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FOREWORD


AND THE BAND PLAYED ON

JOHN CARTER CASH

Gospel music and the Bible first inspired my father’s creativity. He heard the church spirituals and could carry a tune as soon as he could walk. And in the world he grew up in, they didn’t sing them only in the church but in the fields, picking cotton. Life was hard. From then on, music was a source of finding the strength to carry on, making life more meaningful. He would read the Psalms of David and lie in bed at night when everyone else was asleep and make up melodies to accompany the words (he never felt he did them justice). This was the genesis of his creativity and his music.

He told me that behind every lyric or music ever written was heart. He said that, without the heart to back it up, the prettiest string of poetry ever put together was just a pile of words. Dad never forgot a line of a song if he sang it just once.

When I was a boy, my parents and I traveled together for hours on end. There were no cell phones back then, and I couldn’t read on the bus, as it made me nauseous. So I either stared out the window and watched the endless miles pass or made conversation. Sometimes Dad would break into song.

I remember one day he sang a melody I had never heard before.

Casey would waltz with a strawberry blonde

And the band played on

He’d glide ’cross the floor with the girl he adored

And the band played on

“What’s that song, Dad?” I asked.

“It’s ‘The Band Played On,’” he said. “We had the Victrola 78 when I was a boy. But we listened to music on the radio, not a Victrola. My father wouldn’t spend the money on both a radio and a record player.” He kept the album on the mantel, in any case. It was one his mother had when he was young; he said the song itself was written before he was born, before the turn of the twentieth century. “I haven’t thought of that song since I heard it when I was young — younger than you.”

I looked up. “How old were you?” I asked.

“Oh, six, I think. I heard it in downtown Dyess, in the drugstore. I listened to music there occasionally. They had a Victrola and would play albums when people asked.”

“How many times did you hear it?” I asked.

“Oh, just once.”

“Once? Only once?” I questioned.

“Yes,” he answered. “And I think I remember the rest of it.”

He then went on to sing every word of that song, in perfect pitch. A song he hadn’t heard since 1938.

And so, music carried him on, as did his perfect recall for melody and word. But it was the heart that made it true, made it last.

In 1955, when Dad auditioned for Sam Phillips at Sun Records, he and the Tennessee Two performed an original. The traditional-themed “Belshazzar” told the story of a prideful Babylonian king who got what he had coming to him. Sam wasn’t interested in releasing gospel, though he did hear unique brilliance in my father’s voice and took note of his style, charm, and charisma. Beyond that, Dad did something many others at Sun didn’t: he wrote his own music and lyrics.

From the very beginning, Dad stood out among his peers. He was also at the cutting edge of new music, a rockabilly and a rebel, but he held on to tradition and roots. The combination made him hard to forget.

Dad went on to follow his heart in his writing and, likewise, in the songs he chose to sing. The songs gave hard messages, roused us to awareness, and reminded us of what it meant to be a patriot. He bravely questioned, What is truth? We find the answers not on the outside but within. He wasn’t so much antiwar as he was pro-peace. He did not hate the enemy or the fighter, he offered love to all he encountered. When he looked out across an audience, no matter who they were — prisoners, the marginalized, or anyone else — he saw brothers, fellows who had fallen short, and/or those who suffered because of their given lot in life or place of birth. He didn’t point a finger in judgment but made us aware of injustices hidden in plain sight.

Through the decades of my dad’s life, his handwriting may have changed — I have gotten to the point where I can roughly tell my father’s age by the markings of his pen — but his focus and intention for writing never did. He wrote music that made a difference. Whether it’s words of love, anger, celebration, faith, remorse, hope, failure, or joy, the lives of those who hear them are forever altered.

And now, when I read his words, I see they have not changed. What has changed is me. My heart and my innocence are lost. Now I read his words differently, and I perceive a different message. As my father never forgot the words of a song he heard, neither shall the world forget the songs he wrote and sang. And though he may no longer walk this earth as flesh and blood, we find that what we need is more alive than ever in his music.
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INTRODUCTION


FIRST WORDS

For half a century, the voice of Johnny Cash dominated, resonated, haunted. It was immediately identifiable, commanding, compelling. He spoke of and to our noblest ideals and the spacious skies. He called on our better angels. He spoke for “the poor and the beaten down,” the forgotten and the marginalized. He walked with the damned, and when he stumbled and fell, he called upon God’s grace and stood back up.

He was the embodiment of what it is to be human, with all the suffering and blessing that mortal condition entails.

Cash told his story, and the stories of countless others, in song, verse, and prose. Through the music, he entertained and taught, laughed and cried, shouted and whispered, prayed and cursed. Whether the inspirations came from real-life experiences or were the creations of his fertile imagination, Johnny “became” those he sang about, “visited” all the places, suffered with the wretched, exalted beside the faithful. He took his listeners on flights of fancy and sobering reality, never letting us forget either the nobility of mankind or the often-harsh lessons of history. He keenly observed the strength and frailty of life in this world and the promise and glory of the next.

He spoke with the authority of someone who had been there, and in his songs we were there, right beside him. No one really believed that he shot a man in Reno just to watch him die (or did they?). But all of us have heard that lonesome whistle. Who hasn’t aspired to walk the line, yearned for a love that consumes every bit of their flesh and blood, or wanted to have someone to tell, “I still love you tonight”? Who hasn’t completely, utterly missed someone? How many could hear Johnny plead to “meet me in Heaven” and fail to ache into the very depths of their being, knowing those very words are carved into his brother Jack Cash’s gravestone?

He visited Vietnam, felt the terror of the exploding shells shaking the earth and soul, watched in horror as we lost our best and brightest, and cried for peace. He stood at Wounded Knee, a blight on the national character, and told its story. He pronounced his faith as he visited the site of the first miracle at Cana, in Galilee. There were wry musings from a dying man in his last days, refusing to break, even as mortality grasped ever tighter. He raised the flag in the morning, raised his hands to praise the Lord, shook his fist at injustice. And he breathed that Southern air. Love, loss, laughter, pride, purpose.

Actually, he had been there. He’d been everywhere.

His music entertained and entranced us. His life awed and astonished us. But it was his Words that spoke to our hearts. John R. Cash, child of Kingsland, Dyess, Heaven, and the World, above all else, was a songwriter. His enduring authority lay in the accounts, messages, emotions, cautions, imperfections, and aspirations that make up the human experience.

Living a life filled beyond measure with incredible triumph and devastating catastrophe, Cash was an incisive chronicler of (and participant in, of course) this experience in all its many layers. Over this epic life, he amassed an amazing canon of art and insight that revered and affirmed faith, celebrated love, extolled compassion, and honored the past without being blind to it or blinded by it.

Of Johnny Cash’s many legacies, it is the Songwriting that is the most enduring. This book celebrates his Words. They tell his Life.

— Mark Stielper


JOHNNY CASH WROTE more than six hundred songs in his lifetime. This book contains the lyrics to 125 of them. How can one choose? Rather than simply list his number one hits or the songs that won awards, this book’s ambition is to explore Cash’s range as a poet and a storyteller. These pages use his words as a lens through which to view and understand his life, as well as the nation he spoke to. The songs are sequenced in a mixture of theme and chronology, taking us from Cash’s early life and first successes through periods of personal challenge, activism, and faith, and through the end of his own story. Play the albums as you read this book. John’s voice will mesmerize you, even now, all these years later, and these images of his life will hypnotize you. Neither will let you go.
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“Desolation” by Joseph Cash, Dyess, Arkansas, present day
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Ray Cash and grandchildren, Dyess, c. 1956





THE BOY WHO grew up to be Johnny Cash was born in 1932, the worst year of America’s Great Depression, in the still untamed, isolated wilderness of south-central Arkansas. His parents were sharecroppers, barely scratching out what passed for an existence in someone else’s cotton fields, with little prospect of deliverance in this life. But also, he was the grandson of circuit-riding Missionary Baptist preachers whose own mandate was to offer hope that an unclouded day awaited the faithful beyond the sky. This duality would be one of many that informed Cash’s heart, mind, soul, and pen.
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Cotton Belt railroad train car





Johnny’s early years were marked by impermanence and obligation. His father, Ray, was a hard-luck nonstarter who often disappeared from the family, hopping boxcars on the nearby Cotton Belt railroad trains, never finding his way anywhere but back to the desperation he thought he could outride and outrun but did not. Mother Carrie sustained the household, which eventually counted seven children, through all kinds of calamities, from drought and flood to chronic disappointment and sudden death.

Millions of families were decimated by the economic catastrophe that was the Depression. Fortunes were wiped out — something the Cashes were spared, since their lives were built by misfortune. By 1930, two-thirds of the farmers in Arkansas had given up trying and surrendered their existences to farm tenancy, an evil that guaranteed they would never escape misery or regain dignity or a sense of self-worth. Truly, there was no way out.

In 1934, the federal government attempted to stem some of the carnage. The Dyess Colony — an emergency agricultural resettlement community — was one such effort. Five hundred destitute farming families with less than nothing to their names were moved into a newly built, self-supporting town designed to give them a chance to own their land and control their own destinies.
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Entrance to Dyess Colony, mid-1930s
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Freshman year, Dyess High School, 1947





Constructed out of boggy, buggy, malaria-ridden Arkansas swampland, in the shadow of the Mississippi River, Dyess was a great social experiment in collectivism. The “colonists” were required to contribute to the colony’s operation and maintenance (and financing) on a communal basis. What this meant, practically speaking, was a burden not much different from that which these untrained, largely uneducated laborers thought they had escaped from. For the Cashes and others, picking cotton from daybreak to sundown was a bleak struggle. Only at night, in the quiet of the dark, did young J.R. Cash allow himself to drift off to faraway places that poor Arkansas farm boys had no business dreaming of.
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High school poem, “The School Bus,” 1949











[image: image]
Air Force, early 1950s












[image: image]
On leave, Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Bavaria, Germany, 1954
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With siblings Joanne and Tom, Dyess, 1950
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With Vivian, second and third from left in the rear, at a reunion of his mother’s side of the family, Kingsland, Arkansas, 1956
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Private Cash, training barracks, 1951





After graduating high school in 1950, Johnny joined the United States Air Force just as the Korean War began. He spent most of the next four years stationed in Germany, ground zero in the growing Cold War with the Soviet Union, where he excelled in Morse code interception. On his discharge, he quickly married Vivian Liberto, a Texas girl he had met while undergoing training in San Antonio. The two settled in Memphis, where Johnny got work selling appliances door-to-door (he wasn’t very good at it) while taking classes at radio broadcasting school (he didn’t do so well there either, mostly because he spoke with an accent as thick as Dyess gumbo). Still, it was a fortuitous place at an auspicious time. The city was the epicenter of a musical earthquake called rock and roll. It wasn’t long before Johnny Cash began the improbable ascent that made his name memorable, his music iconic, and, ultimately, his voice eternal.


BELSHAZZAR
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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”

Upon his throne he drank and ate

But for Belshazzar, it was getting 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 were 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.”




BELSHAZZAR was the first song twenty-two-year-old John Cash, fresh off the farm and just out of the military, sang for the man at Sun Records. Coming amid all the shaking and rattling that was roiling the music world and preparing to upend American society, the performance must certainly have been disorienting for Sam Phillips, known as the man who invented rock and roll and discovered Elvis Presley and defined an entire genre of music. The man who was deluged by would-be teen kings on the steps outside his studio every single day was being presented with this account of the doomed, last king of ancient Babylon, who died in 539 B.C. But the young troubadour saw nothing unusual about it, aiming as he was to be a gospel music singer. Mr. Phillips was surely confused and promptly passed on the opportunity to sign Cash, but he also knew to listen to his own ears, which were telling him he was hearing something no one had ever heard before. Come back with something else, he said. The rest is history.
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Sam Phillips and his new star, Memphis, 1955
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Sun Studio, Memphis, present day






JOHN CARTER CASH

MY FATHER SANG “Belshazzar” to me often when I was young. He was intrigued by the story itself from the Old Testament’s Book of Daniel. It was a magical tale, telling of the very hand of God writing a cryptic message on the wall. Through this type of story song, he passed on a sense of wonder. That has never left me. I do all I can to instill that curiosity in my children. Dad was a biblical scholar and an ordained minister, and he brought his knowledge and wisdom to his life and his art. Story songs brought some who may otherwise not have been introduced to the Christian faith, without banging it over their heads, ultimately leading many to the path to salvation. His music had purpose. Undoubtedly, Sam Phillips was surprised that day when a young man walked into the studio and started singing this song. Though it wasn’t necessarily “commercial,” it showed who Johnny Cash genuinely was. And Sam respected Dad for that.
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With Luther Perkins onstage, late 1950s
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Newspaper article announcing appearances on The Jackie Gleason Show, January 7, 1957










WIDE OPEN ROAD
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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.”




On Saturday morning you were nowhere about

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 was still around

And you left your wedding ring when you went down

That wide open road




If you’re going to 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 the 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

There’s a wide open road
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With eldest brother, Roy, Dyess, 1954





WIDE OPEN ROAD is the first known professional Johnny Cash composition, and the first song Sam Phillips actually turned on the tape recorder for. Johnny had been performing it in small locales around northeast Arkansas before stepping foot in Sun. Although the young appliance salesman had not yet quite found his path, the idea of a vast, limitless future represented the worldview of a newlywed optimist who saw only blue sky on the horizon. Johnny returned to “the road” time and time again in his songs. Just as real life offers its curves, warnings, and detours, the music would reflect the lessons learned when the yield and stop signs are not heeded, as well as when the sign says Go! and the pedal is pressed to the floor.




HEY, PORTER!
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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 puffin’ smoke

And I have to strain my eyes

But ask that engineer if he will blow his whistle, please

’Cause I smell frost on cotton leaves

And I feel that Southern breeze




Hey, Porter!

Hey, Porter!

Please get my bags for me

I need nobody to tell me now

That we’re in Tennessee

Go tell that engineer to make that lonesome whistle scream

We’re not so far from home

So take it easy on the steam




Hey, Porter!

Hey, Porter!

Please open up the door

When they stop this 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



Another first. When Sam Phillips called for “something unique, something you, something I can sell,” Johnny delivered, presenting HEY, PORTER!, an exhilarating account of a euphoric, impatient Southern boy’s train ride home after an extended absence. The parallel to Johnny’s recent return from duty in Germany made this a somewhat autobiographical account (although he actually took a Greyhound bus on his return to Arkansas, where his teen crush met him, having waited three years). This gave the song such immediacy and genuineness that the producer knew he had just heard greatness in a two-minute song.

Sun and Sam gave the world the likes of Elvis, Carl Perkins, Jerry Lee Lewis, Roy Orbison, and Cowboy Jack Clement, along with rockabillies Billy Lee Riley and Charlie Rich and R & B stars B.B. King, Howlin’ Wolf, Ike Turner, and Little Junior Parker. But Phillips would say that of everyone who crossed his threshold and lit up his soundboard, Johnny Cash’s voice was the most authentic.

“Hey, Porter!” would be the B side of the debut record by Johnny Cash and the Tennessee Two, introducing the world to Johnny’s voice, his songwriting… and his love affair with trains. The railroad had dominated his early life, providing lifeblood to his tiny hometown of Kingsland, in rural, remote Cleveland County, Arkansas. Young Johnny’s first memories were of standing by the tracks, waiting anxiously for his father to come home from one of his frequent rambles to parts unknown and mysterious. The steam locomotive’s whistle or the steady drive of its wheels speeding by might herald Ray Cash’s return or foretell another day of his absence. To the little boy, the train was romantic and hopeful, yet lonesome and harsh. These emotions stuck with him and expressed essential human nature. Johnny’s depictions of life often used train imagery to tell a story, as in TRAIN OF LOVE and RIDIN’ ON THE COTTON BELT, which was dedicated to his father.

RIDIN’ ON THE COTTON BELT
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Ridin’ on the Cotton Belt

Cleveland County’s where I long to be

I got on at Brinkley and every mile

I make is a memory




This boxcar’s cold and windy

And the dust goes around in circles in the air

But my hard times are behind me

And I’m returning home, so I don’t care




And I’m ridin’ on the Cotton Belt railroad line

In the pitchin’, rolling rhythm and the noise

Railroad men are friends of mine

And I’m ridin’ on the Cotton Belt, boys




Ridin’ on the Cotton Belt

Across that little river called Saline

That’s where I went fishin’

And I hunted in her bottoms as a teen




Now just ahead’s a farmhouse

And in the kitchen window there’s a light

And I’ve just got fourteen dollars

But I’m taking it myself home tonight




And I’m ridin’ on the Cotton Belt railroad line

In the pitchin’, rolling rhythm and the noise

Railroad men are friends of mine

And I’m ridin’ on the Cotton Belt, boys




Jumpin’ off the Cotton Belt ain’t easy

When she’s going forty per

But I see my wife standin’ there

Hoping that I’m coming home to her




I got a few new cuts and bruises

But this old working hobo’s made a home

So long to you, Cotton Belt

Thank you for the ride, keep rolling on




I’m ridin’ on the Cotton Belt railroad line

In the pitchin’, rolling rhythm and the noise

Railroad men are friends of mine

And I’m ridin’ on the Cotton Belt, boys




TRAIN OF LOVE
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Train of love’s a-comin’

Big black wheels a-hummin’

People waitin’ at the station

Happy hearts are drummin’




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 comin’ home




Now stop your whistle blowin’

’Cause I got ways of knowin’

You’re bringin’ other people’s lovers

But my own keeps goin’




Train of love’s deceivin’

When she’s not gone she’s leavin’

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

But everybody’s baby but mine’s comin’ home




Train of love’s now hastin’

Sweethearts standin’, waitin’

Here and there and everywhere

There’s going to be embracin’




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 comin’ home




Train of love’s a-leavin’

Leavin’ my heart grievin’

But early or late, I sit and wait

Because I’m still believin’




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 comin’ home
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Cotton Belt line boxcar, 1953
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Early publicity shots, 1955–1956











CRY! CRY! CRY!

[image: image] 1955 [image: image]


Everybody knows where you go when the sun goes down

I think you only live to see the lights of town

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

When the lights have lost their glow 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




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




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




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

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

I’ll tell you no and then 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

The fool you’ve been

You’re gonna cry, cry, cry



Johnny’s head was spinning when Phillips gave “Hey, Porter!” his blessing. Life was coming at him fast. He had been married for less than a year, had been back in the United States for only nine months, and had a baby on the way. Fast!

When Sam said he wanted a “weeper” to pair with the jaunty train song for Johnny’s first record, the pressure was on to produce an original worthy of the moment. Driving back home from the studio, he tuned into a Nashville radio show hosted by his favorite DJ, a former Memphian named Smilin’ Eddie Hill, whose tagline was, “Stay tuned, folks, today we’re gonna bawl, squall, and climb the wall.”

Mr. Phillips wanted a weeper? What could be weepier than “Bawl, Bawl, Bawl”? Fortunately, the boy could do better than that.

CRY! CRY! CRY! was released to an unsuspecting world in June 1955. But the only bawling and crawling in the Cash household was from baby Rosanne, who had made her appearance less than a month earlier, as Johnny’s debut quickly rose to number one on the Memphis record charts and even jumped onto Billboard’s national rankings. It was a lightning bolt; Sam Phillips had done it again. Before the second Johnny Cash record was even released, Sam sold Elvis’s contract to another label, and the Sun stable had a new lead stallion.
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Live performance, 1959






LUTHER PLAYED THE BOOGIE
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We were just a plain ole hillbilly band

With a plain ole 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 jumpin’ 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
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With the Tennessee Two on the Grand Ole Opry tour, c. 1956
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With Luther Perkins and Marshall Grant, the Tennessee Two, c. 1955
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Driving in Virginia, 1956





When Sam told Johnny to return with some of his own songs, he also directed the newcomer to bring a band with him. The ragtag crew that accompanied him back to Sun were auto mechanics by day and a garage band after work. That is not a disparagement: that’s what they did, night after night. As the boys assembled in a home garage, all strumming rhythm guitars with varying degrees of nonproficiency, their wives sat and played cards. To achieve some semblance of variety, one of the guys obtained a big upright bass — which he had no idea how to play or even tune — and another borrowed an electric guitar from a music store because he had no money to buy one. If that sounds less than primitive, it’s because it was so. But Marshall Grant, Luther Perkins, and Johnny Cash not only overcame these “limitations”; they thrived under them. Not knowing how it was supposed to be done, they crafted a minimalist sound that was unique and inimitable.

Johnny Cash and the Tennessee Two had no manual to explain how this rock and roll thing worked. Marshall once said, “We just made it up as we went along.” The zany high jinks of the road (on New Year’s Eve 1956, the band “celebrated” by exploding cherry bombs in the toilets of a New Jersey performance hall) and the screaming young girls at every stop contrasted with the guys’ general awkwardness and deer-in-the-headlights naivete. Still, every so often, Luther’s rudimentary guitar riffs morphed into something unexpected, which Johnny captured early on, with LUTHER PLAYED THE BOOGIE.

Johnny didn’t figure it to be a hit record, and it wasn’t (though weirder things happened at Sun in those days). Even the wildest imaginings of Sam Phillips couldn’t fathom a way to market this odd bit of bop exuberance. But the same session (only the group’s second) produced a keeper about as far away from the boogie-woogie as it gets.
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Arriving at Folsom Prison, January 13, 1968
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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



In those frantic, early days — when Sam was exhorting the budding young wordsmith to “bring me something original” as the price of admission to his exclusive Sun Records club — Johnny turned to what he knew well to ink his pen. A few years before, shortly after arriving at the United States Air Force compound in Landsberg, Bavaria, Germany, Airman Cash had joined his mates in the base theater to view a gritty film noir crime movie from director Crane Wilbur called Inside the Walls of Folsom Prison. Set in the notorious maximum security California penal institution, the film’s harsh, dark theme stuck with Johnny. And so came this early offering at Sun, FOLSOM PRISON BLUES, an alternately harsh and bleak firsthand account of a cold-blooded murderer brought to despair when he hears the plaintive sound of a train’s “lonesome whistle” as he sits in his cell.

The depravity of the song’s narrator — who admits to shooting a man “just to watch him die” — did not faze Sam’s usual dance floor sensibilities in the slightest. “It was the worst reason I could think of to kill someone: no reason at all,” explained the twenty-two-year-old who composed it. Sam was mesmerized by the fresh-faced newcomer fidgeting and stuttering in front of him. How could this boy even imagine such savagery? So he held on to the song, planning to pitch it to a different artist who carried sufficient darkness, such as Tennessee Ernie Ford.

But John Cash had not pushed his way into Sam Phillips’s inner sanctum only to be denied. He didn’t have clout or even a contract, but no matter. He insisted on recording his own work, and “Folsom Prison Blues” became his second release, hitting the top ten of the national charts in February 1956 and staying there into June. Many listeners believed the song was autobiographical, that the voice behind the chilling lyrics belonged to a hardened criminal. In truth, Johnny was more apt to take his family to the park or zoo than he was to play with guns, but a certain growing segment swore oaths that they had bunked with him behind bars.
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Folsom prisoners react, 1968
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In front of Folsom Prison, 1968
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The novelty of a Sun artist singing about a cold-blooded (if ultimately repentant) killer amid all the hip-twitching adolescent froth receded, and “Folsom Prison Blues” settled into a quiet niche in the Cash canon. But the themes he explored in this early work, especially alienation, contrition, and accountability (not to mention the railroad, already a familiar motif), would define his worldview and dominate his “message” throughout his entire life. In addition, Johnny began demonstrating an affinity for the underdog and for those who desperately needed, but lacked, a voice or outstretched helping hand. By the late 1950s, he was performing in prisons. It was not always a popular practice, yet one that he felt could touch hearts by injecting a bit of humanity into the otherwise wretched lives of the fallen souls of society.

Years later, in 1968, following his involvement with a California spiritual outreach program, Johnny released an album of a concert recorded at the same facility that had caught his imagination back in his Air Force days. This time around, “Folsom Prison Blues” was the centerpiece of one of the most important musical moments in history — by many, Johnny Cash at Folsom Prison remains the greatest live recording of all time — one that cemented his place in American culture forevermore. Johnny’s interactions with the captive audience were electric, but his empathy for the prisoners was the catalyst for a renewed push for prison reform, one that would stress rehabilitation and compassion. His efforts did not always produce the results he predicted or hoped for, but that he dared to try — even putting his reputation on the line by personally lobbying American presidents and Congress — was an act of courage that had few parallels.




I WALK THE LINE
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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



As much of a dream as it was to hear himself on the radio, the real life of a singing star was defined by the asphalt and dirt of the road. Those records did not sell themselves! At first, Johnny set out for the tiny towns around Dyess, like Lepanto, Osceola, and Etowah — anywhere with a high school auditorium or available barn that would have him — often performing for crowds of a dozen, on lucky days. His task was made all the more difficult because, even at age twenty-three, he was a grown-up playing a kid’s game. Everyone in his little trio had families and responsibilities — Marshall and Luther (both four years older) would hold on to their day jobs for more than a year — and wives who hadn’t counted on late nights, weekends away from home… and lots of screaming teenage girls.
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Gleason Signs Cash for 10 Guesi Spots

By ROBERT JOHNSON
Press-Scimitar Staff Writer
The magic door swings open
for still another young Memphis|
singer! : |
Johnny Cash gets a chance at|
the glory road via a contract
for 10 appearances
on t h e Jackie
Gleason Show, be- &
ginning S a t urday
night, Jan. 19, it
was announced to-
day by Bob Neal,
his personal ma
ager, and Sam Phil
lips, for whose Sun
Records Johnny has
become a major Johnson
artist. i
It was Gleason Enterprises

tional promi-
nence for El-
vis Presley,
when he
made five ap-
p e a rances
on the Glea-
son-pro-
duced Stage
Show with the!

ers,

; son show un-
Bob Neal der  approxi-
mately the same terms that El-
vis had, but for twice as many
contracted appearanc
That's easy to figure: Gleason
and his associates helped build

e

i

JOHNNY CASH

| they-want to be the ones to real-

-Dorsey Broth

Johnny goes|Cry.
on the Glea-Porter

Elvis, but everyone cashed in in
his flash success cxcept Glea-
son’s own shows—Berle, Stevel
Allen and then Ed Sullivan.
They’re taking no chances with
Johnny. They figure he'll hit and

ize on it.

of that any artist has been signed
to a contract calling for this
many guest appearances on a
show of this type,” said Neal.

From Dyess, Ark.

Johnny, 23, is originally from
Dyess, Ark., where he grew up.
ona farm. He spent four years
in the Air Force, three in Ger-

|casting at Keegan's School.

He is married to a former San
Antonio girl, and they have two
{babies and a new home out at

4492 Sandy Cove, in the Berclair|

Section.
| Johnny had sung al his lite,
with Ernest Tubb and Hank Snow
as his particular favorites. He
asked Sam Phillips to listen to
Ihim, and Sam liked what he
|heard.

Johnny's _first record, “Cry,

. “It's the first time that I knowjand

marked as “‘the man to watch,”|
and there are those who see him|
as the logical successor to the|
tremendous popularity of the late|
Hank Williams. I
His latest frecord, “There 'You‘
Go” and “®rain of Love,” has
been out only about a month,
“There You Go” has al-
ready hit high in the country|
music _charts and has made .the
Top Fifty in the pop field.

Johnny gave Carl Perkins the
original idea for “Blue Suede
Shoes,” and he also wrote “Rock
'n' Roll Ruby,” which Warren|
Smith recorded. Hoagie Car-
michael “covered” “I Walk the
Line” with a record of his own,|

many as a staff sergeant, andland that's a compliment coming|
{came to Memphis to study broad-!

from Carmichacl.

A quiet, pleasant \and obsery-
ant man who doesn’t mix much|
lin crowds, Johnny is described
'by his friends as being a cheer-
ful, jolly person when he is with
those he knows. Luther Perkins
lof Memphis is his electric guitar-|
|ist and Marshall Grant of North!
Carolina plays bass.

Like the Outdoors

““Johnny, Luther and Marsha
are not the play-around type you|

[o}

' backed by “Hey,
*“hit right away. “Cry,
Cry, Cry” is now seemingly on

1V, Radio Clock, Page 1

|its way to a lasting popularity,
I may well become a standard. 1
|has been picked up by many
{other singers.

He followed up with “So Dog-
gone Lonesome” and *'Folsom
Prison Blues,” then hit big with
“I Walk the Line” and “Get
Rhytim

“I Walk the Line” has been
his biggest so far, selling about
750,000 copies, phenomenal in"the
country music field. It spread
over into the pop record charts,
bridging the gap from countuy
music, and has been getling a
big play from pop deejays in the
Last. In facf, Johnny's name
was mentioned as one of the
guesses on What's My Line last
night.

No. 2 in Nation

“I Walk the Line” was the sec-
ond biggest hit in the country
music field last year, was in
No. 1 spot on the charts for many
weeks. At one time he had four
records in the Top Fifteen.

Johnny has come a long way|
in a year-and-a-half, but Gleason|
does not exactly get an unknown.
Johnny has already had consid-
erable success, was signed last
June by Grand Ole Opry, is one
of the biggest country music box
office names thru the South, par-
ticularly in Texas, where Elvis
got big so fast.

The thing which sets him apart,
is not only his own vocal style—

but also the fact that he writes
all his own recorded songs, and
sthey're marked by originality
and imagination of lyrics.

‘Man to Watch”
In Memphis’ growing profes-
sional music colony, he has been

he has a voice which I once de-|.
scribed as being big and lonely—| "

find often among musicians.”
[said Neal. “Their interests lie
imore in the outdoors. When they
|go on a tour, they take their
|auns and fishing equipment with!
{them, frequently stop on some|
back road to use them. I re-
member once Marshall spent two.
\weeks building a bomb. We!
Istopped in a lonely field out in|
{West Texas and set it off, and|
|all the boys got a big kick out
lof it. |
| “When they fravel they don’t
|usually stop at restaurants, but!
{will go into a grocery and’ buy.
\some crackers, bologna, cheese:
land milk and have an old-fash-
ioned lunch. It makes my ner-;
|vous stomach tremble, but they|
[like it." |
| ‘Neal has alrcady turned down
three offers for Johnny to make|
lappearances in “onc-shot” pic-
ltures  featuring a lot of enter-
tainers doing their specialties,
| but picture plans are in the mak-
{ing. Neal envisions Johnny in the
|sort of roles which John Wayne
and Gary Cooper played — the
rugged, silent type.

While details of the contract
are not disclosed, it is certain
that Johnny will make from his
Gleason appearances in one year
the equivalent of three or four|
average salaries—not to mention|
Ithe impetus it will give his ca-
ireer, both in recoyds and public
{appearances. |

i

QMORE

<o Foltow [





OEBPS/images/Art_P12.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P13.jpg
=4

& A

7
W
A

——

.‘\i\
—

——

—

7

i
!
\

3\2‘

\






OEBPS/images/Art_P10.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_star.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_Pii.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780316503419.jpg
gy L s SN SRR

THE LIFE
IN LYRICS





OEBPS/images/Art_P11a.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P23b.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P11b.jpg
-4





OEBPS/images/Art_P23a.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P27.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
THE LIFE IN LYRICS

JOHNNY CASH

with

MARK STIELPER

Personal Commentary by

JOHN CARTER CASH

\Wily/
Yok
= K
e

WHITE
RA8BIT





OEBPS/images/Art_P28.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P26.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P24.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P21.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P22.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P20.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P2.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_lorn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_Px.jpg
-

'L
.
\A






OEBPS/images/Art_P29a.jpg
750/;@% ﬁ‘@%, Blves

3ﬁlar /45 ?4/‘3:14 b OOmren’
O#5 19/lin’ Jfovnd (e dend
ad F Stat Tecem ///a SUANThize
Simage S dont Know dhe
S Fhvels (1 FOsom Prisgn and fime feops oo g’
Gt 1h2t From @5/5 2 1Ol Ba down fg;a#”ﬁqa

When T W2s (yst 25&&7
7y mame ¢old me, sou
é wzr be 2 G00d Lo
ont-ever #loy Wit Guns
Bt & 562 2 Man 10 Teno (vit fo aotehmdic
wWhea T /)Cer that wWhisHe Jowsn . ﬁaw7 Mzécyl)dfrf

S Let Heres rich folks cafin

G 0 fau dinm’ O,

ﬂ e rﬂﬁdﬁ/ /r/wk/fxl' VedZ =

4;57/ )’W/\apkm' 7&/ ElGavs /74

Y Anow T bed 1§ Connn’ T Anend T dzn ¥ Je free
. Buf f'{&fc /c?¢/f Kve a7\ﬁ70w1—7 2dd Fhads WbaF forfvrmme

) 11’467 f/{&/%’)f}/fpm %,5/,-/50/4
WL thof railrmad frone Was prine
X het I moye I S
} ﬂ/}f///g /Jf}%ét/‘ o 71’44 lne
For #one ﬁ/ww/r/nm/r@% Where «F won b /5 I
 Lad’ Ty Let $hat Jonciome ahistle .é/mm? blves Ja/»7

o





OEBPS/images/Art_P29b.jpg
JOHNNY GASH
AT FOLSOM PRISON

Folsom Prison Blues
Orange Blossom Speci
The Long Black Veil

Jackson
(With June Carter)

Green, Green Grass of Home
I Got Stripes

Dirty Old Egg-sucking Dog
The Wall

25 Minutes to Go

Dark as the Dungeon

1 Still Miss Someone
Cocaine Blues

Send a Picture of Mother

Give My Love to Rose
(With June Carter)

Flushed From the Bathroom of Your Heart
Greystone Chapel






