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INTRODUCTION


John Carter Cash


WHO WAS MY father?


My father was the writer. This distinction set him apart from so many of his peers. Surrounded as he was by some of the greatest talent in music history, in those early days at Sun Records, Dad nevertheless stood out. How? What made him different and memorable? It was that voice, of course. But more, it was what that voice said. He wrote his own music and lyrics, and they were like no one else’s. He captured the essence of the human condition and touched head, heart, and soul. His words put him on the path to Forever.


Dad read the Bible as a boy, sang Southern gospel songs, and began writing as early as twelve years old. He would go on to write his whole life through. One defining element of his works from the very beginning was humor, from his youth until his final recording, “Like the 309,” which all in all laughs in the dreadful and enormous face of death. Another is hope, and perhaps the most significant is love.


Poetry and song were my father’s lifeblood, their gravitas conducting his soul. His creativity was his vital and essential companion from his childhood onward, through it all, even past my mother’s death.


It is not well known, but my father was functionally blind the last few months of his life. Even when he could no longer read the books from his treasured library, poetry and words were still there for him. His last recording session was ten days before his passing.


From the very first thoughts of creating a book to contain my father’s writings, I felt the immense need for it not to be abbreviated but for it to be complete and reside in a solid and purposeful tome. With this edition, he may be that much more nobly and soundly known.


Who was my father? By reading his words you will experience the very essence of his soul. This book is far more than a companion piece for his music. It is his whole story.









A NOTE ON METHODOLOGY


THIS BOOK CATALOGS over a half century of Johnny Cash’s songs, poetry, prose, and musings, from his childhood in rural Arkansas, across the highways and high points (and low ones, too) of his public career and personal life, through to his last days. It encompasses more than 500 compositions, from the 1940s to 2003.


Cash was a prodigious writer and thinker, and the quest to capture “it all” involved casting a wide net. He claimed, like many artistic types, that he discarded as many of his creations as he retained. Based on the trove that posterity now possesses, it is a wonder he had the time or strength to live the storied life he did.


As masters do, Cash used the world as his palette. The search for the “complete” Johnny Cash entailed examining ragged old scraps from notepads as well as leather-bound diaries, elegant pronouncements, and his most private pages. Those words are presented here, many in his own handwriting, just as he set them down. He wrote masterpieces on postcards, scribbled eternal phrases on the corners of airplane sickness bags, and scratched profundities in the margins of greeting cards and on scores of pages of hotel stationery. He even carved a couplet into the bark of a tree trunk. As the reader will see, what he wrote and what he sang often evolved, sometimes almost immediately. Part of the adventure is taking that journey with him and marveling at where it took him — and us. For those who like their Cash set in stone, we remind them of the man’s own declaration on that topic: “Don’t tell anybody how I feel about anything unless I told you in the last few days.” Here are fifty-five years’ worth of “the last few days” as they happened.


Documenting these treasures required stepped-up detecting and deducing, akin to an archaeological dig. Cash’s artifacts were found in every one of his several homes, in file cabinets and closets, inside books and journals, in dusty trunks and coat pockets. Some lyrics were placed (hidden?) in a pair of his tall black boots. We are fortunate for the times when a shelf was closer than a trash can. Few pieces have dates on them, which invited questions: How do you date an idea? Is a piece considered “written” when it is started, or completed? Do we say the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel was painted in 1508, when Michelangelo began, or 1512, when he was able to come down from the scaffolding for good? Cash would start works and then set them aside, forgetting about them for years, before returning to them. Many in this collection have their genesis long before they were published, performed, or simply put away. We have chosen to start at the beginning when assigning years (or, when they could not be determined, decades) to Cash’s grand tour.


The sticklers out there might quibble at whether a particular work should be classified as a “song” or “poem” or merely a meander. Rather than visit that mire, the entirety of the Cash canon is on display without arbitrary labels. It all came from the same mind and the same pen, myriad threads weaving a whole cloth. Everyone is invited to sing — or talk — along as new insights into Johnny Cash are discovered. Let’s hope he left even more.









[image: Johnny Cash wears a white blazer with a sequined hem, holds a guitar, stands in front of a wood-paneled wall, and poses for the camera.]
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1940s–1957


The Family Tree


The Flight Before Christmas


The School Bus


Tenderfoot from the City


The Things We’re Frightened At


Not Live Life in Vain


Little Joey


Belshazzar


My Treasure


Two Timin’ Woman


You’re My Baby (Little Wooly Booger)


Folsom Prison Blues


Cry, Cry, Cry


Hey, Porter!


I Just Don’t Care Enough (to Carry On)


I’ll Cry for You


Luther Played the Boogie


Mean-Eyed Cat


Port of Lonely Hearts


Rock ’n’ Roll Ruby


So Doggone Lonesome


Wide Open Road


All Mama’s Children


Get Rhythm


I Walk the Line


Straight A’s in Love


There You Go


Train of Love


Big River


Country Boy


Come In, Stranger


Don’t Make Me Go


Give My Love to Rose


Home of the Blues


I Still Miss Someone


Leave That Junk Alone


Next in Line


That’s Right


THE GREAT DEPRESSION gutted the lives and souls of generations of American families. The people of the tiny hamlet of Kingsland, in Cleveland County, deep in south-central Arkansas, scarcely noticed. Such had already been their lot for decades. The forest was impenetrable; the land, unforgiving; the heat, snakes, and rampant disease, ruinous.


The outmatched settlers who ventured into this no-man’s-land in the latter nineteenth century were not people of letters. An ability to read and write was not a prerequisite, which was fortunate, since few could do so. Many of the earliest land grants contain nothing more than stray markings, passing for signatures, of weary old soldiers, hopeful, but often failed, farmers, or simply run-of-the-mill, out-of-their-depth adventurers pursuing what could never be gotten. By the 1920s in Kingsland, with its total area of one square mile and population only in the hundreds, residents could not remember when prosperity had ever shown its face.


Ray Cash, the youngest child (of twelve) in a once semi-successful family of growers, and his wife, Carrie Rivers, a solemn woman of the soil who had seen three younger siblings die on the frontier before she turned eight years old, felt the wrath of economic and natural calamities. By 1932, a dozen years and three children into a marriage as hard and unforgiving as the ground that mocked their existence every day, the Cashes were typical of the time and place. They were dependent on others for their sustenance and had little agency of their own.


Like millions of others, they were reduced to tenant farming — obliged to endure the scourge of sharecropping on someone else’s land, living in a clapboard shack, barely eking out a minimal existence in a system that guaranteed poverty and hopelessness. Resolute that her fourth child would not be born on such cursed soil, even if it meant delivering in an unheated shed room with a dirt floor behind her father’s isolated house outside town in the middle of winter, Carrie did just that. These are the improbable — almost unfathomable — circumstances that form the foundation of the life of Carrie Cash’s third son, born on February 26, 1932. She named him John R. Cash.


The Cashes moved from Kingsland when J.R. was only three years old — probably a little young to have formed permanent memories — but the short time spent in his birthplace had a profound impact on Johnny Cash’s worldview and songwriting. The wail of a locomotive’s whistle, harkening a welcome arrival or a heartbreaking goodbye; a hardscrabble existence that demanded awe for nature, which took away more easily than it gave; unshakable faith in the promise of an uncloudy day (generations of Cash forebears were ordained fundamentalist ministers) — he would return to these themes time and time again. They were his foundation.


In 1935, the Cash family was accepted into a federal government “agricultural relief and resettlement program,” whose mission was to give indigent farmers a way out of their plight via a quasi-socialistic (but genuinely quixotic) scheme to take these poverty-stricken, largely uneducated, rural Americans and turn them into self-sufficient entrepreneurs.


Built out of a snake- and mosquito-infested swamp in the sunken Delta lands of northeast Arkansas, the Dyess Colony was an audacious experiment in social engineering that ultimately failed. Homesickness, lack of knowledge in proper planting techniques, droughts, fires and floods, World War II, and endless, backbreaking work all contributed to its demise. The promise of stability gave way to the reality of debt and impermanence. Until 1947, not a single boy finished the Dyess school. Little wonder, then, that the tally of people giving up on the dream quickly exceeded the dreamers. Dyess was no place for dreamers.


Ray and Carrie Cash had nowhere and nothing to go back to, so they stayed — for fifteen years, until their third son did, in fact, graduate from high school (he was the senior class vice president). The paradox is that, against every odd imaginable, the Colony was the incubator of Johnny Cash’s intelligence, sensitivity, honesty, and even uproarious humor. He grew up in an environment where choices, and life itself, were stark and limited. His earliest poetry and musings were plainspoken and direct, just as they would ever be, their subjects taken from everyday life. But they also exhibited an imagination and whimsy that belie later caricatures of an unrelentingly dark soul. It was the embodiment of the human condition.


In middle age, he looked back on those formative years:




I didn’t play basketball or football on the Dyess team. There was always work to do in the fields after school. In the spring it was plowing and hoeing. In the fall and winter it was picking. I never saw a mechanical cotton picker when I lived on the farm. It was all done by hand.


In school I spent a lot of time daydreaming, then began putting my daydreams on paper. I wrote short stories, poems, drew pictures of tall buildings in cities I’d never seen.


I sang at school assembly. They asked me to sing things like “Trees” [by Joyce Kilmer] and “Whiffenpoof Song” … which I did, though it wasn’t what I wanted to sing. I wanted to sing a country, or hillbilly, song, as our music was called then. Or, let me do a gospel song … How about a poem? One I wrote.


When I consider


Why that I


Was made to live


And made to die


And know no more


Than what I’m told


And what the Book says


Centuries old


My mind goes flying


Far away


To those six great


Creation days


When light first shone


And trees first grew


When waters ran


And eagles flew


Then He saw fit


To make me last


To live a life


And then it’s passed


There must have been a reason





Staying in Dyess after high school “was not an option,” so Cash spent the next four years in the United States Air Force, assigned to its security service as a radio intercept operator. The military venture — conducted primarily in Europe — blew the farm boy’s world wide open, exposing him to sounds, cultures, and experiences he could scarcely have imagined at his school desk or in the cotton field. Much of his early songwriting would call on these essential, pivotal years for themes and inspiration.


Although Johnny Cash became one of the most renowned singers and musical stylists in history, many of his early peers, and indeed he himself, characterized him as a songwriter first and foremost. “I started singing as a way to get what was in my head out,” Cash later said. “It was how I could communicate.”


Memphis’s Sun Records was the vehicle and outlet for all that communicating. A phenom from his initial release in 1955, Cash immediately stood out from his labelmates in his composing virtuosity. His first single included “Hey, Porter!,” an exuberant account of a Southern boy’s anxious train ride back home after an absence, echoing his own return from the service less than a year before. That was followed by “Folsom Prison Blues,” inspired (at least partially) by a movie he had viewed in Germany two years prior, a dark piece that placed the “lonesome whistle” of a train flat up against a prisoner’s guilty conscience. Then it was “I Walk the Line,” an ode to fidelity for his young wife, and next, another locomotive coming down the line with “Train of Love.” By 1957 and the classic “Big River,” centered on the mighty waterway that dominated so much in its namesake Mississippi County, home to the Dyess Colony, Cash had already established a written canon that rivaled his recorded hits, and nearly all were based on his own personal résumé.


While Sun released only eight singles during Cash’s tenure with the label (every one of which featured at least one Cash composition), his pen was even more prolific. He would publish over a dozen other songs from 1955 to 1958, ranging from silly ditties about his own band (“Luther Played the Boogie”) and a ferocious feline (“Mean-Eyed Cat”) to a lament about a dying prisoner lying beside a railroad track (“Give My Love to Rose,” a song with so much pathos and power that it would earn Cash a Grammy forty-five years after it was first recorded) and even a few (semi-successful) attempts at rock and roll.


Taken together, this was sunrise, Genesis, the rise of the curtain. Long before the advent of the singer-songwriter era, Johnny Cash started out in a high school in the middle of a swamp and in less than a decade had not only set the stage but also defined it.


THE FAMILY TREE


1940s


There’s a wonderful family


On our family tree


I’ve been forever wondering


What they’ll make of me


Ma’s enlisted in the “WACs”


Daddy carries mail


Sister’s married, got nine kids


Brother, he’s in jail!


[image: A handwritten poem on a ruled sheet of paper is titled ‘The Family Tree.’ The poem has two stanzas and is signed by J. R. Cash.]


THE FLIGHT BEFORE CHRISTMAS


1940s


’Twas the flight before Christmas and all down below


Not a thing was I seeing, not even the snow


Visibility was zero, no stars were in sight


It was promising to be a heck of a night


The copilot was sleeping, but not in his bed


While visions of Broadway danced in his head


The rest of the crew was just sitting around


Thinking of life in the old hometown


And I, in my cockpit, had set the controls


Hoping the fuel was going to hold


When on engine “4” there arose such a clatter


I started checking the dials to see what’s the matter


And doing so, this instantly came to my mind:


The RPM was only half-time!


With the old intercom I yelled, “Pilot to crew!


Number 4 is kapoot [kaput]. You know what to do.”


I opened the throttle on old number 4


But only three engines were making her roar


So I set up the crate so she’d run on the three


And told the radio operator to get on the key


I knew that our field must be pretty near


If it wasn’t, then we’d never see the New Year


After minutes of sweating they finally came through


And said their visibility was zero, too!


So they picked us up with their radar eyes


And started giving us instro to fly


“Two degrees to the left and keep on the line.


You don’t see us, but you’re coming in fine.


Drop her a little now, and drop her slow.


There’s just about four more minutes to go.


“Altitude 300, you’re coming in, roger!


The strip’s just ahead so, buddy, don’t dodge her.”


Visibility zero, I still couldn’t see


But thank God the GCA man saw me


Then the final command:


“Gear down and roll.”


I rubbed Mother Earth


And we’d reached our goal


When we came to a stop


And finally unpacked


I felt like Santa Claus


Opening his sack


And when I crawled in my sack


At the end of day


And I was thanking my God for GCA


And I heard the boys say


When they turned off the light,


“Merry Christmas to all


And, brother, what a night.”


(GCA: Ground-Controlled Approach)


[image: A handwritten poem titled ‘The Flight Before Christmas.’ One of the lines is crossed out. Text at the end reads, ‘GCA: Ground controlled approach.’]


THE SCHOOL BUS


1940s


The great big bus that always stops


And picks up brother Les


Comes clean across from the other side


Of Emmerville, I guess


I like to hear it squeak and stop


It makes the funniest sounds


It sounds like all of Emmerville


Was tumblin’ to the ground


Some day, Ma says, I’ll go to school


And learn to read and write


I’ll probably be the president


Now, won’t I be a sight!


My brother, Les, is really smart


He’s went to school ten years


So now he’s in the seventh grade


And learnin’ fast, I hears


I sure wish I could go to school


And ride that bus around


That big old yellow squeaky bus


That makes the funny sounds


Guess I’m too young to go to school


’Cause I’m only four


But Uncle Bill don’t go to school


I’ll bet he’s forty, or more


But I’ll just wait and then someday


I’ll ride that yellow thing


Clean t’other side of Emmerville


Where you hear the school bell ring!


[image: A handwritten poem on a ruled sheet of paper is titled ‘The School Bus.’ The poem has multiple stanzas and is signed by J. R. Cash.]


[image: A handwritten poem on a ruled sheet of paper is without a title. The poem has multiple stanzas and is written in cursive writing.]


TENDERFOOT FROM THE CITY


1940s


I don’t want to be a gun-totin’ Texan


Rather see ’em in the moving picture show


And I don’t want to be a singin’ cowboy


Rather hear the popular songs on the radio


Want a soft, fluffy place to lay my head


Don’t want any snakes or cactus beds


Rather ride my girl in my Cadillac


Than to ride a smelly horse’s back


No, I won’t get tanned from riding a mule


I’ll get my tan in a swimming pool


I’m a tenderfoot from the city


But I’m livin’ just the same


I’m a tenderfoot from the city


And I live a life of ease


I wear my silk and satin


And go just where I please


THE THINGS WE’RE FRIGHTENED AT


1940s


When I was just a little kid


And played a lot at night


Back in our country village


Where we didn’t pay for light


Then I could see behind each tree


An Indian standing there


And, say, how I’d shake and holler!


It would fairly raise my hair


And when I grew to be a man


I knew it more and more


That half the fun was knowing not


What I was running for


And I used to go to town


Every night for Paw


I’d go down the road just lickety split!


Until my feet were raw


I had a little cousin


(He was scary, too)


He’s worse than I am


He’s scared of ghosts. Are you?


Once I heard my cousin


Just outside a-yellin’


He wouldn’t tell me what it was


I said there ain’t no telling


[image: A handwritten poem on a ruled sheet of paper is titled ‘The Things We’re Frightened At.’ The poem consists of multiple stanzas.]


[image: A handwritten poem on a ruled sheet of paper is without a title. The poem has three stanzas, is written in cursive writing, and is signed by J. R. Cash in 1998.]


NOT LIVE LIFE IN VAIN


1948


But when I woke the morrow morn


I found this beggar gone


And he left a piece of paper


With these words so true and plain


“You have carried someone’s burdens


You have not lived life in vain.”


And if it was before me


I would do it o’er again


Just to help some weary pilgrim


And not live life in vain


LITTLE JOEY


1949


I’ve got a little brother


Almost as big as me


Ma says he’ll soon be five


But what a boy is he!


Joey, that’s my brother’s name


He’s tough as our old horse


Why, he could eat a hive of bees


And never feel the worse


He cut his toe just yesterday


The big one, on the right


Ma, she put on liniment


And wrapped the bandage tight


In just about an hour then


The bandage, it was gone


And he was wading in the ditch


His toe cut to the bone


And eat! Lordy, how he eats!


There’s nothing that will fill him


I guess that boy won’t ever die


I don’t know what could kill ’im!


[image: A handwritten poem on a ruled sheet of paper is titled ‘Little Joey.’ The date on the top is 3-31-49. It is signed by J. R. Cash.]


BELSHAZZAR


1954


Well, the Bible tells us about a man


Who ruled Babylon and all its land


Around the city he built a wall


And declared that Babylon would never fall


He had concubines and wives


He called his Babylon “Paradise”


On his throne he drank and ate


But for Belshazzar, it was gettin’ late


For he was weighed in the balance and found wanting


His kingdom was divided, couldn’t stand


He was weighed in the balance and found wanting


His houses were built upon the sand


Well, the people feasted and drank their wine


And praised the false gods of his time


All holy things, they scorned and mocked


But suddenly all their mocking stopped


For on the wall there appeared a hand


Nothing else, there was no man


In blood the hand began to write


And Belshazzar couldn’t hide his fright


For he was weighed in the balance and found wanting


His kingdom was divided, couldn’t stand


He was weighed in the balance and found wanting


His houses were built upon the sand


Well, no one around could understand


What was written by the mystic hand


Belshazzar tried but couldn’t find


A man who could give him peace of mind


But Daniel the prophet, a man of God


He saw the writing on the wall in blood


Belshazzar asked him what it said


And Daniel turned to the wall and read:


“My friend, you’re weighed in the balance and found wanting.


Your kingdom is divided, it can’t stand.


You’re weighed in the balance and found wanting.


Your houses are built upon the sand.”


MY TREASURE


1954


I saved a lot of money


My fortune was untold


And like a fool I idolized


My silver and my gold


My earthly treasures mounted


But when I counted through


I realized the treasure


I had overlooked was you


My treasure, unmeasured


But forsaken of the treasures


That come from above


My treasure, unmeasured


But it don’t hold a heart


Of the one that I love


TWO TIMIN’ WOMAN


1954


I woke up this morning


In a terrible mood


Now, you talk about a woman


Treating a good man rude


She had me talking to myself


Gazing at that mean ol’ wall


She had another daddy waiting down


At the end of the hall


She changes with the weather


Like the leaves, I recall


She blossoms in the spring


But then she’s gone in the fall


A two timin’ woman


With a heart of solid stone


She tells me that she loves me


But her heart’s a little undergrown


She drifts around the country like


A steamboat on a foam


She said she’d never leave me


But she’d got the urge to roam


She never changes course


She just goes along that same old way


Well, I hope she keeps a-drifting


Rolls along back home someday


Because if I ever find her


Going to chain her to the floor


And tell her, “Now sit there, woman,


You ain’t leaving no more.


“I’m going to tame you, mama,


Until you’re eating from my hand.


It’s not that I don’t love you, honey,


It’s just to make you understand.”


YOU’RE MY BABY (LITTLE WOOLY BOOGER)


1954


Hey, I love that hair, long and black


Hanging down in the middle of your back


Don’t you cut it off, whatever you do


’Cause I need it to run my fingers through


’Cause you’re my baby


You’re my sugar


Don’t mean maybe


Little wooly booger


I got a guitar, got six strings


And a guitar pick that a-make ’em ring


Every string got a note or two


That I’m gonna use to serenade you


’Cause you’re my baby


You’re my sugar


You drive me crazy


Little wooly booger


Well, I got a dollar that I saved


Saved it up for a rainy day


Everybody’s calling for bills that’s due


But if they don’t catch me, I’ll spend it on you


’Cause you’re my baby


You’re my sugar


Don’t mean maybe


Little wooly booger


Well, I had me a gal, she said she’s mine


But she run around on me all the time


Now she’s gone I’m glad we’re through


’Cause I’m plumb goggle-eyed over you


’Cause you’re my baby


You’re my sugar


You drive me crazy


I don’t mean maybe


Little wooly booger


FOLSOM PRISON BLUES


1955


I hear the train a-comin’


It’s rollin’ ’round the bend


And I ain’t seen the sunshine


Since I don’t know when


I’m stuck in Folsom Prison,


And time keeps draggin’ on


But that train keeps a-rollin’


On down to San Antone


When I was just a baby


My mama told me, “Son,


Always be a good boy.


Don’t ever play with guns.”


But I shot a man in Reno


Just to watch him die


When I hear that whistle blowin’


I hang my head and cry


I bet there’s rich folks eatin’


In a fancy dining car


They’re probably drinkin’ coffee


And smokin’ big cigars


Well, I know I had it comin’


I know I can’t be free


But those people keep a-movin’


And that’s what tortures me


Well, if they freed me from this prison


If that railroad train was mine


I bet I’d move it on a little


Farther down the line


Far from Folsom Prison


That’s where I’d want to stay


And I’d let that lonesome whistle


Blow my blues away


[image: A handwritten lyric sheet consists of lyrics titled ‘Folsom Prison Blues.’ It is signed by Johnny Cash in 1955.]


CRY, CRY, CRY


1955


Everybody knows where you go when the sun goes down


I think you only live to see the lights uptown


I wasted my time when I would try, try, try


’Cause when the lights have lost their glow you’re gonna cry, cry, cry


Soon your sugar daddies will all be gone


You’ll wake up some cold day and find you’re alone


You’ll call for me but I’m gonna tell you bye, bye, bye


When I turn around and walk away you’ll cry, cry, cry


You’re gonna cry, cry, cry and you’ll cry alone


When everyone’s forgotten and you’re left on your own


You’re gonna cry, cry, cry


I lie awake at night to wait ’til you come in


You stay a little while and then you’re gone again


Every question that I ask I get a lie, lie, lie


For every lie you tell you’re gonna cry, cry, cry


When your fickle love gets old, no one will care for you


Then you’ll come back to me for a little love, that’s true


I’ll tell you no and you’ll ask me why, why, why


When I remind you of all of this, you’ll cry, cry, cry


You’re gonna cry, cry, cry and you’ll want me then


It’ll hurt when you think of all the fool you’ve been


You’re gonna cry, cry, cry


HEY, PORTER!


1955


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 want to 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, will 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 old train is puffing 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


I JUST DON’T CARE ENOUGH (TO CARRY ON)


1955


I had a dozen others before I ever met you


And there’ll be that many more when you’re gone


You’re just one out of many, it’s easy to forget you


’Cause I just don’t care enough to carry on


I haven’t broken every heart that chanced to come my way


I haven’t cherished any love or begged one girl to stay


So don’t think that you only stay away, don’t phone me


’Cause I just don’t have the time to fool with you


Of all the dozen others I knew before I met you


I only said, “Well, maybe she’s the one.”


But true love wouldn’t cheat me, but you did and I let you


You proved untrue so now leave me alone


I thought you surely were the one I wanted for my wife


But I can’t stand a cheating heart to live with all my life


I’ve only been your pastime, so darling, for the last time


I just don’t have the time to fool with you


I’LL CRY FOR YOU


1955


Take me in your arms and hold me


Give me just a minute more


To help me over all the days


That I’ll be blue


Take my lips and kiss me gently


’Cause I know that like before


When you leave me all alone


I’ll cry for you


I haven’t got the right to ask for love or sympathy


After I did all the things I shouldn’t do


But all I’m asking for is just a little memory


’Cause I know that when you go I’ll cry for you


I’ll sit and watch the window and I’ll pray that you will come


But at the end of every day I’ll still be blue


I’ll think of all the chances that I had to keep you mine


And like I’ve done a million times I’ll cry for you


Memories that come and linger make me wish we’d never met


Because it seems they’re gonna break my heart in two


Either give me love forevermore or help me to forget


’Cause when you’re gone far away I’ll cry for you


I’ll sit and watch the window and I’ll pray that you will come


But at the end of every day I’ll still be blue


I’ll think of all the chances that I had to keep you mine


And like I’ve done a million times I’ll cry for you


LUTHER PLAYED THE BOOGIE


1955


We were just a plain ol’ hillbilly band with a plain ol’ country style


We never played the kind of songs that’d drive anybody wild


Played a railroad song with a stomping beat


We played a blues song, kinda slow and sweet


But the thing that knocked them off of their feet was, ooh-wee


When Luther played the boogie-woogie


Luther played the boogie-woogie


Luther played the boogie-woogie


Luther played the boogie-woogie


Luther played the boogie-woogie


Luther played the boogie-woogie


Luther played the boogie-woogie


Luther played the boogie in the strangest kind of way


Well, we did our best to entertain everywhere we’d go


We’d nearly wear our fingers off to give the folks a show


Played jumping jive to make ’em get in the groove


We played sad songs, real slow and smooth


But the only thing that’d make ’em move was, ooh-wee


When Luther played the boogie-woogie


Luther played the boogie-woogie


Luther played the boogie-woogie


Luther played the boogie-woogie


Luther played the boogie-woogie


Luther played the boogie-woogie


Luther played the boogie-woogie


Luther played the boogie in the strangest kind of way


Now didn’t Luther play the boogie strange


MEAN-EYED CAT


1955


I gave my woman half my money at the general store


I said, “Now buy a little groceries, and don’t spend no more.”


Then she paid ten dollars for a ten-cent hat


And got some store-bought cat food for her mean-eyed cat


When I give her ten more dollars for a one-way ticket


She was mad as could be


Then I bet ten more that if she ever left


She’d come a-crawling back to me


When I woke up this morning and I turned my head


There wasn’t a cotton-picking thing on her side of the bed


I found a little note where her head belonged


It said, “Dear John, honey, baby, I’m long gone.”


When I heard a whistle blowing, and the big wheels a-turning


I was scared as I could be


I put on my overalls and I headed for town


Gonna bring her back with me


I asked the man down at the station if he’d seen her there


I told him all about her pretty eyes and long, blond hair


He spit his tobacco, said, “I’ll be dad-blamed.


I believe I did see her leaving on the eastbound train.”


I bought a round-trip ticket on the eastbound train


I was broke as I could be


But when I come back, I gotta buy another ticket


Gonna bring her back with me


Well, I got off the train somewhere in Arkansas


And I worked up the guts to call my mother-in-law


She said, “I’ll tell you where she is if you act right.


She’s working four to twelve at Trucker’s World tonight.”


Well, when I walked in, she saw me and she took off her apron


And she grabbed her going-home hat


She bought a ticket with her tips, now we’re curled up on the sofa


Me and her and that mean-eyed cat


PORT OF LONELY HEARTS


1954


A ship came in, but it was empty


And then it sailed back out to sea again


Now there’s a sail on the horizon


And now I wait until your ship comes in


And I’ll be waiting in the port of lonely hearts


Watching for your topsail on the sea


Praying that my ship of love will come


To the port of lonely hearts where I will be


I’ll brave the storm until you’re with me


’Cause wind and rain can’t change a love that’s true


I’ll be alone until you anchor


And then I’ll leave this lonely port with you


’Til then I’m waiting in the port of lonely hearts


Watching for your topsail on the sea


Praying that my ship of love will come


To the port of lonely hearts where I will be


ROCK ’N’ ROLL RUBY


1955


Well, I took my Ruby jukin’ on the outskirts of town


She took her high heels off and rolled her stockings down


She put a quarter in the jukebox, to get a little beat


Everybody started watching all the rhythm in her feet


She’s my rock and roll Ruby, rock and roll


Rock and roll Ruby, rock and roll


When Ruby starts a-rockin’


It satisfies my soul


Well, Ruby started rockin’ ’bout one o’clock


And when she started rockin’, she just couldn’t stop


She rocked on the tables and she rocked on the floor


And everybody yelled, “Ruby, rock some more.”


She’s my rock and roll Ruby, rock and roll


Rock and roll Ruby, rock and roll


When Ruby starts a-rockin’


It satisfies my soul


It was ’round about four and I thought she would stop


She looked at me and then she looked at the clock


She said, “Wait a minute, Daddy, now don’t get sore.


All I want to do is rock a little bit more.”


She’s my rock and roll Ruby, rock and roll


Rock and roll Ruby, rock and roll


When Ruby starts a-rockin’


It satisfies my soul


One night, my Ruby left me all alone


I tried to contact her on the telephone


I finally found her about twelve o’clock


She said, “Leave me alone, Daddy,


’Cause your Ruby wants to rock.”


She’s my rock and roll Ruby, rock and roll


Rock and roll Ruby, rock and roll


When Ruby starts a-rockin’


And it satisfies my soul


SO DOGGONE LONESOME


1955


I do my best to hide this low-down feeling


I try to make believe there’s nothing wrong


But they’re always asking me about you, darling


And it hurts me so to tell them that you’re gone


If they ask me, I guess I’d be denying


That I’ve been unhappy, all alone


But if they heard my heart, they’d hear it cryin’


Where’s my darling, when’s she coming home?


I ask myself a million times what’s right for me to do


To try to lose my blues alone or hang around for you


Well, I make it pretty good until that moon comes shining through


And then I get so doggone lonesome


Time stands still when you’re a-waiting


Sometimes I think my heart is stopping, too


One lonely hour seems forever


Sixty minutes more to wait for you


But I guess I’ll keep waiting ’til you’re with me


’Cause I believe that loving you is right


But I don’t care if the sun don’t rise tomorrow


If I can’t have you with me tonight


Well, I know I’ll keep on loving you


’Cause true love can’t be killed


I ought to get you off of my mind


But I guess I never will


I could have a dozen others


But I know I’d love you still


’Cause I get so doggone lonesome


WIDE OPEN ROAD


1954


Well, you said you had enough


You said that you were leaving


I said, “Shove off, honey, baby, I ain’t grieving.


Pack your bags and pull out this evening.


There’s a wide open road.”


Early this morning, you were nowhere about it


And so I searched the town but you had done pulled out


I looked north, east, and west and then a-leading south


I saw a wide open road


There’s a wide open road


It’s leading south from my abode


If you stick around and turn your damper down


There’s a wide open road


Well, the reason I was looking for you all over town


Was to tell you that your kitty cat is still around


And you left your wedding ring when you went down


That wide open road


If you gonna stay away then, honey, let me know


How to cook hot biscuits, how to roll a dough


Everything’s gone crazy since I told you to go


Down that wide open road


There’s a wide open road


And, honey, I want you to know


You can look down south or you can turn back home


And there’s a wide open road


ALL MAMA’S CHILDREN


with Carl Lee Perkins


1956


There was an old woman that lived in a shoe


Had so many children, she didn’t know what to do


They were doin’ all right, ’til she took ’em to town


The kids started pickin’ ’em up and puttin’ ’em down


Now all your children wanna rock, mama


All your children want to roll


They wanna roll, wanna rock, wanna bop ’til they pop


All your children want to rock


Well, we’re not tryin’ to live too fast


But we might as well try to live in class


We better move out before the rent comes due


’Cause we wanna live in a blue suede shoe


All your children wanna rock, mama


All your children want to roll


Wanna roll, wanna rock, wanna bop ’til they pop


All your children want to rock


Well, every night when it’s quiet and still


You can hear it echoing through the hill


To a blue suede shoe on a mountaintop


All of mama’s young’uns are doin’ the bop


All them children wanna rock, mama


All your children wanna roll


They wanna roll, wanna rock, wanna bop ’til they pop


All your children wanna rock


GET RHYTHM


1956


Hey, get rhythm


When you get the blues


Come on, get rhythm


When you get the blues


Get a rock and roll feeling in your bones


Put taps on your toes, and get goin’


Get rhythm


When you get the blues


A little shoeshine boy, he never gets low-down


But he’s got the dirtiest job in town


Bending low at the people’s feet


On a windy corner of a dirty street


Well, I asked him while he shined my shoes


How’d he keep from getting the blues


He grinned as he raised his little head


He popped his shoeshine rag, and then he said


“Get rhythm


When you get the blues.


Come on, get rhythm


When you get the blues.


“A jumpy rhythm makes you feel so fine.


It’ll take all your trouble from your worried mind.


Get rhythm


When you get the blues.


“Get rhythm


When you get the blues.


Come on, get rhythm


When you get the blues.


“Get a rock and roll feeling in your bones.


Put taps on your toes, and get goin’.


Get rhythm


When you get the blues.”


Well, I sat and I listened to the shoeshine boy


And I thought I was gonna jump for joy


Slapped on the shoe polish left and right


He took his shoeshine rag and he held it tight


He stopped once to wipe the sweat away


I said, “You’re a mighty little boy to be a-workin’ that way.”


He said, “I like it,” with a big wide grin


Kept on a-poppin’ and he said again:


“Get rhythm


When you get the blues.


Come on, get rhythm


When you get the blues.


“It only costs a dime, just a nickel a shoe.


It does a million dollars’ worth of good for you.


Get rhythm


When you get the blues.”


I WALK THE LINE


1956


I keep a close watch on this heart of mine


I keep my eyes wide open all the time


I keep the ends out for the tie that binds


Because you’re mine, I walk the line


I find it very, very easy to be true


I find myself alone when each day is through


Yes, I’ll admit that I’m a fool for you


Because you’re mine, I walk the line


As sure as night is dark and day is light


I keep you on my mind both day and night


And happiness I’ve known proves that it’s right


Because you’re mine, I walk the line


You’ve got a way to keep me on your side


You give me cause for love that I can’t hide


For you I know I’d even try to turn the tide


Because you’re mine, I walk the line


I keep a close watch on this heart of mine


I keep my eyes wide open all the time


I keep the ends out for the tie that binds


Because you’re mine, I walk the line


[image: A handwritten lyric sheet with four lines consists of lyrics and notes titled ‘I Walk The Line.’ It is signed by Johnny Cash in 1956.]


STRAIGHT A’S IN LOVE


1956


Well, a-reading and a-writing and arithmetic


Never did get through to me


It ain’t because I’m square or thick


’Cause I learned my ABC’s


But when I graduated from the grammar school


And I moved one grade above


I began to be a snook at books


But I made straight A’s in love


Now, the teacher would say to learn your algebra


But I’d bring home C’s and D’s


How could I make an A when there’s a swinging maid


On the left and on the right and in the back and the front of me


Oh, my grades are low on my card, I know


But they oughta give me one above


If they’d give me a mark for learning in the dark


I’d have straight A’s in love


Now, in my senior year with graduation near


I did my homework every night


And when my mama said I oughta go to bed


I’d turn out all the lights


But my sweetie pie was waiting right outside


She’d be a-cooing like a dove


Though I did my best, I failed semester test


But I made straight A’s in love


Now, the teacher would say to learn your algebra


But I’d bring home C’s and D’s


How could I make an A when there’s a swinging maid


On the left and on the right and in the back and the front of me


Oh, my grades are low on my card, I know


But they oughta give me one above


If they’d give me a mark for learning in the dark


I’d have straight A’s in love


THERE YOU GO


1956


Well, here I am and there you go, you’re gone again


I know you’re gonna be the way you’ve always been


Breakin’ hearts and telling lies is all you know


Another guy gives you the eye and there you go


There you go, you’re gone again


I should have known, I couldn’t win


There you go, you’re by his side


You’re gonna break another heart


You’re gonna tell another lie


Because I love you so, I take much more than I should take


I want you, even though I know my heart is gonna break


You build me up and for a while I’m all a-glow


Then your fickle heart sees someone else and there you go


There you go, you’re gone again


I should have known, I couldn’t win


There you go, you’re by his side


You’re gonna break another heart


You’re gonna tell another lie


TRAIN OF LOVE


1956


Train of love’s a-coming, big black wheels a-humming


People waiting at the station, happy hearts are drumming


Trainman, tell me maybe, ain’t you got my baby?


Every so often, everybody’s baby gets the urge to roam


But everybody’s baby but mine’s coming home


Now, stop your whistle blowing, ’cause I got ways of knowing


You’re bringing other people’s lovers, but my own keeps going


Train of love’s deceiving, when she’s not gone she’s leaving


Every so often, everybody’s baby gets the urge to roam


But everybody’s baby but mine’s coming home


Train of love’s now hasting, sweethearts standing waiting


Here and there and everywhere, they’re gonna be embracing


Trainman, tell me maybe, ain’t you got my baby?


Every so often, everybody’s baby gets the urge to roam


But everybody’s baby but mine’s coming home


Train of love’s a-leaving, leaving my heart grieving


But early or late, I sit and wait, because I’m still believing


We’ll walk away together, though I may wait forever


Every so often, everybody’s baby gets the urge to roam


But everybody’s baby but mine’s coming home


BIG RIVER


1957


Now, I taught the weeping willow how to cry


And I showed the clouds how to cover up a clear blue sky


And the tears that I cried for that woman are gonna flood you, Big River


And I’m gonna sit right here until I die


I met her accidentally in St. Paul, Minnesota


And it tore me up every time I heard her drawl, Southern drawl


Then I heard my dream went back downstream, cavortin’ in Davenport


And I followed you, Big River, when you called


Then you took me to St. Louis later on, down the river


A freighter said she′s been here but she’s gone, boy, she’s gone


I found her trail in Memphis, but she just walked up the bluff


She raised a few eyebrows and then she went on down alone


Well now, I pulled into Natchez the next day, down the river


And there wasn′t much there to make a rounder stay very long


And when I left it was raining, so nobody saw me cry


Big River, why is she doing me that way?


Now, won’t you bat it down by Baton Rouge, River Queen, roll it on


Take that woman on down to New Orleans, New Orleans


Go on, I′ve had enough, dump my blues down in the Gulf


She loves you, Big River, more than me


Now, I taught the weeping willow how to cry, cry, cry


And I showed the clouds how to cover up a clear blue sky


And the tears that I cried for that woman are gonna flood you, Big River


And I’m gonna sit right here until I die


COUNTRY BOY


1957


Country boy, ain’t got no shoes


Country boy, ain’t got no blues


Well, you work all day while you’re wantin’ to play


In the sun and the sand, with the faces tanned


But at the end of the day, when your work is done


You ain’t got nothing but fun


Country boy, ain’t got no ills


Country boy, don’t owe no bills


You get a wiggly worm and then you watch him squirm


While you put him on a hook and you drop him in a brook


And if everything’s gonna turn out right, you’re gonna fry fish tonight


Country boy, you’re lucky, free


Country boy, I wish I was you, and you was me


Country boy, got work to do


Country boy, in the mornin’ dew


You gotta cut the weeds, you gotta plant the seeds


There’s many a row you know you gotta hoe


But when it’s quittin’ time, and your work is through


There’s a lot of life in you


Country boy, got a shaggy dog


Country boy, up a hollow log


Well, he comes in a run, when you pick up your gun


And with a shell or two, and your dog and you


When you get your rabbit, you’ll skin his hide


He’s gonna be good fried


Country boy, you got a lot to lose


Country boy, how I wish I was in your shoes


[image: Two sheets consist of handwritten lyrics. One of the sheets has the header of Hotel Patricia in Miami.]


COME IN, STRANGER


1957


She said, “Come in, stranger,


It’s good to have you home.


I hurried through ’cause I knew it was you


When I saw your dog wagging his tail.


Honey, why didn’t you let me know by mail?


You’ve been gone so long.”


She said, “Come in, stranger,


I know you’re weary from all the miles.


Just sit right there in your easy chair


And tell me all about the places you’ve been


And how long it’ll be before you leave again.


I hope it’s a long, long while.”


She said, “Come in, stranger,


Everything around home is fine.


I’ve watched and I’ve waited for you to get back


And I missed you all the time.”


She said, “Come in, stranger,


Oh, how I miss you when you’re gone.


I walk the floor and I watch the door


And when I lie awake and wonder where you can be


I’d give anything to have you here with me.


I get so lonesome all alone.”


She said, “Come in, stranger,


And won’t you listen to my plea?


Stay long enough, so that the one I love


Is not a stranger to me.”


DON’T MAKE ME GO


1957


You take my hand and smile at me


But I can tell you’d rather be


Alone or with somebody else you know


And when your eyes look into mine


That old-time love light doesn’t shine


But let me try again, don’t make me go


I want you, don’t make me go


My heart would break, I’d miss you so


Trading love for sympathy is old to me


What’s this lovesick heart to do when it cries for only you?


Hold me close, I love you so, don’t make me go


I’m sorry that I never knew the way to show my love for you


I took too much for granted all the time


Two hearts in love must give and take


When one heart fails, the other breaks


Don’t make me go, I wanna show this love of mine


I want you, don’t make me go


My heart would break, I’d miss you so


Trading love for sympathy is old to me


What’s this lovesick heart to do when it cries for only you?


Hold me close, I love you so, don’t make me go


GIVE MY LOVE TO ROSE


1957


I found him by the railroad track this morning


I could see that he was nearly dead


I knelt down beside him and I listened


Just to hear the words the dying fellow said


He said, “They let me out of prison out in Frisco.


For ten long years, I’ve paid for what I’d done.


I was trying to get back to Louisiana


To see my Rose and get to know my son.


“Give my love to Rose, please, won’t you, mister?


Take her all my money, tell her, buy some pretty clothes.


Tell my boy that Daddy’s so proud of him


And don’t forget to give my love to Rose.


“Won’t you tell them I said thanks for waiting for me?


Tell my boy to help his mom at home.


Tell my Rose to try to find another


’Cause it ain’t right that she should live alone.


“Mister, here’s a bag with all my money.


It won’t last them long the way it goes.


God bless you for finding me this morning


Now, don’t forget to give my love to Rose.


“Give my love to Rose, please, won’t you, mister?


Take her all my money, tell her, buy some pretty clothes.


Tell my boy that Daddy’s so proud of him


And don’t forget to give my love to Rose.”


HOME OF THE BLUES


with Douglas Glenn Tubb and Lily McAlpin


1957


Just around the corner, there’s heartache


Down the street that losers use


If you can wade in through the teardrops


You’ll find me at the home of the blues


I walk and cry while my heartbeat


Keeps time with the drag of my shoes


The sun never shines through this window of mine


It’s dark at the home of the blues


Oh, but the place is filled with the sweetest memories


Memories so sweet that I cry


Dreams that I’ve had left me feeling so bad


I just want to give up and lay down and die


So if you’ve just lost your sweetheart


And it seems there’s no good way to choose


Come along with me, misery loves company


You’re welcome at the home of the blues


Just around the corner, there’s heartache


Down the street that losers use


If you can wade in through the teardrops


You’ll find me at the home of the blues


I STILL MISS SOMEONE


with Roy Cash Jr.


1957


At my door the leaves are falling


A cold wild wind will come


Sweethearts walk by together


And I still miss someone


I go out on a party


And look for a little fun


But I find a darkened corner


’Cause I still miss someone


No, I never got over those blue eyes


I see them everywhere


I miss those arms that held me


When all the love was there


I wonder if she’s sorry


For leaving what we’d begun


There’s someone for me somewhere


And I still miss someone


LEAVE THAT JUNK ALONE


1957


Well, you come home feeling


For the knob on the door


You better pick up your feet


You’re gonna fall on the floor


I keep on telling you


I’ll tell you some more


You better leave that junk alone


And drink water


Lord, that liquor is hot


Drink water


You don’t wanna be a sot


You better lay down the bottle


And put on the top


And drink cool H2O


Well, your eyes are baggy


And a bloodshot red


It’s been a week or two


Since you’ve been in bed


You better pay attention now


To what I said


You better leave that junk alone


And drink water


Lord, that liquor is hot


Drink water


You don’t wanna be a sot


You better lay down the bottle


And put on the top


And drink cool H2O


Well, now I’ll forgive you


For your running around


If you just promise


That you come unwound


I’ll buy you anything


You want in town


If you’ll leave that junk alone


And drink water


Lord, that liquor is hot


Drink water


You don’t wanna be a sot


You better lay down the bottle


And put on the top


And drink cool H2O


NEXT IN LINE


1957


The next in line will be someone who loves you


The next in line is me, ’cause it’s my time


Now, how long will it be, ’til you end my misery?


You better be prepared to linger, when you get to me


The time has come for you to love me, if you ever are


Come to me now, so I can make you mine


I watched them rush to you so fast


I waited so I’d be the last


It’s my time, ’cause I’m the next in line


The next in line will want your love forever


The next in line is me and here I am


Give me a day or two and I’ll get through to you


You’d been my baby long ago, if you’d turned down a few


This old heart can’t take much more waiting for your love


I’m tired and we’re running short of time


I’ll make you love me more than everyone before


It’s my time to try, ’cause I’m the next in line


I stood and watched you take their hearts and break ’em one by one


My time was coming, so I waited while you had your fun


Now I’m through a-waiting way behind


It’s my time, ’cause I’m the next in line


THAT’S RIGHT


with Carl Lee Perkins


1957


I get off on 4 o’clock, just a little ’fore it’s dark


Standing on my steps at 4:05 sharp


Lucy gal, you better get that dog


You better tell old lover boy to get checked out


’Cause that’s right


Well, that’s right


I got a funny feeling, I wanna go home


When I get there, I found you on Mister Bell’s telephone


A lot of people been telling me what to do


But when it comes to loving, gal, that’s me and you


Ain’t that right


That’s right


Well, that’s right


That’s right


In my vocabulary you’ve been reading fine


But it seems to me I’ve been walking the line


When it comes to loving, I’m dumb in spots


But when I get mad, gal, I sure get hot


Ain’t that right


That’s right


If what they say is true and there is another joker


Well, you’s a number five in this game of poker


When I find that cat who’s getting my sugar


It’s gonna be rough when I catch that bugger


That’s right


That’s right


Well, that’s right


That’s right


Do you ever stop to think about


When something’s right


It’s just flat right, honey


That’s right


That’s right


That’s right


That’s right









[image: Johnny Cash wears a suit, sits on a pile of cut logs, has a guitar strapped across his body, and poses for the camera.]
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1958–1963


All Over Again


Don’t Take Your Guns to Town


Don’t Take Your Guns to Town (alternate version)


Drink to Me


Frankie’s Man, Johnny


I’ll Remember You


It Was Jesus


Katy Too


Lead Me, Father


Life Goes On


Mama’s Baby


Oh, What a Dream


Pickin’ Time


Run Softly, Blue River


Walkin’ the Blues


What Do I Care


You’re the Nearest Thing to Heaven


The Caretaker


Don’t Step on Mother’s Roses


Five Feet High and Rising


Going to Memphis


Hank and Joe and Me


He’ll Be a Friend


I Call Him


I Got Stripes


The Man on the Hill


Old Apache Squaw


Restless Kid


End


Dark and Bloody Ground


Go with What You’ve Got


Honeydew


I Really Had a Ball Last Night


I’ll Still Love You


I’ve Got Love


June Was Goin’ for a Poet


June’s Sundown


Las Vegas


Let’s Put It to Music


Room 1702


On the Southwind


Dorraine of Ponchartrain


The Fable of Willie Brown


Five Minutes to Live


Forty Shades of Green


Girl in Saskatoon


Locomotive Man


The Losing Kind


Slow Rider


Smiling Bill McCall


When Papa Played the Dobro


The Big Battle


Sing It Pretty, Sue


Tennessee Flat-Top Box


The Christmas Spirit


Fourteen Carat Nothing


Hardin Wouldn’t Run


A Little at a Time


Send a Picture of Mother


Shamrock Doesn’t Grow in California


You Remembered Me


The Gifts They Gave


I’d Still Be There


The Matador


Understand Your Man


We Are the Shepherds


Who Kept the Sheep


CASH’S TENURE AT Sun Records ended fairly quickly, a casualty of a collision between the artist’s burgeoning aspirations and the small label’s limited abilities to help further them. Columbia Records, the biggest record company in the world, offered Cash an opportunity to expand past the singles and jingles of the pop-oriented Sun, where he was often awkward and uncomfortable and felt constrained. At the new label, Cash found himself among an international roster of renowned artists, which gave him cachet of his own. He used the freedom that provided in unexpected ways.


Cash’s outlook — and output — seemed to transform almost overnight. This is where the iconic, haunting “I Still Miss Someone,” a song that endures more than sixty years and hundreds of interpretations later, went from paper to posterity. Listeners could scarcely believe this was the same would-be teenybopper who gave the world that “Little Wooly Booger” just an eyeblink ago. Even “I Walk the Line” — widely regarded as one of the greatest country songs ever written — almost sounded like merely a prelude. Then, in “Don’t Take Your Guns to Town,” Cash presented a morality tale that serves as a template for the discourses on responsibility and consequences that distinguish his career. Record buyers pushed the saga of a reckless, naive young cowboy who ends up bleeding out on a dusty barroom floor to number one on the charts for over a month. There is a through line to Johnny Cash’s march into virtually every Hall of Fame that exists, and it begins here.


Even as Cash pushed the envelope on his artistry, he called again on his bedrock for foundation, to enormously great and lasting effect. Dyess was firmly in the rearview, but it would never be far away. First-person accounts of his childhood on the farm — “Five Feet High and Rising,” “Pickin’ Time,” and “The Man on the Hill” — were all composed during this pivotal era, taking permanent places in the great American songbook. He relied less on the train allusions but did continue to return to nostalgic themes, even as his ambitions led him toward more contemporary pursuits, such as movies and television. These paradoxes made it difficult for others to assign him a specific, if confining, musical identity, leaving Cash without a default home base. Still, he was content to straddle these various worlds on his own terms — come what may.


No world was more incongruous for a rising teen idol than gospel music, and Sun strove mightily to keep the young Cash pining for lost loves and not searching for a home far beyond the skies. Once he was at Columbia, however, this grandson and great-grandson of Missionary Baptist preachers threw off the shackles, recording a hymn — “It Was Jesus,” which he wrote himself — at his first recording session with the new label and releasing an entire album of gospel songs soon after. Even as the new guy, Cash was confident enough in his own skin (and evidently his convictions) that he penned four original hymns for that album and boldly placed them alongside traditional classics like “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.” Hymns by Johnny Cash was an unexpected commercial success that reinforced the appeal of his highly personal, unconventional approach to his craft. He would eventually record nine gospel and religious albums.


Among the fortuitous, if unheralded, circumstances that made all this exploration possible was Johnny Cash’s immediate embrace of the long-play album format as a forum for his music. Columbia had already become the preeminent proponent (and seller) of the big vinyl records, and was known to encourage its artists to extend past perceived limitations in commercial viability in the quest for quality or perhaps cultural significance. Such vision was not part of Sun Records’ DNA, where music was made in a hurry and patience was a vice, not a virtue. It is inconceivable that Cash’s Hymns, or dozens of his other artistic triumphs and breakthroughs, could have been made at Sun.


Leaving the label that birthed his career could have resulted in him burying his originality and uniqueness, especially since moving on also entailed moving out, with Memphis being replaced by the machines of Los Angeles and Nashville. This was not a bad thing to someone whose eyes were on a much bigger prize, so Cash went all in, simultaneously changing recording studios and residences. Home became a series of ever-changing addresses in California (at least partially the result of a family that would grow to include four daughters and a weary, worried wife). He lost focus. He almost lost it all.


The story of one-time wonder boy Johnny Cash and the klieg lights of the City of (often fallen) Angels is not a particularly happy one. Too fast, too far, too much. His writing became much more introspective as he retreated deep within himself. Sad, lonely, homesick, guilty. What happened to the buoyant young man on the train who couldn’t wait to “breathe that Southern air”?


Although storm clouds had gathered, waiting to let loose a torrent that would nearly drown him, Cash’s troubled times were, in many ways, his most creative. The despair he felt as the California dream crumbled led him to seek stability with new friends, different traditions, and fresh inspirations, which brought changed perspectives and some of his best work. The California folk music community, with its respect for rural values and honoring of uncomplicated ways and days, guided Cash’s return to his roots.


In Songs of Our Soil, an especially “realistic” (to others, that read: dark) collection of “earth songs,” he wrote no fewer than seven of the tracks. A reprise of the railroad theme was used to great effect in his masterful travelogue Ride This Train, for which he wrote another half dozen. Ride This Train is regarded as Cash’s first concept album (and his professed favorite of all his works) and Blood, Sweat and Tears among the best—more products of his attachment to the long-play record, which allowed him immense space to devote entire volumes to his histories, narratives, lessons, and epics. Although Cash was not the progenitor of the concept album, he raised it to an art form. And, as in the past, he surely would not have had that opportunity if not for Columbia, and the world would not have felt their impact without California, warts and all.


ALL OVER AGAIN


1958


Every time I look at you, I fall in love


All over again


Every time I think of you, it all begins


All over again


One little dream at night and I can dream all day


It only takes a memory to thrill me


One little kiss from you and I just fly away


Pour me out your love until you fill me


I wanna fall in love, beginning from the start


All over again


Show me how you stole away my heart


All over again


One little dream at night and I can dream all day


It only takes a memory to thrill me


One little kiss from you and I just fly away


Pour me out your love until you fill me


I wanna fall in love, beginning from the start


All over again


Show me how you stole away my heart


All over again


DON’T TAKE YOUR GUNS TO TOWN


1958


A young cowboy named Billy Joe grew restless on the farm


A boy filled with wanderlust who really meant no harm


He changed his clothes and shined his boots


And combed his dark hair down


And his mother cried as he walked out,


“Don’t take your guns to town, son.


Leave your guns at home, Bill,


Don’t take your guns to town.”


He laughed and kissed his mom and said, “Your Billy Joe’s a man.


I can shoot as quick and straight as anybody can.


But I wouldn’t shoot without a cause.


I’d gun nobody down.”


But she cried again as he rode away,


“Don’t take your guns to town, son.


Leave your guns at home, Bill,


Don’t take your guns to town.”


He sang a song as on he rode, his guns hung at his hips


He rode into a cattle town, a smile upon his lips


He stopped and walked into a bar


And laid his money down


But his mother’s words echoed again:


“Don’t take your guns to town, son.


Leave your guns at home, Bill,


Don’t take your guns to town.”


He drank his first strong liquor then to calm his shaking hand


And tried to tell himself at last he had become a man


A dusty cowpoke at his side


Began to laugh him down


And he heard again his mother’s words:
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