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            This book is dedicated to Johnny Cash.

His life provided the inspiration for so many born

on the wrong side of the tracks …
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            Foreword

         

         Johnny Cash, six feet two, 250 pounds and closely resembling an outlaw Indian, was a strong presence on any stage. His long black hair swept over a satin collar. His left eye, weakened from a childhood bout of measles, drooped a little when he was tired. His nose was crooked, the result of a car crash one rainy night which also cost him six front teeth. His mean, pockmarked face was clearly unused to smiling. There was a scar on his right cheek caused by the removal of a cyst, although it was later rumoured to be a bullethole. He always sang from the right side of his mouth – ‘whopper-jawed’, his beloved wife June Carter called it – the left side hung on his face purely for balance. His battle with the elements left him looking far older than his years. He resembled a card shark out of the Old West or a New Orleans rakehell on his way to duel over a woman. But the inner strength was omnipresent, from the lines on his face to the dents in his cheeks.

         Cash was a country megastar who always told a story; he chronicled the hard times, the unhappy loves, the tragedies, the disasters, prison life, sharecropping, railroading, lumberjacking and cowpoking. His creative abilities transcended the labels of ‘country’ or ‘western’. It’s hard to define it, really. Yet here’s a man who neither sang very well nor played the guitar impressively. He just did his best to get the tale told.

         Johnny Cash sang about a world that’s now more of a myth than reality, the world of those poor Southern whites from the Depression – closed, wary, brimming with gritty pride. That pain and suffering may no longer exist, but Cash’s audiences pretty much always contained someone who’d never forgotten it.

         Cash appealed to all generations. Perhaps it was because he always referred to a simpler America. And those audiences all knew how much he’d suffered personally; no wonder this haunted man survived the depths of drug addiction to sell more records and draw larger and wilder crowds than any other country singer in history.

         Along the way there were some good times and many more bad ones. It wasn’t until 1968, and the release of the album he recorded inside Folsom Prison, California, before a cheering audience of convicts, that Johnny Cash’s name filtered into the non-rural corners of America. To convicts, hobos and no-hopers, Cash was a hero, even though he had little experience of prison himself. His songs of lost love, poverty, emotional homecomings and the Bible definitely hit the spot.

         Jimmy Rogers may have been the father of country music (he died of tuberculosis in 1933 at the age of 35). The doomed, brilliant Hank Williams (dead at 29 after a life marred by use of drugs and alcohol) was undoubtedly its patron saint. But Johnny Cash was the uncrowned king. His life closely resembled that of Williams, but Cash managed – through a massive effort of will and thanks to the help of people who loved him – to triumph over his demons.

         Cash was a multimillionaire thanks to vast record sales and lucrative concert appearances. He lived a luxurious lifestyle but never forgot his early suffering. Now that both he and his beloved wife June are no longer with us, he’s left the memories of a rollercoaster life and the story of how one fine woman brought a man back from the brink on more than one occasion.

         Johnny Cash always displayed the tendencies of a caged animal; constantly pacing up and down with nervous motion, his hands flitting like butterflies across his chest, shoulders and face, wiping away imaginary perspiration and tugging at his nose and ears. He was big and thick in the chest in the good old days, less raw-boned and gaunt than he had been when his life revolved around a nonstop diet of pills. The jet-black hair hung down over his collar back then and that trademark black frock coat and grey pinstriped trousers were there for all to see. By the time Johnny Cash came out of his drug-induced abyss in the late Sixties, his voice had taken on the tones of a nasal pipe organ with an Arkansas drawl. Cash decided that hard work was the only medicine that’d cure him of his drug addiction and that’s what enabled him to overcome those demons in the end.

         During the last twenty years or so of his life, Johnny Cash crossed the line to become the idol of a vast, popular mainstream audience. Tours through America involved luxurious buses, the superhighway, the limousine, the airport, the plane, the motel, the auditorium. At times it must have seemed as though he stood still while the backdrop raced behind him. Cash’s personality, his talent, his social conscience and memory were ingrained in his growling, rusty-nail voice, which was as deep as an open wound, but could instantly convey another, older, America to any audience. At best his voice was something like smooth and mellow thunder. Earth-deep, occasionally ominous, resonant, virile, untrained and unconventional. It could also be lonely and haunting one minute and boomingly happy the next.

         ‘He’d constantly bend the tone,’ explained one music expert. ‘He sang what was inside him, searching in a bewitching way for a note that wasn’t always there. He decorated his melody according to his own interpretation. Some of his songs were akin to the old field cries of the Southern slaves, some were scattered with bass talk. They were bawdy, swinging poems.’

         Johnny Cash was an original – perhaps the roughest diamond of all. But a diamond all the same.

      

   


   
      
         
            1

            J R CASH

         

         Scottish mariner William Cash arrived in Westmoreland County, Virginia, in 1673, to find a land so bleak and winds-wept it seemed almost identical to the Scottish Highlands he’d just left behind.

         The Cash family didn’t stay long and had soon moved to Amherst and Bedford Counties to work as planters and soldiers while the American Revolution took shape. In 1810, William Cash’s grandson Moses was an early settler in Henry County, Georgia. The family property was virtually destroyed during the Civil War, though the ruins of that building remain standing to this day.

         The appalling burning of Atlanta and the destruction of plantations throughout Georgia forced Moses Cash’s son Reuban to escape the war by heading for Arkansas in an ox-drawn wagon with his young family. They eventually settled in a town called Ribson, where Reuban named his newborn son William Henry Cash – after his great-grandfather William and Henry County. Reuban took up farming, raising everything that his family could eat.

         William Henry Cash eventually became a Baptist minister, married Rebecca – a Baptist missionary – and had twelve children (four of whom died in infancy). Youngest child Ray was born on May 13, 1897, in Cleveland County, Arkansas. Two of his mother’s brothers were also Baptist preachers. Ray Cash had a typical country boy upbringing in the rolling hills of Arkansas, beginning school at six and quitting at fourteen. He lost his father and mother while still in his teens.

         On July 1, 1916, Ray Cash enlisted in the US Army to fight in World War I. Years later, Ray would sit his sons Johnny and Jack and their sister Reba on his knee and tell them stories about his exploits in France. But Ray never revealed the truth about the ugly scenes of death and destruction he had witnessed. Instead, he’d sing the children songs such as ‘Over There’ or one about an army mule called ‘Simon Slicker’.

         Ray wasn’t the greatest of soldiers. In 1918, he was performing convoy duties out of the French town of St Lazare and was ordered to escort a trainload of beef to Paris. As it turned out, Ray encountered a pretty French girl and didn’t turn up in time to ride with the train. Fortunately, it still arrived at its rightful destination. Ray even got a free trip to bohemian Paris, plus a promise from his commanding officer that he’d not be reported for neglecting his duties. In 1919 Ray got himself discharged at Fort Roote, Texas, and returned to his family in Arkansas. On arrival back in Cleveland County, he proudly showed off his papers, which described him as having been ‘an excellent soldier’, despite his involvement in a number of disastrous mishaps.

         Ray and his brother Jack soon got jobs cutting oak and cypress trees for a new bridge being built across the Saline River, near Kingsland, Arkansas. It was tough work, with nonstop physical exertion and long hours. Lunch breaks were just fifteen minutes and there was barely time to even chat with his workmates. But Ray knew he was a lucky man – many other ex-servicemen in the area had come back to nothing.

         A few weeks of dawn-to-dusk slogging on that bridge followed. Then, one day, Ray spotted a pretty girl smiling at him from across the river. He got back to his work in case his foreman spotted him, but every time he looked up she was still there. Eventually she walked close enough to tell him her name was Carrie. Ray arranged to meet her at the town café later that day – and then told her to scram before he got into trouble. That evening, Carrie asked Ray and his brother back to her family home, where her parents gave the boys their first proper meal in weeks. They also offered the Cash brothers board and lodging at their home for a dollar a day. Ray noticed the sparkle in Carrie’s eyes when her parents made their generous offer to him and his brother. That was the moment he decided she was going to be his wife.

         On August 18, 1920, Ray married Carrie after winning her parents’ approval through his commitment to hard work and a regular wage. Ray soon became known in Kingsland, Arkansas, as a modest, quiet-living husband. The Cash legend has always given the impression the family were on the breadline; in fact, Ray Cash worked every day of his life and single-handedly provided for his family. They were undoubtedly short of cash, but never a day went by when Ray Cash was not supporting his brood.

         When the Depression hit in 1929, Ray Cash was one of the few men in Cleveland County, Arkansas, who still managed to work. He’d cut pulpwood, work at sawmills and even had a stint on the railroad. His pride and determination was an example to the rest of the family. His motto was simple: he would do any work in order to make sure there was a meal on the table at the end of each day.

         Aside from Ray, the other big influence in the Cash household was God. Thanks was given to the Lord every mealtime for giving the Cash family the opportunity to eat. Johnny Cash would later recall that this prayer was a humble offering of gratitude because they really were thankful for their continued survival and good health.

         Ray Cash also raised food and livestock on his land, which helped feed the family and some of their more needy neighbours. ‘We never turned anyone away,’ Ray proudly recalled many years later. The door was always open at the Cash household, even though there was an ever-growing family inside the house, now comprising oldest son Roy, Jack and Louise. Mother Carrie was still looking forward to having at least another three or four children, if that was God’s will.

         On February 26, 1932, Johnny Cash was born in Kingsland. His given name was simply J R Cash. He would use the name John only subsequently, after a stint in the service. ‘Johnny’ came even later, at the suggestion of Sam Phillips of Sun Records.

         J R came into the world just as the Great Depression was raging through the country, destroying families, jobs and lives. Kingsland – once a prosperous cotton town – was falling apart as cotton prices reached an all-time low. Many families were forced to move to the cheaper countryside, where they could live off the land. Ray still managed to get work, but knew he had to travel to where the jobs were, which meant the family moving with him. Initially, they headed for nearby Fordyce and then on to a shack of a house in Saline. It had only wooden slats to cover the windows.

         Ray worked six days a week, twelve hours a day, for a meagre twenty-five to fifty cents a day. Often, he’d hop on the freight trains to find new jobs, going as far as Memphis to the north and Charleston to the south. He would live on coffee and dry bread and send his earnings home to his family. In some towns, labourers such as Ray were warned never to leave their boarding rooms – the locals threatened to kill them for taking their work away. It was a dog-eat-dog existence.

         One time, Ray got arrested by railroad police for ‘riding the blinds’ (travelling in the area between the baggage car and mail car of a freight train). He begged the cop not to charge him because he wanted to get home to his young family. Unexpectedly, it worked: he was let off with a warning and headed home to Carrie and the children.

         By late 1934, word got around the Saline area of Arkansas that the Roosevelt administration was setting up a community for five hundred farmers of ‘good character’ who had suffered badly in the Depression. The Federal Emergency Relief Administration aimed to relocate the most deserving of landless families through what became 46 experimental resettlement projects throughout the country. The first was to be in Mississippi County, in north-east Arkansas, where the government had purchased sixteen thousand acres of uncleared swampland for six dollars an acre. Ray was soon patiently waiting in line to apply for government aid as part of the new commune. He was desperate to end the years of job hopping and determined to have his beloved family by his side. After answering questions about his family, birthplace and education, Ray filled out the forms and went home to wait. He’d already been warned his chances were slim.

         But someone in the town put in a good word for Ray; his reputation as a go-getter had impressed the government sponsors. He was accepted with one condition: the Cashes had just 24 hours to pack up and move to Mississippi County. Ray later discovered he and his family were one of only five families initially chosen.

         On March 23, 1935, Ray Cash hired a ton-and-a-half pick-up truck and they hauled their sparse belongings to Mississippi County. The cost of the vehicle and driver was tacked on to the cost of their new homestead. Up front in the cab, Carrie Cash held baby Reba and hugged Louise alongside the driver. Ray, Roy, Jack and three-year-old J R were huddled under a tarpaulin on the flatbed.

         The 250-mile trip along muddy roads was cold and wet. A stinging rain froze on the windscreen as the truck lurched and slid from one mudhole to the next. One of Johnny Cash’s earliest memories was of peering out the back and seeing icicles cracking off the swaying trees as they headed north. The flat black delta land of Mississippi County seemed bleak after the lush rolling meadows of the Cashes’ previous home county. But the family’s brand-new, five-bedroom white clapboard house at the end of a gravel road more than made up for it. Their new home, two-and-a-half miles from Dyess, Arkansas, was a palace in comparison to what they were used to. On their arrival, the Cash children looked up at the house in awe, though they soon concluded this was where they really belonged.

         Finances were very tight. The Cash family were grateful to get beans twice a week and bread and gravy for breakfast, though Carrie always ensured huge portions were on offer. But there were problems right from the start. When Carrie stoked up the wood stove that very first day, the beans she was cooking turned green because the water was iron-hard. When she tried to cook tea it turned black as ink. Soup curdled like buttermilk. Ray fetched a few barrels and ten-pound bags of lime from the colony centre and put the barrels below the eaves to catch soft rainwater. The children were taught to fill a third of a fifty-gallon barrel from the well pump and slack the water with a cup of lime. The iron would settle with the lime to the sides and the bottom, and every week one of the children scraped away the hard green ring of sediment that had built up inside the barrel. The resulting water was soft enough for cooking and washing.

         Ray built himself a mule-drawn sled on which to get in and out of town, but the runners constantly wore down on the rough roads. Eventually, he made a cart from the building lumber left over from the construction of the house. Then he found two old iron wheels and fastened them under the cart. The mule was kept with a part-Jersey milk cow and some Poland China pigs in the barn. The Cashes also bought a large flock of laying hens.

         Years later, Johnny acknowledged that the colony at Dyess was definitely moulded along socialist lines. And many landowners saw the new colony as a threat to the sharecropper tradition that underpinned the South’s agricultural economy. Dyess’s roots were more along the lines of Scandinavia than anything in Arkansas. One thing helped to ensure the survival of the Dyess Colony in the racially divided South of the 1930s: although Mississippi County was 40 per cent black, the colony was for whites only. The subject of skin colour was rarely ever referred to in Dyess; for the inhabitants, it wasn’t a problem because it never arose.

         People earned extra income by growing their own food and trading much of it at the cooperative store in the town. Ten pounds of sugar was worth 55 cents, a quart of peanut butter 25 cents, 48 pounds of flour $1.85. Men’s handmade shirts went for 75 cents and even dressy Tom Sawyer-type suits sold for $1.25. At the Dyess Cafe, a fancy Sunday chicken dinner for two was just 75 cents.

         ‘I remember riding to town in our two-wheeler cart,’ Johnny Cash recalled many years later. ‘We’d go to the store on Saturday. We had a shopping list – flour, tobacco, sugar, salt, coal, oil, matches. I could get a nickel’s worth of candy. The counter was on the right, and the sugar and stick candy were in big glass jars, but the man that ran the store would always give us more than a nickel’s worth.’

         Young J R wore denim dungarees most of the time, although he did get himself a Tom Sawyer suit. He loved walking through the clothing section of the main store, gazing at all the fancy clothes and dreaming about one day being able to wear some of them. The Cashes attended a Baptist church, which was an old converted schoolhouse located on Road 15. (All the roads in the commune were numbered – sixteen in all; the Cash family lived on Road 3.) Church, God and religion played an even bigger role in the Cashes’ life from the time they settled in Dyess. Young J R hated the actual church services but adored the songs, which made a lasting impression on him from a very young age. Johnny later recalled: ‘The one thing that I remember most was the fear I felt in church. I didn’t understand it as worship then. I only knew it was some place that Mama was making me go with her. The preacher terrified me. He shouted and cried and gasped. The longer he preached, the louder he got and the more he gasped for breath.’

         Little J R was also confused about their choice of church, as hitherto his mother had been a Methodist. She told her children she loved the atmosphere of the Baptist church, which was why she insisted on them all attending. People in that church were completely caught up by the fever of the occasion with the preacher walking amongst the congregation pulling people out of their seats, shouting, ‘Come to God! Repent!’ Then he’d lead them to the altar, where they’d fall to their knees. Five-year-old Johnny Cash’s knuckles often turned white as he held on tightly to the seat in front of him, nervously observing the proceedings. But every kind of musical instrument was allowed in the Church of God and Johnny never forgot the guitars, mandolins and banjos that accompanied the singing.

         In 1937, Connie persuaded Ray to get a battery radio, and Johnny began listening to those same church songs on the wireless. As a special treat during the week, the entire Cash clan would gather round the radio and listen to country music programmes such as The Grand Ole Opry and Supper Time Frolics. The family listened to WLW, Cincinnati; WJJD, Chicago; WSM, Nashville and a host of other stations. Cash later said he actually believed the songs he was listening to were being played especially for him. He’d sit and listen to the programmes until long after everyone had left the big, long wooden table where they would all sit. As J R listened, he’d carve in the table over and over with his knife. Initials and little chunks, little V-shaped cuts. He ended up ruining his mother’s table, but she never complained.

         The music the young J R heard was a development of the Kentucky and Tennessee folk songs that had become popular in the early part of the century. Much of this sound came from the rural areas where railroads tracked into once-isolated communities and mining towns sprouted up in the middle of farmland. There were even a few pianos in farm parlours, where folk would play sheet-music arrangements of these new songs. Locally adapted versions of these songs began to emerge with new syncopations and sophisticated rhythms, and out of those ‘hillbilly’ or ‘country’ music soon developed.

         
            • • • •

         

         Despite working a six-day week, Ray Cash still managed to find time for his children and involved them in numerous activities around the house and in the surrounding fields. One of little J R’s favourite chores was lathering up his daddy’s face with shaving cream and then watching in fascination as Daddy Cash scraped his chin clean of stubble with a cut-throat razor.

         Ray Cash had a nickname for everyone in his family. J R was known as ‘Shoo-Doo’ and continued to be called by that name for the following fifty or so years, although no one has ever worked out where the sobriquet came from. ‘It was just kinda passed down from a few generations back,’ explained a laidback Johnny years later.

         Naturally, growing up in the countryside brought with it plenty of adventures to keep the kids amused. One time Ray Cash decided to sleep the night in the chicken house to stop a wildcat raiding the pen in darkness. That evening, Carrie and the kids were woken up by a shotgun blast at around midnight. J R, five at the time, woke bolt upright along with his younger sister Reba, three, and Jack, seven. Mama Cash grabbed a kerosene light and they all ran towards the back porch, where they found Ray Cash dragging one very dead wildcat behind him.

         ‘He won’t eat any more of our chickens,’ proclaimed Daddy Cash proudly. Young Johnny looked down at the big cat with his sharp teeth still grinning and a shiver went up his spine. The animal weighed in at 27 pounds on a cotton scale as the Cash children crowded round and gawped at it.

         Ray’s encounter with the wildcat was soon the talk of the countryside around Dyess. Neighbours would pop round to the Cash house where Reba, Jack and J R all sprawled on the hide of that big wildcat, still grinning from the wooden floor of the porch. A fast-talking salesman from the Dallas Star eventually persuaded Carrie to trade the pelt for a year’s free subscription to his newspaper, despite Ray’s objections. That dead cat represented Johnny Cash’s first encounter with minor celebrity and he later said he loved every minute of the experience.

         Another very different memory of childhood for young J R was the never-ending daily work duties every member of the family faced. Ray Cash believed his children should know that hard work was good for them, and he needed all the help he could muster to support his vast family. By the age of four, Johnny was carrying gallon cans of water to his older brothers and sister in the nearby cotton fields. By the age of ten, he was working on the fields himself, as well as tending the garden corn and vegetable crops. All the kids were also expected to water and feed the animals, including the two plough mules, a cow and at least half a dozen pigs.

         As Johnny Cash recalled many years later: ‘We didn’t get paid any money for choppin’ or ploughin’, but Daddy always paid us for picking cotton.’ When asked in Dyess how long a day’s work was, the reply was always the same: ‘From the time you can see until the time you can’t.’

         There was another side to J R that put him on a different plain from his brothers and sisters: his tendency to daydream endlessly. The youngster had a vivid imagination and would spend hours gazing into the distance conjuring up magical thoughts about the world outside Arkansas. Something deep inside him said there was another life way beyond the county line. He was too young to know what that was, but it made him feel unsettled, even though he knew he was part of a loving, stable family.

         Johnny’s younger sister Reba later recalled: ‘Daddy was always having to tell J R to get to work because he was staring off at a bird or airplane or just leaning on his hoe. He was that kind of kid.’

         Dyess was a sleepy little place. The centre of town consisted of Road 1 running east and west out of town, flanked by a general store, a service station, the Dyess Cafe and eventually a movie theatre where films starring the likes of Hollywood star Gene Autry would pack in the crowds on Saturday afternoons and evenings. The community was centred around the cannery, where people brought their produce or truck crops. The cannery took whatever was offered, cooked it, canned it and then gave back eight out of ten cans. They’d hold back the other two to help finance the place. If there was any extra money at the end of the year, the farmers were handed that back as well.

         An incident at the bank in Dyess came to hold a significant place in Cash family folklore. One morning, J R’s brother Roy, then aged fifteen, and a friend managed to wrest away a .32 revolver from a teenager who intended to hold up the bank and use the loot to run away from Dyess. (The bank subsequently burned down in 1936 and nobody ever saw fit to build a replacement.)

         Over in Nashville, Tennessee, The Grand Ole Opry radio broadcast each and every week was going from strength to strength. Initially, the show’s emphasis had been on instrumental music played by groups with bizarre names such as ‘The Possum Hunters’, ‘The Gully Jumpers’, ‘The Snapper Whippers’ and ‘The Fruit Jar Drinkers’. After a while, the programme’s ‘old-timey’ music catalogue was considered large enough to warrant its own section and was titled ‘hillbilly’. Soon, artists such as Vernon Dalhart, Buell Kazee and The Carter Family were bringing this very special brand of music countrywide recognition.

         Little Johnny Cash absorbed every second of it, listening closely to the radio in his family’s living room and dreaming of how he might one day get himself on the music bandwagon.
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            BROTHER JACK

         

         The weather in Mississippi County could be brutal sometimes. Summers were bone dry while winters often saw upwards of ten inches of snow in one storm. But the torrential downpour of rain that marked the opening month of 1937 was worse than anything ever seen before. It bucketed down for 21 days and nights. J R, then just short of his fifth birthday, and his family spent their days watching helplessly from the living-room window as the water in the front yard rose until it swept under their porch.

         Inside the house, the Cashes listened intently to the family radio; the news reported that the Mississippi River was up to forty-nine feet – fifteen feet above flood level. As Johnny recalled years later: ‘The Mississippi was full and didn’t have no place to go, then she froze over. When the Mississippi gets full, she’s dangerous, I’ll tell you.’ There were genuine fears that, if the river levees broke, the Dyess Colony where J R and his family lived would literally be swept away. Then they heard the Tennessee River had also flooded and strong winds were battering the levees into a state of near collapse. Ray Cash gathered his young family into the front room of the house and told them they should grab a few belongings and leave immediately. He’d stay behind with oldest son Roy, then thirteen, and try to save the house. Carrie and the children didn’t want to go any place without Ray, but he insisted they needed to move – fast.

         Carrie decided to head with the children for Kingsland, where she had family. At the nearest railroad station, the family boarded a train that took ten agonising hours to cover one hundred miles because of fallen logs on the tracks and the ever-present danger of flooding. Despite his young age at the time, Johnny never forgot that epic journey. ‘It was late at night, and everybody on the train was sleeping. My mother, I remember, had dressed me in my new suit. I kept running up and down the aisles. Down near Stuttgart, Arkansas, we weren’t moving more than five miles an hour because the water was clear over the tracks. I remember a lot of the women and children crying because they were so worried and upset.’

         Back at the farm, Ray and Roy jammed the front and back doors of the house open so the water would pass through the property, hopefully taking the mud with it. They brought the chickens in from the henhouse and stuck them in the living room. The family dog, a large brown rabbit hound, was left in the hallway to protect the other animals. Ray Cash, not knowing when – if ever – he’d be back, grabbed a precious fifty-pound ham from the kitchen and cut it into chunks on the floor for the dog.

         On January 24, 1937, Ray and Roy dragged the cow and mule from the barn and, with a last glance back at their home, retreated to the safety of the higher ground where they watched and prayed as the waters surged across the fields. Boatloads of armed deputies floated around on boats to prevent looting of the colonies. Father and son sloshed two-and-a-quarter miles to the main mule barn in Dyess, which was doubling up as a rescue centre. Ray and Roy didn’t reach their family in Kingsland until a week later.

         When the floods finally subsided more than a month later, the Cash family returned to the house to find it in ruins. Packs of dogs were running wild, cottonmouth moccasins and rattlesnakes had gone to the high ground and were living in several outhouses. Chickens had laid eggs throughout the house, which the children carefully collected and stored in the kitchen. The broody sow in the barn had somehow given birth to ‘five of the prettiest spotted Poland China pigs you ever saw’, Johnny Cash later recalled. Miraculously, they all survived.

         Ray Cash and his family were luckier than most. Despite mud saturating the floors – up to one foot in places – the house was standing and most of the livestock had been saved. And the flood waters had even left the soil richer than before, which provided the Cashes with their best ever cotton crop the following year. Out of all that misery something good had grown. It taught J R that out of all the unhappiness in the world could spring some hope.

         On February 5, 1938, Ray Cash was offered outright ownership of his twenty-acre farm. The property had originally been valued at $2,684.90, but he’d put so much work into it – including completely clearing and planting the land – that the purchase price was dropped to $2,183.60. It was still a lot of money for a poor Arkansas farmer to find but, once converted into a mortgage he could pay off at $111.41 – or 6 per cent – a year, it was too good an opportunity to miss. The Cashes went on to plant, chop and harvest eighteen crops on their Dyess farm.

         Within a year of the flood of ’37 the colony had grown to 637 homesteads with a post office and a drug store in Dyess plus the movie theatre, which was by now the social mecca of the town. Trouble in Dyess was pretty rare. About the best-remembered incident following the great flood was when two bums matching half dollars on the cafe porch one rainy day exchanged some heated words. One went for his jackknife; the other began hitting him so hard and fast that he never got it open. Sheriff’s deputies broke up the fight before anyone was seriously hurt. Troublemakers were asked to leave the colony before they caused any real problems. Industriousness, thrift, honesty and religious zeal flourished so strongly in Dyess that it was inevitable young J R would eventually start to feel frustrated by the environment, a resentment that would erupt into rebellion years later.

         The locals always had fond memories of the Cashes, especially father Ray. ‘They were accommodating, nice neighbours,’ gas station owner Frank Huff later recalled. ‘They’d help you in any way they could. Old man Cash – he was kinda highly strung, but he was a hustler. He was a worker.’ And Ray’s ‘hustling’ certainly rubbed off on his boys, all of whom were taught the importance of ‘getting out there and making a name for themselves’ from an early age.

         Almost thirty years later, Johnny Cash brought a movie documentary crew to Dyess and they shot a lot of film footage of old Frank Huff at his filling station. But Huff remained unaffected by the celebrity status bestowed upon him by the documentary. ‘Some folk from California came through here and asked for my autograph, but I was working,’ he said afterwards.

         
            • • • •

         

         Truth be told, back in the late 1930s little J R Cash was not really a very notable child. His mother Carrie once said of her son, ‘He was the quietest one of the children. Hardly ever said anythin’. But he listened. He was drinkin’ it all in.’ And there lay the key to Johnny’s childhood. He liked to watch things from a distance, storing up the memories so that he could dip into the fragments of his own mind years later, when millions would listen to his every word.

         J R’s only vice at this time was that he loved smoking grapevine when he was out on the cotton fields. It didn’t matter that it made him cough, he still liked to inhale the putrid smoke of those burning leaves – and he started when he was only about eight years old. This addiction would eventually develop into something that would threaten the very fabric of his life.

         In 1938, Johnny’s baby sister Joann was born, followed in 1940 by kid brother Tommy. Seven hungry mouths were a lot for Ray Cash to feed. When eldest son Roy graduated from Dyess High School in 1939, he had to pick strawberries from the family patch and then hawk them at the colony centre to afford to buy a grey graduation suit that cost a whopping $15.98. Shortly after his graduation, Roy married sweetheart Wandene Pickens and moved more than forty miles north to Blytheville, where he found a job on a dragline for $25 a week – good wages at the time.

         Meanwhile, the other six children went off to school in Dyess on the school bus – a converted truck with a canvas top. Carrie Cash turned out the lunches in bulk and each child carried a paper sack with a meat sandwich, a hunk of home-made cheese and some newly baked doughnuts or cookies. Eventually the school offered fifteen-cent lunches, but that would have cost the Cashes up to ninety cents a day, so the children either stuck to packed lunches or got new jobs in the cafeteria to earn the meal.

         Young J R had a dog, which he named Jake after one of the Dyess town supervisors who used to call round the house for a coffee and a piece of home-made apple pie. But one day while J R was at school, the dog broke into the hen coop. When Ray Cash found him, the dog had already slaughtered half a dozen chickens and was attacking another. Enraged, Ray fetched his gun and shot the dog. A short time later, J R came home from school, immediately sensed something had happened to his pooch and followed its trail into the woods, where he found the dog’s corpse. Rushing back to the house in floods of tears, he kept asking his father, ‘Why? Why? Why?’ Ray Cash told his son the truth and J R walked away heartbroken but never again mentioned the incident to his father. Ray later bitterly regretted killing the dog and admitted that day haunted him for many years: ‘I wouldn’t have killed that dog if I’d thought about it. I dragged the dog back into the woods. I hated the killing, but it was done.’

         All those years on the farm in Dyess helped seal an unbreakable bond of friendship between J R and his older brother, Jack, even though they were completely opposite characters in many ways. Jack was a relaxed, laidback boy while his younger brother was known to everyone as a nervous bundle of energy who frequently retreated into himself and said little or nothing to anyone. And some of the boys’ adventures together got them into a heapful of trouble. One time, Ray Cash went out looking for a missing chicken and found the two boys in a little wood shack frying the animal up in a skillet over an open fire. The boys made no attempt to deny what had happened – such was the value of the term ‘honesty’ in the Cash household that neither of them was ever recalled lying, ‘even if they knew they were going to get a whippin’ for what they had done,’ said Ray years later.

         J R, a thin, bony kid, looked up to Jack, a husky 143 pounds when he was only fourteen. The older boy had toned his muscles through hours of working with a set of weights he had built himself in the barn and a Charles Atlas course on body building he’d sent off for when he turned thirteen.

         While J R was more often than not to be found listening enthusiastically to the radio, Jack became attached to the Bible. So much so that he talked openly at the local church about his ambition to become a preacher when he grew up. Jack took his bible everywhere he went – to school, to work, to church – and studied it by the hour.

         The Cash house had no electricity, so Jack would sit and read the Bible at the kitchen table with a kerosene lamp, keeping one ear open to all that music on the radio. As did his younger brother: ‘I’d turn it down a little and get my ear closer in. I had to hear those songs. Nothing in the world was as important to me as hearing those songs on that radio. The music carried me up above the mud, the work and the hot sun,’ Johnny later recalled.

         J R and Jack often walked to the co-op store in Dyess to get groceries for the family. The store had been taken over by a stern-faced man called Mr Steele, a member of a sect that claimed they were the only truly divine members on the earth. Jack tried to avoid all conversation with Mr Steele on the basis that he didn’t want to end up arguing with him. It wasn’t always possible, though. One hot summer’s day, when Johnny and Jack walked into the store, Mr Steele suddenly rounded on Jack – who always walked round town with his bible in his hand – and said, ‘Jack, you know if you don’t belong to my church you’re going to hell, don’t you?’

         There was a long beat of silence. Then Jack looked directly at Mr Steele, smiled and began singing:

         
            
               
                  Have you been to Jesus for the cleansing power,

                  Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?

                  Are you fully trusting in His grace this hour,

                  Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?

               

            

         

         Mr Steele’s face turned red. He picked up a knife he’d been chopping meat with and stabbed the counter in front of him before storming off. The two Cash boys walked out without a word passing between them.

         Jack was the Dyess paperboy and J R often watched him loading his papers, mostly Memphis Press-Scimitars, in his bicycle basket and delivering them to every home in the community. No matter what the weather was like, Jack saw it as his personal responsibility to deliver those papers. He also knew the family needed his contribution to the weekly grocery bill.

         Jack was particularly protective towards J R because his kid brother was the skinny, weak one in the family. ‘There was nobody in the world as good and as wise and as strong as my big brother Jack,’ Johnny would say proudly. Jack also handed down sensible advice on schoolwork and the issues of the day. In many ways he was another father figure to J R.

         
            • • • •

         

         May 12, 1944, was a beautiful warm Saturday morning in Arkansas. The lush black dirt was growing good cotton to be hoed, ploughed and picked, and the Cash family were even selling a few watermelons out by the mailbox in front of the farm.

         Jack Cash was due to go to work at the school workshop that day and J R was planning a fishing trip to one of the larger drainage ditches that ran through Dyess. Well, they called them ‘ditches’, but they were really more like small rivers.

         J R was desperate for his big brother to go with him, but Jack felt obliged to contribute towards the family’s struggle for survival. The three dollars he’d pick up for a Saturday at the workshop cutting fence posts and cleaning up the bushes and weeds around the agriculture shop was essential to the Cash weekly income.

         ‘Why don’t you come fishin’ with me?’ J R pleaded with his older brother.

         ‘I gotta work today ’cause that three dollars will help a lot,’ answered Jack, as he stood in the middle of the living-room floor with his hands on a kitchen chair that he spun around and around. It was a stunt that always transfixed J R.

         Jack clearly didn’t feel like working that day, but those family obligations were resting heavily on his shoulders.
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