children have to be brought up Catholics, don’t they? And they can’t name their own kids. Someone else names their kids, don’t they? Maybe that’s not right, but that’s what I’ve heard.”

In February 1953, two days after turning twenty-one, he bought Viv an engagement ring and mailed it to her.

Still, he continued to wrestle with the issue of her Catholicism. In a letter that May, he said he had read something “very disgusting and disappointing” in a book about “mixed” marriage. “It’s urging Catholics not to marry Protestants and Protestants not to marry

Catholics,” he wrote her. “If my life were going to be like this book says, I’d be in misery all my life living with you. I don’t believe it even though it’s a Catholic publication and I know you wouldn’t.”

With that, the issue passed for a while, and Cash’s letters were back to simple “love and kisses.”



Women, religion, and alcohol weren’t the only issues that Cash grappled with at Landsberg. According to a story that circulated among some of his Landsberg cohorts, John and a couple of friends had drunk too much during a weekend in Augsburg, just northwest of Munich, when Cash saw a black airman walking with a white woman. He yelled at the soldier, saying he shouldn’t be going with a white woman. The argument got so heated that a military policeman had to restrain the men, the story went. It shocked his mates, because there were lots of African Americans on the base and John had gotten along well with them, especially C. V. White, an outgoing guy with a love for flashy clothes. It was White’s wardrobe, in fact, that gave John the germ of an idea that his friend Carl Perkins would turn into “Blue Suede Shoes.”

Also, writing to Vivian in early May of 1953, Cash apparently referred to the same drunken incident which he described as an argument at a train station, not mentioning any interracial component. “I called him every name anyone has ever given a Negro,” he wrote. “The further he walked away, the louder I yelled, calling him ‘Coon,’ ‘Nigger,’ ‘Jig-a-boo,’ and a few others.” He continued, “This morning I was so sick I wanted to die. I drank a lot of coffee and threw it back up.” Cash later maintained that the episode in Germany was an irrational drunken outburst. He acknowledged that he had grown up around much racial prejudice, admitting to a friend in the late 1990s that a relative had been a member of the Ku Klux Klan and had committed acts of violence against blacks. But that was long before his family moved to Dyess, he said. Like millions of other whites of his generation in the South, he felt that he eventually distanced himself from the earlier bigotry of the region, and for him that process began in Germany. Despite the Landsberg incidents, Cash told James Keach, who would eventually co-produce the film Walk the Line with Cathy Konrad, “I never, ever disliked blacks.”


Cash’s high school classmate A. J. Henson supports that view. “I would say that there was racism in Dyess,” Henson confirms. “Since there were no blacks there, we didn’t have many incidents. But the talk was no one wanted much to do with blacks. A group of us were in Wilson and we were walking on the sidewalk when we met a black man. I stepped to the side so he could get past. One of the boys got on me for that and said that whites didn’t get out of the way like that. I think most of us have changed since then. I have three adopted black grandchildren.”

Cash’s daughter Rosanne believes the time in Landsberg helped her father become a more tolerant person. “I think Dad took the prejudices of his upbringing with him to Germany,” she says. “He had never seen the wider world; didn’t know anything else. His mind quickly began to open. The little travel journals he kept were just so rich and wonderful—he wrote about mountains and monuments, how much things cost, how old they were, histories of places, train rides and boat trips, and of seeing the queen travel through the streets of London. He was clearly enamored with the world, and reveled in a new sense of sophistication and worldliness. Along with that new sense of worldliness came a much greater tolerance and understanding of the evils of racism. Once that was dissolved in him, it never appeared again. He was, in adulthood, the most tolerant person I knew.”

To underscore the point, Rosanne relates a moment when she was nineteen and lying on her bed reading a book on astrology when her dad walked in and asked what she was reading. “I showed him and he nodded. I said, ‘You don’t believe in this, do you?’ He said, ‘No, but I think you should find out everything you can about it.’ Once his mind started to open, there was no stopping it. It was huge. He ‘contained multitudes.’ ”



During the summer of 1953, Cash was well past running with the crowd in German bars. He asked Vivian to come to Germany and live with him in an apartment in Munich. Because she was still under twenty-one, the Air Force required written permission from her parents before she could join him. So he wrote to Vivian’s father on July 17 asking for his daughter’s hand, but Tom Liberto turned

him down. “Dear John,” Liberto wrote on August 8. “I know I have taken more time than I needed in order to properly answer your letter which I have thoroughly read and understood. Mrs. Liberto and I did not try to find the answer that would be best for you and Vivian by our own judgment, but rather we spent a few days in prayer asking Divine Guidance.”

In the letter, Vivian’s father went even further in discouraging an immediate marriage. Pointing out how little time the couple had known each other before Cash went off to Germany, Liberto recommended they “extend this courtship at least a reasonable time after your arrival in the States” to make sure they were right for each other.

Cash was crushed, and he continued to pour out his love for Vivian in letters.

With his return home only a few months away now, Cash spent his off-hours fishing and sightseeing in Europe, including a spin through London and Paris that fall. Perea enjoyed traveling with Cash because he knew they would be seeing historical sites, not barhopping in search of women.

There was a disarming innocence in the letters Cash wrote to Vivian during that trip—the letters Rosanne had found so illuminating.

From Paris, on October 18, he wrote: “After a long ride, we reached a cold, foggy Paris at 8:30 a.m . . . .We took a taxi through Pigalle and finally stopped at ‘the Arch of Triumph.’ It was really a beautiful thing. About 3 times as big as I thought it would be and a lot prettier. We walked around there, taking pictures, etc., and then we went on to the Eiffel Tower. . . . We couldn’t see it from very far off because of the fog and we didn’t go to the top because we were plenty cold on the ground. . . and it sure looked a lot colder up there.

“We fooled around the Eiffel Tower awhile taking pictures, then walked down the waterfront. The Eiffel Tower is just a few yards from the Seine River. We sat down on the riverside and watched the people fish for a while. Then we walked down the riverside and came up on the streets and took a subway back to the main part of town. We window shopped for a while, then ate dinner at a swank restaurant. At 1:30 p.m., we returned to the hotel and got some much needed sleep.”


Three days later he wrote Vivian from London: “Today we really saw a lot of London. We ate breakfast at 9 o’clock (lazy), then for a while we walked the streets. We took a bus to Buckingham Palace and got there just in time to see the 11 o’clock guard changing ceremony. After taking pictures and seeing as much of the Palace as possible, we walked on down to the Thames River and walked out on Westminster Bridge just as Big Ben was striking twelve. We had a meal of ‘fish & chips’ near the bridge, then walked up to Picadilly Circus. Times-Square sure hasn’t got much on this place.”

There were still occasional rough spots in John and Vivian’s longdistance relationship, most of them involving religion or alcohol or both. When in January 1954 Vivian confessed that she had become ill after taking a drink at a Christmas party, Cash was furious and threatened to end the relationship: “Now, darling, what do you want to do? Do you want to choose a life of drinking and running around with those drunkards and filthy talking people, or do you want our marriage, our happiness? I want to know now Vivian. It’s either our love, or your social drinks.”

The following day, he continued to press the issue. Whatever Vivian wrote in response, Cash was satisfied—and he started talking again about their life together. Once more the note was signed “Your husband, Your Johnny for life.”

It was when John began to think more and more about the wedding and going home that he resumed going to church, at least occasionally.

He also carved out time on base to work on his music.

In the early months of 1954, Johnny told Vivian about hearing a bunch of new Hank Snow songs and mentioned that he felt his singing was getting better. “I think I’ve improved my voice since I’ve gotten this recorder,” he wrote. “I guess it’s only natural. When I’m not working or sleeping, that’s about all I do, is listen to music or play it.”

But the most important piece of music he heard the whole time he was in Germany he stumbled upon by accident.

Walking through the barracks one day, he heard a strangely seductive piece of pop-blues about a railroad train and a lonely woman’s grief over a lost love. He walked over to Chuck Riley’s

bunk to listen more closely to this moody track. The song was “Crescent City Blues,” part of a concept album, Seven Dreams, by composer-arranger Gordon Jenkins, who worked with such pop stars as Nat “King” Cole, Frank Sinatra, and the Andrews Sisters.

Riley had just bought the album at the PX, and he remembers Cash asking him to play it again. John was fascinated by the words and the gently haunting tune:



When I was just a baby, my mama told me, “Sue,

When you’re grown up I want that you should go and see and do.”

But I’m stuck in Crescent City just watching life mosey by

When I hear that whistle blowin’, I hang my head and cry.



A few days later, Cash came back and borrowed the record from Riley to write down the lyrics or perhaps copy it on his tape recorder. As much as any song he heard in Landsberg, “Crescent City Blues” captured the recurring loneliness Cash felt. Remembering the Folsom Prison film, he almost immediately began trying to incorporate some of the feeling of “Crescent City Blues” into a song about the despair of prison confinement, but it would be months before he would finish it. Riley, a jazz fan, had bought the pop album only on a whim. He couldn’t find any new jazz albums in the bins, and he liked its cover.

This was the second of a remarkable pair of coincidences that would pay enormous dividends. If John’s unit had arrived in Landsberg just two weeks later, he probably would never have seen the Folsom Prison film, and if Riley hadn’t bought the Jenkins album, Cash might never have heard the recording and been inspired to write the song that would prove to be so pivotal for him.

Cash also had a minor operation in late March to remove a cyst on his chin, and it left a scar. In coming years, rumors would circulate that the scar came from a knife fight, adding to his rugged, he-man image in the early days of his career.



In April he was promoted to staff sergeant and was asked by the Air Force to reenlist. No way. He wanted to go home.

As eager as he was to see Vivian and begin his civilian life, in

his final weeks in Germany John began to realize just how much he missed Dyess and his family. “I had such grief about being away from home for almost three years,” he later said. “I missed the fields, I missed the land, the woods, the river, the swimming hole.”

It was that homesickness that led him to write the poem “Hey, Porter” on the train as he began his journey home from Landsberg. The song was also a victory statement of sorts. Just twenty-two, Cash felt he had emerged from the challenges and temptations of Landsberg in relatively good shape. He could now look forward to everything that really mattered to him. He’d be back with Vivian, his family, his faith, and his music. The joy of that moment was what “Hey, Porter” was all about. Johnny Cash was returning to his personal promised land:


Hey, porter, hey, porter,

would you tell me the time?

How much longer will it be ’til we cross

that Mason Dixon Line?

At daylight would you tell that engineer

to slow it down,

or better still, just stop the train

’cause I wanna look around?



Hey, porter, hey, porter,

what time did you say?

How much longer will it be ’til I can

see the light of day?

When we hit Dixie, would you tell that engineer

to ring his bell,

and ask everybody that ain’t asleep

to stand right up and yell?



Hey, porter, hey, porter,

it’s getting light outside.

This ol’ train is puffin’ smoke,

and I have to strain my eyes.

But ask that engineer if he will


blow his whistle, please,

’cause I smell frost on cotton leaves

and I feel that southern breeze.



Hey, porter, hey, porter,

please get my bags for me.

I need nobody to tell me now

that we’re in Tennessee.

Go tell that engineer to make that

lonesome whistle scream.

We’re not so far from home,

so take it easy on the steam.



Hey, porter, hey, porter,

please open up the door.

When they stop the train, I’m gonna get off first

’cause I can’t wait no more.

Tell that engineer I said thanks a lot

and I didn’t mind the fare.

I’m gonna set my feet on southern soil

and breathe that southern air.



“Hey, Porter” was an excellent piece of writing—filled with warmth and disarming nuance, and it would forever serve as a reminder to Cash that he was at his best as a writer when he wrote about something from his own experience—songs about the cotton fields, the flood of 1937, and hard times of every sort. The only thing he regretted was that he’d written it about returning to Tennessee rather than Arkansas. He later joked, “The problem is I just couldn’t think of enough words that rhymed with Arkansas.”

But maybe Tennessee was more appropriate. Arkansas was John R. Cash’s past. Tennessee would be his future. The young man from Dyess was dreaming again.
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