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“A lot of books have been written about my brother Johnny since his 2003 death, but I think he might have liked this one the best. Greg Laurie and Marshall Terrill have done a marvelous job capturing Johnny’s spiritual walk, which was not always easy or done in a straight line. But he reached the finish line and he finished well.”

Joanne Cash Yates

Artist and co-founder of Cowboy Church

“The redemption story of Johnny Cash needs to be told to a new generation. This American music legend, the Man in Black, sang his way into our hearts and now the full story is written by my good friend Greg Laurie. This biography is inspiring as well as informative. It includes the spiritual transformation of a man who overcame his demons and finished well. I’m so glad the rest of the story is now written.”

Dr. Jack Graham

Bestselling author and senior pastor, Prestonwood Baptist Church, Dallas, Texas

“Cash was definitely an original and a one-of-kind artist. Clearly his style was all his own. What lingers for me is the fact that he was able to stand up for the things he believed in, and he stood up strong. Johnny Cash: The Redemption of an American Icon beautifully captures his spirit, which will live on forever.”

Will Turpin

Bassist, Collective Soul

“Johnny Cash experienced a life of diamonds and dirt, heart and hurt, mixed with mishap and majesty. Johnny Cash: The Redemption of an American Icon is a tragically beautiful journey into the vastness of God’s heart and a world that few can imagine.”

Ken Mansfield

Waylon Jennings & Jessi Colter producer

former US Manager, Apple Records

“As Johnny’s brother-in-law for over thirty years of his life, I have had the pleasure of spending quite a bit of time with him. So many people have written books, songs, and other things about his life, but no one until now has captured the true essence of Johnny Cash. This book is an amazing itinerary of his spiritual quest to be more like his Lord. Ups and downs, ins and outs, but when put all together Johnny would have heard these greatest words, ‘Well done, thou good and faithful servant.’ ”

Dr. Harry Yates

Co-founder and pastor of Cowboy Church
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INTRODUCTION


I’m standing at the gravesite of Johnny Cash. There’s nobody else around here at Hendersonville Memory Gardens. It’s just me and “The Man in Black”—a one-on-one in death I wish I could have had with him in life.

Overhead, massing clouds threaten rain. All week long, it’s been hot and muggy in Nashville, which is to be expected in July. My main purpose in coming here was to deliver a pep talk at a convention of Southern Baptist preachers, but it was also a golden opportunity for a personal pilgrimage I’ve long had in mind. It started at the Johnny Cash Museum just off Nashville’s Broadway District, also known as the “Honky Tonk Highway.” The name certainly lived up to its billing with its souvenir shops, cowboy hat and boot stores, three-story bars, trendy lounges and live country music blaring from door to door. For that matter, there’s no mistaking you’re in Music City, USA as soon as you deplane at the Nashville airport. There are singers performing as you make your way to the baggage claim area. The Las Vegas airport has slot machines; the Nashville one entertainers.

My very first stop was The Johnny Cash Museum. It houses the largest and most comprehensive collection of Cash artifacts and memorabilia in the world. It includes interactive exhibits, clips of his performances and TV appearances, old guitars, gold records, costumes, handwritten notes and letters, all spotlighting different periods in Cash’s life—his childhood in Arkansas, his hitch in the Air Force, his marriage to June Carter, the famous prison concert tours. I spent hours there, soaking it all up, finishing up at the gift shop, and shelling out a small fortune on T-shirts for the whole family. We’re all big fans of Johnny Cash.

My own fandom comes from a very personal place. “The Man in Black” was a touchstone in my life dating back to my childhood. I remember watching him perform on television with my grandparents and hearing that deep booming voice—once called “The Voice of America.” An even more indelible memory is of my grandfather, who read the newspaper religiously, coming across a mention of one of Cash’s frequent brushes with the law (he was arrested five times in one seven-year span).

When that happened, the man we called “Daddy-Charles” would give the paper a quick shake, shoot my grandmother a disapproving look, and say to her, “Well, your cousin’s in trouble again.”

Whoa—were we related to Johnny Cash?

A man named Nettie Cash Fowler was a relative on my grandmother’s side. I know nothing about him, but have an “Old West”-style photo of him in my family album. He has a distant look on his face, and his arms are crossed. There’s a gun in one hand and a large knife in the other.

He looked like trouble.

Fowler was my grandmother Stella’s last name when she married Charles McDaniel. So, even if she was only a distant relative of the famed entertainer, Daddy-Charles never let her forget it.

The possibility isn’t that far-fetched. Johnny Cash was born in Kingsland, Arkansas, and my grandparents hailed from Friendship, Arkansas, about an hour’s drive away. When they moved to Southern California in the 1930s they brought their Southern Baptist values and work ethic with them. They were like parents to me when I was sent to live with them while their daughter Charlene—my mother—was living her wild life.

It was almost like I was being raised in another century.

Among the old-fashioned values they instilled in me was showing respect for and obedience to your elders . . . or else! More than once, Daddy-Charles applied the “board of education” to the “seat of understanding.”

I absorbed those values as thoroughly as I lapped up the tasty Southern dishes my grandmother prepared: fried chicken, mashed potatoes, black-eyed peas, okra, cornbread—and her crowning achievement, buttermilk biscuits made from scratch.

The large gilt-edged slab of black marble now in front of me is inscribed in gold lettering:

John R. Cash

Feb. 26, 1932

Sept. 12, 2003

PSALM 19:14

Let the words of my mouth,

and the meditation of my heart,

be acceptable in thy sight,

O Lord,

My strength,

And my redeemer.

As a Christian for almost fifty years and a pastor for decades, I know that verse well. I also find it interesting that it was chosen for Johnny’s memorial.

“Let the words of my mouth . . .”

That’s ironic, given that nobody had a voice or cadence like Johnny Cash. He could tell a story, like he did in his iconic 1969 song “A Boy Named Sue,” and he could quote Scripture chapter and verse, like he did in his recording of the entire New Testament.

Therein lies the paradox of Johnny Cash.

He was both a sinner and a saint.

To many sinners, he was a saint, even a prophet-like figure, admired by idols of days gone by ranging from Elvis Presley, Paul McCartney, and Carl Perkins to modern-day rockers like Bono, Jack White, and Trent Reznor.

To many saints, he was a conflicted man, struggling with drugs and the law and a lot more most people don’t know about.

In reality, John R. Cash was a lot like you and a lot like me.

Who else could be friends with Willie Nelson and Billy Graham at the same time?

Who else could play a large Las Vegas showroom and a Billy Graham Crusade in the same week?

Who else could play a gospel tune to a roomful of murderers, rapists, and thieves and have them eating out of the palm of his hand?

It’s often said that it’s best not to meet the people you admire most because you’ll end up wishing you hadn’t, but I doubt that would’ve been the case with Johnny Cash.

The closest I ever got to him was in Portland, Oregon. I was there assisting Billy Graham on one of his Crusades. I was just beginning my evangelistic ministry then, and Billy’s was slowly coming to a close. Johnny and his wife June Carter Cash sang that night, and at intervals, I staked out the stage area during sound check and their dressing room, but I never even got within shouting distance of him. I should’ve tried harder.

Like millions of people, I was touched personally by Cash’s life and music. When I became a Christian in 1970, the “Jesus Revolution,” as Time magazine dubbed it, was in full swing. The high-water mark for many of us was a massive event called Explo ’72 in Dallas, Texas, that brought new forms of worship into the church and paved the way for contemporary Christian music. Adding star-studded legitimacy was the presence of Billy Graham and a host of performers such as Kris Kristofferson, Love Song, Andrae Crouch and the Disciples—and Johnny Cash.

Having the famous and infamous Johnny Cash identify as “one of us” was a big deal. No disrespect intended, but Ernest Tubb just wouldn’t have cut it.

Cash was many things to many people: a country music artist who sang and acted in a rock ’n’ roll context; a social activist and a jailbird; an evangelist and an addict; a humanitarian who often stood up for the underrepresented and often butted heads with authority figures; a master storyteller and a world-class embellisher; an outlaw with the soul of a mystic; an impossible, tortured man who pinballed back and forth between extremes.

In addition to being “The Man in Black,” Johnny Cash was also “The Godfather of Cool.”

To me, being cool is to be real and authentic. It’s not the person who morphs with the latest trends; it’s the person who stays true to who he is. It’s authenticity—being real, and original.

He also was an American icon, though he never copped to that.

“I see the pimples on my nose and I see a fat jaw where the pain has left me severely swollen, thinning hair, whatever,” Cash said. “Icon? No. I don’t see him. He’s not in my mirror . . . no, thanks anyway.”

But Cash was that icon—and he also was an unashamed follower of Jesus Christ.

During his heyday, Cash was constantly in the news. Not all the headlines were stellar. He was often embroiled in scandal or controversy stemming from high-profile arrests, car accidents, and other drug- and alcohol-induced escapades, including one resulting in a forest fire that devastated 508 acres. His music and social activism gave light and hope to others, but Cash’s dark side often overruled his true nature.

“I confess right up front that I’m the biggest sinner of them all,” Cash admitted. “But my faith in God has always been a solid rock that I’ve stood on, no matter where I was or what I was doing. I was a bad boy at times, but God was always there for me, and I knew that. I guess maybe I took advantage of that.”

Maybe? He never killed anyone, but the other nine of God’s Commandments seemed to be fair game. Cash’s enormous successes were often rivaled by a litany of personal tribulation.

He had an angel on his shoulder, but the devil was always on his back.

Cash was a walking, talking contradiction who identified with the Apostle Paul—often ashamed and lacking the courage to stand up for Christ—in the first half of his life. All of these traits and foibles were rolled up in a larger-than-life, one-of-a-kind personality that put its own unique, indelible stamp on popular music and pop culture.

He was a devout Christian who divided his time between sinning and seeking forgiveness, frequently going from jail to Jesus. He was arrested several times on account of his addiction to pills and sophomoric shenanigans, and he knew almost every hymn and gospel tune ever sung, often performing them on stage between such hit songs as “I Walk the Line,” “Ring of Fire,” and “Cocaine Blues.” He acknowledged God as the Number One power in the world, but viewed Satan as a close second.

“I learned not to laugh at the devil,” Cash was once famously quoted as saying.

He was introduced to Jesus Christ as a dirt-poor child in the midst of the Great Depression. On his twelfth birthday Cash attended a revival meeting and went forward as the congregation sang the hymn “Just as I Am.” But his brand-new faith was shaken to its core when he lost his older brother Jack, described by Johnny as his “hero, my best friend, my big buddy and my mentor,” in a gruesome accident.

Cash had the understanding, the knowledge, the instincts, and the yearning, but he was torn between his spiritual life and his love of everything the secular, material world had to offer—fame, money, and their open invitations to sin. His behavior caused collateral damage to his family and friends, resulting in heartbreak, betrayal, and sadness. When living by the Word, he was inspiring. When diverted by temptation, his life became ugly and out of tune.

Like so many entertainers, Cash had two personas—the down-to-earth, doting family man at home and the defiant outlaw on the road. Dinners at home were warm and inviting, with lots of prayer, family time, and down-home music, everything from traditional hymns to rock standards. On the road, Cash was often distant, hard-driving, pill-popping—a full-tilt party-time outlaw who secretly carried a Bible in his briefcase. It was either black or white with Johnny . . . depending on what day or town it was. The struggle was constant, a never-ending competition.

Put another way, you could say Cash’s image in the Highwaymen was the cowboy version of the British John in the Beatles. He was the mysterious and moody one who was noticeably different . . . the one you couldn’t quite get a handle on.

According to a recent Pew Research Center study, Christianity is in steady decline in the United States. There are now more than 56 percent religious “Nones” in this country—people who either don’t practice religion or don’t ascribe to a particular faith. Six out of ten Millennials do not identify with any branch of Christianity at all. Turn on the TV news or open a newspaper (if your city still has one) if you don’t believe me. Godlessness is on a roll.

Young people today, especially those who have never been introduced to the Bible or its figures, need modern-day examples in the flesh—as they say, “God with skin on.”

The life of Johnny Cash offers one such stellar example. He felt his trials and tribulations were akin to those endured by the Apostle Paul. Like Paul, Cash stumbled, fell, dusted himself off, and got back up again. Understanding his triumphs, defeats, redemption, and story arc offers a way for people to relate to the Bible, which is why I have embarked on this project.

My approach to this book will be the same as in Steve McQueen: The Salvation of an American Icon, my 2017 bestseller. This won’t be a straight biography. Anybody can look up the bare facts of Johnny Cash’s life and career by going on Wikipedia or consulting a number of standout Cash books like Robert Hilburn’s Johnny Cash: A Life; Michael Streissguth’s Johnny Cash: The Biography; or Steve Turner’s A Man Called Cash.

This offering is a lean and mean spiritual biography, tracing the roots of the faith instilled in Cash long before he became a household word. That faith was tested over and over—often in tortuous, turbulent ways—and I’m going to talk to friends, acquaintances, business associates, musicians, and close relatives who knew Johnny to learn how he faced and dealt with those tests to become the man he was. I’m not going to cover his scars with make-up or his failures with syrupy idolatry. And I’m not going to get into every granular detail of his epic life.

The truth of the whole man is compelling, and the story of Johnny Cash is a roadmap for every conflicted soul for whom redemption too often seems a destination far off the beaten path.

Thank you for accompanying me on this very personal and meaningful journey.

Greg Laurie

March 2019



PROLOGUE


When Johnny Cash entered the dark underground cave, he didn’t intend to come back out.

Not alive.

The country music superstar was fed up, strung out, at the end of his emotional rope, and filled with self-loathing. He was an inconsiderate husband, an AWOL father, and a selfish person who had used and trampled over lots of people.

All because of the amphetamines Cash was addicted to.

They also made him hear voices—demons.

Once, sitting in his camper in the middle of the night, stewed to the gills on Dexadrine, he put his hand over his face and peeped through his fingers at his reflection in the rearview mirror.

“Let’s kill us,” the demons urged.

“I can’t be killed,” Cash told his reflection. “I’m indestructible.”

“I dare you to try.”

So Cash started up the camper and headed down the side of a steep mountain. The vehicle rolled over twice, and Cash broke his jaw in two places. But he’d showed those demons—he was indestructible.

Now he didn’t want to be indestructible anymore.

His twelve-year marriage to a loving, dutiful wife had crumbled, and he had left four daughters in his self-destructive wake. He had financial problems, and his credibility with concert promoters was shot. Thanks to a diet consisting mostly of amphetamines, he had wasted away to a gaunt 150 pounds—almost skeletal for his six-foottwo frame. And when the tremors caused by the pills had him climbing the walls, he switched to barbiturates to calm himself down. He gulped down lots of beer in between.

The love of June Carter was the only bright spot in his life, but his addiction was driving her away, too. Cash had repeatedly asked her to marry him, but June always said only when he got clean—a prospect farther away than ever. Now he was even getting stoned in front of his parents.

His drug use had isolated him from everyone, and many had written him off. Cash felt abandoned, lonely, and completely hopeless. He had wasted his life, drifting so far from God and every good and stabilizing influence that there was no point in going on.

So, in early October 1967, he descended into the byzantine arrangement of caves that ran beneath the mountains from Tennessee to Alabama.

For decades, the caves had attracted the curious and provided shelter for fugitives. Cash had explored them with friends looking for Civil War and Native American artifacts, and he knew that several people had died there after getting lost in the dank passages.

He crawled underground for hours until his flashlight died out and he was exhausted. Then he lay still and waited for the pervasive blackness to claim him.
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THE GRAPES OF CASH

“A midwife delivered me, Mary Easterling. The doctor came several hours later and gave my mom two aspirin.”

—JOHNNY CASH

Growing up in rural Arkansas, there was no avoiding God’s existence in the daily life of Johnny Cash. He was at the center of the Cash household because the family’s faith was simple and trusting. He was with them in the fields when they picked cotton; He was with them at church on Sundays, and He was in their midst each night at suppertime when they asked Him to bless their hard-earned bounty. God was their protector and provider, there for them in the good times and the bad.

I also believe God was watching over and guiding Johnny’s Scottish antecedents, starting with William Cash, a twenty-something master mariner who captained his own wooden brigantine called the Good Intent, which transported cargo and pilgrims to America in the 1600s. A voyage from the United Kingdom to Salem generally took two months and was fraught with all manner of danger—unpredictable storms, rough seas, and the dreaded disease scurvy that was a common and ruthless affliction on long sea journeys.

Intrepid William Cash helped establish the routes used in the British Isles-American colonies commerce that followed. Among the passengers on one of his voyages to America was his nephew William, who planted the Cash family flag in Westmoreland County, Virginia. A few generations removed, the first John Cash was born in 1757 and fought in the war for American Independence. In 1829, he moved from Bedford County, Virginia, to Henry County, Georgia. A grandson named Moses Cash served in the Confederate Army.

William Henry Cash, Johnny’s grandfather, was born in Elbert County, Georgia, in 1852 and migrated to Toledo, Arkansas, a town that virtually disappeared overnight when the new railroad went through nearby Rison.

“Billy” Cash, as Johnny’s grandfather was known, was a God-fearing man and a rough customer if crossed. He was a farmer and a circuit rider—a traveling Baptist preacher who served four widely scattered congregations, riding to and fro on horseback. In addition to the Bible he used to preach the Gospel, Billy always packed a hog leg pistol—some said it was two feet long—and he wasn’t afraid to use it if someone got in the way of the Lord’s work.

Billy Cash was what today might be called a hellfire-and-brimstone preacher. Some people complain there are too many preachers today cut from that cloth, but quite frankly, there are not enough of them. I see lots of preachers on TV, but can’t remember the last time I heard a message on judgment and hellfire from them.

That’s not all preachers should talk about, but when they leave it out completely, they are not delivering an authentic Gospel message.

The world could use a few more good old-fashioned, hellfire-and-brimstone, Gospel preachers like Billy Cash today.

This seemed to be Billy’s grandson’s mindset, as well.

Johnny Cash sang about a final judgment and facing the consequences for your sins often in his songs. One—a traditional folk song called “God’s Gonna Cut You Down”—comes to mind:

You can run on for a long time,

Run on for a long time,

Run on for a long time.

Sooner or later, God’ll cut you down

Sooner or later, God’ll cut you down

Looks like Johnny had more than a little of his grandfather’s blood in him.

Reverend Billy Cash never received nor asked for a single dime for his services, but members of his far-flung flocks often expressed their appreciation for his efforts by gifting him livestock from their farms. It helped feed his dozen children, who were birthed over a twenty-two-year period.

The youngest of Billy Cash’s brood, Johnny’s father Ray, was born in 1897 in Kingsland, Arkansas. In his first autobiography, Johnny said of his dad, “I don’t believe a man ever lived who worked harder and was more dedicated to providing a living for his family.”

Cash family historian and biographer Mark Stielper views Ray differently.

“His early years were misspent wandering between neighboring counties, never keeping a job long or leaving a mark,” Stielper said. “Every so often, Ray Cash would hop a train, but according to a relative ‘didn’t have the initiative to go very far’ and always ended up back in Kingsland.”

Stielper’s summation: Ray Cash was “a non-starter and stayed that way.”

The available evidence supports the latter verdict. Ray had no high school diploma (he quit school at fourteen to help his widowed mother), no job training, no safety net. He lived on wit and grit, and when he did work, it was as a day laborer scraping out a hardscrabble existence through a variety of odd jobs and back-straining work in the midst of the Great Depression.

Ray was a hard case with a short fuse, and it didn’t help that he lived in the shadow of his older brother Dave after their father passed away in 1912 of Parkinson’s disease at age sixty. The brothers Cash had butted heads since childhood and grew even more distant and disparate as the years passed. While Ray barely kept his head above water doing menial work, Dave was ruthless in his pursuit of wealth, building up an empire as a land and cattle baron. He became a county sheriff and later a judge.

At age eighteen, Ray joined the Arkansas National Guard. When World War I broke out, the Guard was federalized as part of the U.S. Army. Ray was about to ship out to France when the Armistice was signed in November 1918. Ray told Johnny that his military company was dispatched to pursue Pancho Villa after the Mexican revolutionary invaded the USA in 1916 and killed seventeen American citizens, but Mark Stielper found no evidence supporting the claim. The fact is Ray was as hapless at soldiering as he was at everything else. Assigned to guard a military supply train, he left his post to visit a girlfriend, returning to find the train he was supposed to watch was gone. Somehow, Ray avoided a court-martial, and on July 1, 1919, he received an honorable discharge from the Army.

By then, Kingsland was a rural outpost with more trees than people, so devoid of charm and interest that Johnny Cash would remember it as merely “a place on the side of the road.” It was originally a railroad town and in its heyday boasted six hundred residents, three hotels, a furniture store, a lumber mill, four mercantile stores, three drugstores, and a grocery. That was before the timber mills—Cleveland County’s major industry—closed down. The cotton trade also tanked, spiraling the local economy into a tailspin. A local bank closed and never reopened, businesses were shuttered, homes foreclosed, and residents moved on in search of better lives.

“It wasn’t a place that time forgot,” said Mark Stielper. “Rather, it was simply a place that time never knew.”

When Ray Cash returned home, Kingsland’s population was down to just seventy-five people. One of them was Carrie Cloveree Rivers. Born in 1904, she was the eighth child of John and Rosanna Lee Rivers, a farm couple who also led the choir at the Crossroads Methodist Church. Four of their offspring had already died by the time Carrie came along, and three more siblings died before her eighth birthday, none living past the age of two.

Ray boarded with the Rivers family during the brief time he worked cutting lumber for a bridge built across the Saline River. He paid the Rivers a dollar a day for room and board. He also paid a lot of attention to fifteen-year-old Carrie.

The twenty-two-year-old Cash wasn’t viewed as a model citizen in Kingsland, and when he began courting Carrie, some town folk went so far as to express their objections with threats and their fists. Ray took to openly packing a sidearm.

He and Carrie were an oddly matched couple, physically and otherwise. She was tall and slender, towering over the broad, stocky Ray, who stood five-foot-eight. The difference in personalities was just as stark. She was graceful, eternally optimistic, and consistent; he was dour, unrefined and unpredictable. Carrie wasn’t much for drinking, dancing, or smoking and was wholly devoted to God. Ray was considered a backslider; he liked hooch and rolled his own cigarettes.

Most of what has been written and said about Ray Cash over the years has been negative. Even in Walk the Line, the highly praised 2005 Johnny Cash biopic whose script Johnny himself personally approved, Ray was portrayed as a sullen, domineering, and bad influence in his son’s life.

It’s important to keep in mind that every hero’s story requires a special villain or nemesis. For Elvis, it was “Colonel” Tom Parker. Allen Klein filled that role for the Beatles in their last days together. Muhammad Ali had “Smokin’ ” Joe Frazier. In the great sprawling saga of Johnny Cash, the black hat has been plopped on the head of his father, but I’m not sure that’s altogether fair. Ray was far from a model father, but Johnny loved him and spent his lifetime craving his approval. Ray grew up in hard times, and hard times make hard people. We are all, to a certain extent, products of our environment. Maybe Ray Cash didn’t have much of a sensitive, nurturing side, but he didn’t abandon his family and, for the most part, did the best he could.

But there were times—even into Cash’s adulthood—where his ugly nature would rear its ugly head.

When Johnny was at the peak of his career, he welcomed famed evangelist Billy Graham and his wife Ruth to his home for dinner. Ray and Carrie Cash were also invited. After the Grahams departed, according to Mark Stielper, Johnny turned to his father and said, “Well, that was worth something, wasn’t it?”

Replied Ray Cash, “You ain’t nothing, boy!”

He and Carrie Rivers were married on August 18, 1920. A year after that came their son, Roy. Three years later, daughter Margaret Louise was born. Jack Cash joined them in 1929.

Moving from job to job as he did, Ray could not offer much financial stability to his growing family. When times got especially tough, he swallowed his pride and worked clearing land, tending cattle, and cutting wood for his older brother Dave. One time, his brother ordered him to slaughter fifty of his poorest cattle, handing him a shotgun and a couple of shell boxes. He was paid only a couple of dollars and suffered nightmares as a result of his handiwork.

Ray and his family lived in what was no better than a wooden squatter’s shack on the property. A family of sharecroppers lived in similarly squalid digs next door. One night, their shack caught fire, and everyone inside perished except for a young girl. The day after she was sent away, one of Ray’s jobs was to help build a new shanty on the site of the burned-down one to lodge a new family of dirt-poor sharecroppers.

Sharecropping, also known as feudalism, developed in the post-Civil War American South, not all that different from the slavery the War Between the States was fought to end. In sharecropping, a landowner allowed a tenant to live on and farm a portion of his land in exchange for a share of the crop the tenant raised. The landowner also leased farming equipment to his sharecroppers and offered seed, fertilizer, food, and other necessities on credit. Unpredictable harvests and usurious interest rates systematically kept tenant farm families deep in debt and existing at a subsistence level. There was no recourse for the sharecroppers because laws written by and in favor of landlords rendered them powerless and established them as a permanent underclass.

Being the big bossman’s brother didn’t get Ray any better treatment than the other tenants barely eking out a living in the fiefdom of Dave Cash. Not once in the time Ray worked for Dave were he, Carrie, and their kids invited to Dave’s large, comfortable house for a family gathering, a holiday celebration, or just Sunday dinner. To Dave, his younger brother was just another cog in the machinery designed to increase the almighty profit margin.

“What this meant,” said Mark Stielper, “was even before the boy (Johnny) Cash was born, there was instilled in his family and the fabric of his town, an attitude of defeat, of worthlessness, and not being able to ever measure up.”

My grandfather, Charles McDaniel, was cut from the same cloth as Ray Cash.

Not one to dream, he just went out and worked hard from morning to night. And he expected others to do the same.

But Johnny Cash was different. He was a sensitive young boy, and he was a dreamer. He may have not been much in his father’s eyes, but he had a Heavenly Father who did love him.

King David comes to mind here.

He was not always the king.

When a prophet named Samuel was told to go to the house of a man named Jesse in Bethlehem to find the next king of Israel to take the place of the disobedient King Saul, he met the “magnificent seven.”

Jesse trotted out seven strapping sons, each more handsome than the other. But as the prophet Samuel walked down the line, none of them seemed to fit the bill.

Exasperated, Samuel asked Jesse, “Do you have any more sons?”

Yes, Jesse admitted reluctantly, there was one … young David.

David spent much time in the field, tending his flock.

He also was a talented musician who composed his own songs of praise to God.

Jesse did not know what to do with him.

But David had both his feet on the ground. If any predator tried to harm his flock, he was fearless and very accurate with his sling and stone.

When summoned, David bounded in, full of youthful energy, and the Lord whispered into the prophet’s ear, “That’s the next king of Israel!”

Who could have seen the massive potential in young Johnny Cash?

His father didn’t, but God did.

Of course, God seems to go out of His way to choose the undesirables, the failures, the undeserving, for His special tasks.

Another biblical character comes to mind.

Gideon was a farmer like Johnny and Ray, and he was hiding from his enemies when an angel of the Lord appeared to him and said, “Mighty hero, the Lord is with you!” (Judges 6:12 NLT)

Gideon was not feeling like much of a hero then. More like a zero.

But God does not merely see us for what we are. He sees us for what we can become.

When the angel told Gideon that God had chosen him to rescue Israel, Gideon protested: “How can I rescue Israel? My clan is the weakest in the whole tribe of Manasseh, and I am the least in my entire family!” (Judges 6:15 NLT)

But God did rescue Israel through Gideon.

And the Lord also touched the world through the life and music of Johnny Cash.

The house Johnny Cash was born in is no longer there. It wasn’t the shack his parents had on Dave Cash’s land, but rather Carrie’s parents’ house. It wasn’t much of a step up. There was no running water, no electricity, no windows, and the floor was dirt, not wood. But John and Rosanna Rivers wanted to ensure their daughter had a safe labor and delivery, and a midwife was on hand to assist in the process.

The baby arrived on February 26, 1932, weighing in at a hearty eleven pounds.

A few days later, a rare winter storm swept through southern Arkansas, dumping snow on the ground and plunging temperatures down to dangerously low levels. In an effort to protect her infant son from the deadly cold, Carrie lined the inside walls of the house with blankets and huddled with him till the arctic conditions eased up.

Carrie wanted to name the baby John Rivers Cash, but Ray had something way more grandiose in mind. He had named their second son Jack after Jack Dempsey, the heavyweight boxing champion of the world. For his newborn son, Ray’s idea was to name him after another famous American also born on February 26—Buffalo Bill Cody, the legendary scout, Indian fighter, and Wild West show impresario. To Carrie, that made as much sense as a boy named Sue, and it was a whole month before they finally settled on the name John R. Cash, though the locals and his family called him J.R. He would go by that until he joined the Air Force in 1950. The recruiter insisted on a full name, not initials, so J.R. became John R. Cash—again. A few years later, when his music career took off, he became Johnny Cash.

The Great Depression undermined crop prices and virtually shut down the cotton industry, and the ones who soldiered on barely scraped by. A government report called sharecroppers “dependents without control over their own destinies, with little chance for self-respect with so little hope.”

In an effort to change that, different colonies and experimental communities were started around the country in 1934 to retrain sharecroppers. The largest of them was on sixteen thousand acres of drained swampland in Mississippi County, Arkansas. The idea was to build a model farming community whose residents would pull themselves up by their bootstraps; learn modern, efficient farming techniques; and share in the communal bounty. Each family accepted into the program would receive a new house, twenty acres of land to clear and cultivate, a barn, a mule, a milk cow, and a hen coop. They didn’t have to put any money down or pay it back until the first crop came in. The government also planned to build a town hall, cinema, cotton mill, cannery, school, hospital, churches, cotton mill, and shops. To ensure the best market price, all the cotton grown would be sold in bulk, with the proceeds divided equally among its residents.

As soon as Ray Cash heard about the New Deal program, he practically sprinted to the courthouse in nearby Rison to apply. So did just about everybody else in Kingsland.

“When word got out about this new opportunity, the whole town lined up to get out,” said Mark Stielper. “Imagine people wanting to get out of a place so badly they’re willing to relocate to a swamp!”

By November 1934, two families had been chosen from Kingsland to move to the new model farm cooperative in Dyess, Arkansas: The Doster and Tatum families were the ones from Kingsland on the initial list. But in March of ’35, Ray Cash was notified that his family would also be moving to Dyess.

How that happened was a subject of great speculation. Some said the fix was in and that the man behind it was Judge Dave Cash.

Ray was never happy working for his successful older brother and made no bones about it. Dave personally couldn’t have cared less, but the constant friction between the Cashes was an open secret in Cleveland County and therefore a potential political liability. When Dave heard that Ray wanted to go to Dyess, it’s not beyond the realm of possibility that he saw it as a golden opportunity to get his grumbling sibling out of his hair once and for all and pulled strings to make it happen. Who knows—perhaps Dave even did it as an act of mercy and pure brotherly love.

However it happened, the growing Cash family said goodbye to Kingsland.

Young J.R. had just turned three when Ray and Carrie loaded him, thirteen-year-old Roy, eleven-year-old Louise, five-year-old Jack, and one-year-old Reba into the back of a truck to their new home in Dyess. The two hundred-mile journey took two days, and when storms turned the dirt roads into gooey impassable mud, Ray pulled over till it was safe to continue driving. In the bed of the truck, the kids listened to the rain drumming on the tarpaulin over their heads and to their mother singing up front next to Ray. Sometimes they joined in, and ever after, Cash recalled the first song he ever sang was on that trip—the hymn “I Am Bound for the Promised Land.” It was a fitting, glorious soundtrack for the odyssey taking the Cashes to new hope and opportunity.

Dyess was built on swampland, and the omnipresent mud there (called “gumbo” by residents) was so impenetrable that the pilgrims had to abandon their truck well before arriving at house No. 266 on Road Three, two and a half miles from the town center. Ray carried J.R. and his younger sister on his back to the just-completed house constructed by a thirty-man team that built one dwelling every two days. The paint job—green trim, white everywhere else—was barely dry when the Cashes entered their new home; five empty paint buckets were still on the living room floor.

The Cash homestead had two bedrooms, a living room, dining room, and kitchen. Outside were an outhouse, barn, chicken coop, and a smokehouse.

“There was no running water, of course, and no electricity,” Johnny Cash wrote in his 1997 autobiography. “None of us even dreamed of miracles like that.”

It was miracle enough that they were there, together, in a house grander than any they had ever known, on the cusp of a future that was beyond their imaginations just a few weeks before. “The Promised Land” indeed. Amidst the paint cans, the Cashes went to their knees and thanked God for their deliverance.
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COTTONING TO CHRIST

“The hardest thing I ever did in my life? That’s easy: cotton . . . I picked it, I chopped it, I hauled it. It was drudgery.”

—JOHNNY CASH

I don’t imagine much has changed in Dyess, Arkansas, since J.R. Cash and his family lived there more than eight decades ago. On a recent visit, I discovered several things. The population hasn’t wavered much over time, except that it has dwindled since its heyday—it hovers around the four hundred mark. The land is still owned by many of the same families that settled the New Deal colony, having been passed down through the generations. The “gumbo” is as dark and thick as ever. Cotton is still grown in Dyess and the outlying area, though the harvests aren’t as large as they used to be.

The church where the Cash family worshipped is still there. The movie theater where J.R. watched his favorite Westerns and serials as a kid is now a museum and souvenir shop. The bridge over the Tyronza River, off of which J.R. once tossed his younger brother Tommy to teach him how to swim, remains sturdy and dependable. The house in which Cash received the first and only singing lesson he ever had in his life from instructor LaVanda Mae Fielder is dilapidated and abandoned.

Dyess seems to exist more in the past than the present. Launched in 1934 by the federal government as the largest experiment in agrarian living in the continental United States, it is mostly known today as the place where Johnny Cash grew up, and most visitors to Dyess nowadays come for a look at what has just been listed on the National Register of Historic Places as “Farm 266—Johnny Cash Boyhood Home.” Most of the other fourteen original houses on that road are long gone. Road Three leading to the Cash house is still unpaved.

It was in that house where Johnny Cash tapped into his passion for music.

“I think for the first time I knew what I was going to do was when I was four years old,” he recalled. “I was listening to an old Victrola playing a railroad song. The song was called ‘Hobo Bill’s Last Ride.’ I thought that was the most wonderful, amazing thing I’d ever seen . . . that you could take this piece of wax and music would come out of that box.”

As idyllic as their new surroundings seemed to the Cashes at first, it wasn’t long before they learned that their Mississippi Delta paradise was not invulnerable to the whims and furies of nature. One of Cash’s most vivid memories was of the Great Mississippi River Flood of 1937 that submerged the entire town and seventeen adjacent counties that January. He was four years old at the time. Most residents of Dyess were forced to evacuate as floodwaters invaded their homes. While Ray and Roy Cash stayed behind to try to protect their house from the rising tide, Carrie and the other children went back to Kingsland until the coast was clear.

“According to my dad, the waters reached halfway up the walls,” said Joanne Cash Yates. “He spent days filling up sandbags, but it was of no use. The water was too swift and rising.”

When the Cashes returned to No. 266 in February, they found the house not only covered with mud inside and out but also full of animals that had taken refuge there. The sofa in the living room had fresh-laid hen eggs on it.

Years later, Cash would draw on his memories of the flood to write his classic song “Five Feet High and Rising.” A more immediate silver lining came in the spring of ’37, he recalled, when “Daddy and my older brother Roy cleared a lot more cotton land and the cotton grew tall in 1938.”

It was all hands on deck in the cotton fields. When J.R. reached middle childhood, he carried water to his parents, brother Roy, and sister Louise as they tended their crop. At eight, he worked alongside them filling a six-foot-long canvas sack with cotton. Sometimes, he also used the sack to entertain his little sister.

“He used to call me ‘Baby’ because I’m the baby sister,” Joanne Cash Yates said. “He’d say, ‘Baby, you can come and ride on my cotton sack.’ He watched over me for hours while he picked cotton. That was really the start of our relationship.”

Cash’s childhood friend A J Henson recalled J.R. as a prodigious cotton picker.

“J.R. was an extremely hard worker and on a good day could pick up to three hundred pounds,” Henson said. “The most I ever picked was about 175 pounds. He pulled his own weight, that’s for sure.”

The work was monotonous, dirty, and tiring—ten hours a day during harvest season. The boll of the cotton was sharp, and even with gloves, pickers ended up with sore, bleeding hands. Then there were the Delta summers, which were usually brutally hot and steamy. Air-conditioning at the Cash house consisted of opening all the doors and windows and lying on the linoleum floor to cool off.

Even if there was air conditioning for some folk, it’s a pretty sure bet the Cashes would not have been able to afford it. They were the very definition of dirt poor, according to Kelly Hancock, whose mother Reba was Johnny Cash’s sister.

“It wasn’t an easy existence because they didn’t have anything,” Hancock said. “Grandma Cash made a dress out of a flour sack for my mom, and she had to wear it to school. The kids made fun of her, and she was embarrassed. She told me this story more than once. It was horrible for her.”

In the fields, the family often sang hymns to ease the drudgery and lighten their hearts. Recalled Joanne Cash Yates, “J.R. would lead sometimes, and we’d all join in. We got pretty good in those cotton fields and before we knew it, the day would be over. We’d sing every old church hymn you could imagine—‘The Uncloudy Day,’ ‘Amazing Grace.’ My mother would go back early from the fields to fix supper. When the food was ready, she’d come to the back door and sing ‘Suppertime.’ ”

Many years ago in days of childhood,

I used to play till evening shadows come home,

Then winding down that old familiar pathway,

I’d hear my mother call at setting sun,

“Come home, come home, it’s suppertime,

The shadows mean come fast,

Come home, come home, it’s suppertime,

We’re going home at last.”

Most of their food they produced themselves. From their garden, they had lima beans, corn, potatoes, tomatoes, okra, cucumbers, watermelons, and cantaloupes. Carrie wrung a chicken’s neck like her son later played a guitar; her fried chicken was an eagerly anticipated staple of Sunday dinners. A pen full of hogs provided smoked ham, bacon, pork chops, pork loin roast, pork rinds, and that classic Southern delicacy, pickled pig’s feet. (For the rest of his life, the mere scent of hickory smoke would instantly transport Cash back to the wooden smokehouse in the backyard of No. 266.) From the potbelly stove in the kitchen came delicious baked biscuits, cornbread, sliced tomatoes, fried okra, candied sweet potatoes, and green beans with fatback.

That takes me back to my own childhood. My mother Charlene was the classic prodigal daughter; she ran away from home and eloped while still a young girl. Her parents, Charles and Stella, were strict Southern Baptists, and as I’ve mentioned, my grandfather was a strong disciplinarian. When my mom was a young girl and once dared to wear pants—not allowed in the McDaniel household—Daddy-Charles made her take them off, and he threw them into the fireplace.

In between her seven husbands, Charlene had a fling with a sailor from Long Beach, and I was conceived. She had no interest in being a mother, and I was sent to live with her parents. I remember the delicious meals Mama Stella made for us—fried chicken, okra, black-eyed peas, collard greens, mashed potatoes, cornbread, and fresh buttermilk biscuits.

Food for the soul for the Cash family came from the Bible. It was read daily and was supplemented with frequent prayer and hymn singing. Sundays and Wednesdays were strictly reserved for worship at Dyess Central Baptist Church. The three-story wooden building had a capacity of four hundred, and most Sundays it was packed—an impressive feat considering the size of the town and the fact that the Central Baptist competed with the Church of Christ and several other houses of worship in the area.

The Church of Christ was a non-denominational derivative of the American Restoration Movement (also known as the Stone-Campbell Movement), which had its roots on the United States frontier during the Second Great Awakening of the early nineteenth century. Its aim was to be practical and spiritual and to restore the church of the New Testament through doctrines, ordinances, and faith.

“The simple doctrine of the Church of Christ is to follow the teachings of the New Testament, not pick it apart or skip the things you don’t like or add things to do,” said A J Henson, whose mother attended the church in Dyess. “We speak where the Bible speaks and are silent where the Bible is silent.”

Church of Christ services were relatively staid, no-frills affairs. Congregants sang, but decorously and without accompaniment from an organ or other musical instruments. A J Henson’s dad was a Baptist, and he would occasionally go with him to services at Central Baptist, where the boisterous hymn singing and general let-it-all-hang-out atmosphere made his jaw drop. The traditional Baptist altar call especially fascinated him—except for the unnerving time his friend J.R. Cash playfully nudged him to join the procession.

The rides to church are what stick in J.R.’s little sister’s memory.

“My daddy would put us in the wagon with a team of horses, and we’d ride to church down that dirt and gravel road,” said Joanne Cash Yates. “It was about two and a half miles. When we got there, he’d tie the horses to a tree across the road. That was thrilling to me as a child.”

The service itself was usually the opposite of thrilling thanks to the fire-and-brimstone sermons of Rev. Hal Gallop, designed to scare and shame his audience into immediate and total redemption. There was little uplifting, lyrical, or life-affirming in his message. It was “Be saved right now, by God, or go to hell!”

As I’ve said, there is a place for talking about the reality of hell and final judgment. Jesus himself spoke more about hell than all the other preachers in the Bible put together. But the Bible also says, “It is the goodness of God that leads us to repentance” (Romans 2:4 NKJV). People need to know that God loves them and desires a personal relationship with them. I don’t know that my mother, who ran from the church, understood that until much later in her life.

It was even worse for the impressionable youngsters at the Road 14 Pentecostal Church that Carrie Cash sometimes attended with members of the family in tow. There the fiery, relentless harangues totally unleavened by optimism and hope pitched some listeners into fits of moaning and writhing on the floor.

“That really scared me,” Joanne Cash Yates said. “I remember one incident where I was asleep and awoke to see a fire in a wooded area. It scared J.R., too, and he went to Mama and asked, ‘Is that hell coming?’ He was really scared, and she said, ‘No, son. That’s just some farmer that started a fire.’ But because of those preachers preaching so strong and we were so young, it was really scary.”

Kelly Hancock said this style of preaching turned off her mother Reba Cash to religion almost her entire adult life.

“Whenever you have something shoved down your throat, it always has the opposite effect of what your parents wanted,” Hancock said. “It was real fire-and-brimstone preaching, and it was a part of their everyday lives.”

Cash himself later remembered walking on a lonely country road one night, seeing the red glow of a fire in the distance, and thinking with a shiver, That is that hell I’ve been hearing about!

In his 1975 autobiography, Cash recalled one preacher’s over-the-top performance at a Pentecostal service his mother took him to:

“He was a young man in an old, brown tweed suit with a necktie that I thought must have been choking him to death, for he could get out only three or four words between breaths. I would count them. When he got to where he could shout only two words between breaths, I just knew he was going to die—or explode.”

The preacher’s respiratory distress didn’t prevent him, however, from diving into the congregation now and then to yank someone out of his seat and shout in his face, “Come to God! Repent!” Cash recalled holding onto his seat so hard his knuckles turned white after one woman began flopping around on the floor and making guttural sounds, and the pleased preacher stood over her triumphantly, wheezing, “She’s got the Holy Ghost!” She looked like she had the dreaded St. Vitus’s Dance. What was joyful and inspiring about that? These kinds of preachers were not giving a balanced view of the Gospel and what it really means to know God and have a relationship with Him.

At least the church choir used musical instruments to sweeten its hymns—guitar, mandolin, banjo, and piano. The effect was enchanting and stimulating to young J.R. His dad had recently bought a Sears Roebuck battery-powered radio for the living room at home, and the whole family loved listening to music and programs such as Gangbusters, Inner Sanctum, The Squeaking Door, and Supper-Time Frolics.

One show in particular caught their fancy, recalled sister Joanne Cash Yates.

“The Grand Ole Opry on Saturday night was a real treat for us. J.R. and I would sit facing each other in straight-back chairs, and Jack and Tommy and my sisters would listen as well,” she said.

J.R.’s burgeoning creativity wasn’t limited to music. He also wrote poetry and short stories and according to sister Joanne, was a gifted doodler.

“He drew Mighty Mouse with the stroke of his pen and paper and did a drawing called ‘Flight of a Beautiful Bird,’ and they were great pieces,” she recalled. “Later on, he wrote songs and was an extremely talented photographer. He’d take pictures of bugs and then enlarge them. He was always doing something creative.”

A J Henson remembered the time he had to write a poem for school with a Western theme and turned to his imaginative friend J.R. for help. Seven decades later, Henson recalled the closing lines of the poem that earned him a grade of A:

The top hand mounted his trusty steed

And rode across the plain.

He said, “I’ll ride until setting sun

Unless I lose my rein.”

The horse gave a jump and then a jerk

And Bob drew up the slack.

He rode his trail until setting sun

Then rode a freight train back.

Spiritually, by the time he was eleven, J.R. had started to sort things out for himself.

“I knew there was two distinct ways to go in life,” he wrote in his first autobiography. “The people who had their hearts right—I recognized them as being different from the ones who were playing checkers over at the service station during the church service.”

He sought God’s presence through prayer and music. Songs like “I’ll Fly Away” transported him to another place. “To me, songs were the telephone to heaven, and I tied up the line quite a bit,” Cash reflected.

J.R. attended a revival meeting in Dyess shortly after his twelfth birthday on February 26, 1944. When it came time for the altar call, the choir started singing the hymn “Just as I Am.”

Just as I am, without one plea,

But that Thy blood was shed for me,

And that Thou bidd’st me come to Thee,

O Lamb of God, I come, I come!

This was a well-known hymn in the South, further popularized by Billy Graham in his Crusades, sung as thousands of people streamed forward to make their public profession of faith to follow Jesus Christ.

“Just as I Am” brings back a very personal memory.

My mother called me one night when she had been drinking. I was a young pastor, and I prayed constantly for her to come to Christ. Slurring her words, she asked if I would sing “Just as I Am” if she would go forward to commit her life to Christ at one my services. I would have sung anything if she did that. When I brought it up to her the next day, when she was sober, she had no recollection of our conversation and wouldn’t talk about it.

In the front row at that revival in Dyess was Cash’s older brother Jack, whom he idolized, his eyes closed as he sang along with the choir. Up till then, J.R. hadn’t been particularly moved or affected by anything he’d heard that night; in fact, when the song started, he was thinking of cutting out and going home. But all of a sudden, he felt his soul touched by the music, the words, and the inevitable choice facing every child of God going back to Adam and Eve: to accept Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior or to reject Him. It was an easy decision. Cash walked to the altar and knelt with the other converts.

“I left feeling awfully good that night,” he later recalled, “feeling joy and relief at having made my decision.”

He was formally baptized shortly thereafter by Rev. Hal Gallop at the Blue Hole, a favorite fishing and swimming spot on the Tyronza River.

Faith is a wonderful and powerful thing, and young Cash reveled in the peace and contentment it brought him. But he would soon find out that it doesn’t automatically inoculate us from pain, misery, temptation, doubt, pride, and all the other frailties that are our birthright as mere human beings.
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MEET ME IN HEAVEN

“Jack was an inspiration not only to the whole community, but to me—like a beacon for me to look back to as years went by. When a moral issue or decision comes up, I put myself back to 1943 and say, ‘What would Jack do?’ ”

—JOHNNY CASH

Johnny Cash’s brother Jack was two years older. Jack was his protector, best friend, fishing buddy, and mentor. The brothers were inseparable; no one who knew them back then can remember a cross word between them.

“Jack was the essence of a Christian and very godly,” said Joanne Cash Yates. “He was very kind. I do not ever remember him raising his voice. He prayed all the time and was forever encouraging J.R. ‘You need to be sure you follow the Lord in your life and in whatever you’re doing,’ he’d say. When J.R. would say, ‘I know I’m gonna sing,’ Jack would respond, ‘I know I’m gonna be a preacher.’ ”

By the time Jack was fourteen, the small print Bible he carried with him everywhere was close to being worn out. Cash remembered that while he listened to the radio every night before bedtime, Jack intently studied Scripture at the dining room table by the light of a kerosene lamp.

Jack was dependable and worked hard in the fields. He also delivered the Memphis Press-Scimitar in Dyess, impressing everyone with his easy-going personality and work ethic.

He was so devout that J.R. never forgot the one time he heard his brother cuss. They were hunting cottonmouth snakes in the drainage ditches bordering the farm, one of their favorite pastimes in summer. They’d whack the snakes with their fishing poles while the reptiles sunned themselves on low-hanging branches of willow trees.
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