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BACK
FROM
DRUGS.,

The Triumph of
Johnny Cash
Floyd Miiler

¢ stood on a peak of the
Ozarks at sunset, a tall
man, feet planted wide, hands
clenched at his sides. He had
grown up n and around these
mountains, hunted the woods,
fished the streams. Now he
found the familiar place threat-
ening; his nerve endings felt
raw and exposed. A chipmunk
turned a  twig—the sound
scemed like thunder. A gentle
breeze drove needles into his
bare arms. His heart beat fast
with fear. The tall man was
deep in amphetamine psychosis.
He had started taking am-
phetamine pills five years be-
fore, when his career seemed to
demand more energy than he
could produce. He didn’t worry
at the time. They were ‘“‘just
pep pills,” he told himself. And
he didn't plan to use them
often. But soon it was every
day. Then he found he had to



counter their effects with bar-
biturates (sleeping pills) to get
a few troubled hours of sleep
each night. Gradually the dos-
age increased until now he was
taking close to 100 pills a day.

This trip to the mountaintop
had been made in the hope that
the wilderness would somchow
heal him. He was one-quarter
Cherokee Indian. Perhaps up
here he would find within him-
self some echo of the wisdom of
his ancestors. But the mountain-
top was not powerful enough to
counteract the drugs, the fears.

Darkness settled in. He swal-
lowed two more pills, climbed
into his jeep and waited. As the
amphetamines seeped into his
already drugged mind, some
new power seemed freed within
him. He stopped being an or-
dinary man and became godlike.
Nothing could hurt him!

He put his car into gear and
started down the narrow road
carved out of the mountainside.

Suddenly, he shifted into
neutral and stood up, steering
only with his fingertips. The car
gathered speed. As it ap-
proached each sharp tumn, the
headlights shone into the black
pit that dropped away hundreds

of fcet. Each time, he spun the
wheel, the tires screamed—and
the road reappearcd. He courted
death, defied it. Twice the right
front tire spun in space, but
cach time the left one held,
enough to bring the hurtling
car back onto the road. Neither
time did he make any move to
brake the car—nor would hec.
He had pledged himself to this
test to prove that he could not
be hurt, even by death.

At last the car rolled onto the
flat at the foot of the mountain.
Soaked with perspiration, trem-
bling, he shut his eyes and
rested his forehead on the steer-
ing wheel. He had proved noth-
ing. Now paranoia crept into
his fevered brain, and state-
ments made by friends and busi-
ness partners suddenly took on
dark meaning. They were plot-
ting against him, out to destroy
his career. He felt sick at his
stomach. He swallowed two
more pills.

As he approached the town,
he saw posters carrying his name
in large letters: Jounny Casn.
This was the spring of 1967,
and he was fast becoming a
popular country and western
singer. He was booked into the



town auditorium this cvening;
alrcady he was 30 minutes late.
The place was sold out. It gave
himi savage pleasure to think
how his partners would sweat if
he didn’t show up!

FFor the next hour he drove
aimlessly through the town’s
back strects, keeping watch for
a police car. Surely they'd alert
the cops that he was missing,
Oh, there’d be hell to pay! Fi-
nally. the pleasure of laying up
trouble for himself drained
away. He drove to his motel,
swallowed sleeping pills and
went to bed.

Some time later he awakened
to starc up dully at several wor-
ricd faces. Everyone spoke at
the same time.

“What happened to you,
Johnny?”

“The crowd almost took the
place apart—4000 people!”

“They’re gonna sue us.”

“We had to refund all the
moncy.”

He gave them a long, bleak
look, then said, “I was sick.”
He turned his face to the wall.

Something Fierce and Moving

Born in 1932, Johnny Cash
grew up in a family that didn’t

know it was poor. Their 40 acres
of cotton in Dyess, Arkansas,
required the sunup to sundown
labor of father, mother, four
sons and three daughters. Yet
there was no feeling of want.
Rather, there was that strength
and sense of well-being that
comes from hard labor (even as
a boy, Johnny could pick 350
pounds of cotton in a day),
simple joys and deeply held re-
ligious beliefs.

After high school, -Johnny
went to Detroit to take a job
in an auto plant, but could not
endure the routine and confine-
ment. He enlisted in the Air
Force and spent three years in
Europe. Discharged in 1954, he
tnied to settle down on a farm
in Arkansas. But he was not the
same man who had left home—
he had discovered music.

In the barracks in Germany
he had learned enough chords
on the guitar to accompany
himself while he sang, in his
rough voice, the songs he had
heard in the Arkansas jukeboxes
—about salvation, about rail-
roads, cowboys, loneliness, whis-
key, about home and mother
and love. These were old songs,
but this man brought something
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new to-them—something fierce
and moving that welled up out
of his own personality.

So Johnny Cash began to sing
for a living. His voice rang with
truth, and his popularity quickly
spread. But with public atten-
tion came new pressures for
which he was not prepared. He
had to deal with people whether
he liked them or not. No matter
how he felt, he had to sing
cvery day for weeks at a time.
He was occupicd with rehears-
als, performances, recording
dates, travel schedules, all tying
him down. There was cven less
freedom than he’d had working
in a Detroit factory. Soon the
need to be alone became so
great that he could endure it
only by taking pills—a few at
first, then more and more.
Often, drugged, he acted
strangely. People began to avoid
him; his promising career began
to fall apart.

Fear of the Cage

On a summer night in 1967,
Johnny Cash was driving wildly
around Lookout Mountain in
Georgia when his jeep flipped
over, throwing him clear. As he
regained consciousness, ke be-

Ao b e

gan wandering, totally lost.
Time and again he fell. The
underbrush tore his clothes and
whipped and cut his face and
arms. At last he saw the lighted
window of a cottage. He stum-
bled toward it.

A woman opened the door.
When she saw this strange,
ragged, bloodstained man, she
was, frightened. She screamcd,
slammed the door and ran to
the telephone. Soon a car with
flashing red rooflight arrived,
and a solid nmran got out, his belt
heavy with gun and bullets. The
hysterical woman talked of a
rapist lurking close by. At this
moment, a figure staggered into
the beam of the hecadlights. The
woman gasped and pointed.
The sheriff crdered the man to
turn, spread Lis legs and lcan
his hands against the car.



After frisking him and finding
no weapon, the sherift asked,
“What happened to you?”

“My jeep turmed over.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know,” Johnny said.

The sheriff put him in the
car, and they began a silent trip
to town. Johnny's mouth was
dry; his hands trembled; sweat
ran down his back and chest.
The thought of confinement
was pushing him to the edge of
panic. He had becn jailed be-
forc—once for three days in El
Paso for trying to smuggle am-
phetamines across the Mexican
border, and by the end of that
time he had been almost climb-
ing the walls.

At the sherift’s office he sat in
a straight chair across a desk
from the ofhcer. “I know who
you are,” the sheriff said.
“You're too good a man to be
destroying yourself. You've got
influence on the kids around
here, That’s a pretty rare thing,
for kids to listen to an adult. So
what arc you going to tell them?
That life is so pointless and
cheap they might as wcll throw
it away?”

Shamed and angry, Cash
stared at his clenched hands.

He desperately needed some
pills, but he dared not reach for
the emergency supply he had
hidden on him.

“I could lock you up,” the
shenfl continued, “but I'm not
going to. I'm going to take a
chance on you, for the kids’
sake. I'm betting you're not go-
ing to let them down.”

Moments later, Johnny was
outdoors. He took a long, shud-
dering breath of relief and
rcached for the pills. To hell
with the kids. To hell with the
sheriff. He swallowed the pills
to banish them all.

But they refused to be ban-
ished. That night, in spite of
sleeping pills and pep pills, they
haunted him.

“I'll Make It”

Late one night several weeks
later, Johnny called an old
friend, a well-known Nashville
doctor. “I need help,” he said.

The doctor had received sev-
eral such calls from Cash over
the years. Each time he had ar-
ranged for hospital admission;
each time the terrors of confine-
ment had driven Johnny to dis-
appear.

At Johnny’s house, the doc-
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tor found his friend almost out
of his mind. In a shaking voice,
Cash kept repeating, “T've lost
control of my life.”

“For the moment, yes.”

“For five years!” Cash flared
at him. “For five years I've been
doing crazy things, as if 1 was
somebody else. T can’t sleep, I
can’t werk, I can’t face the kids
who come to hear me sing and
ask mc for autographs. I can’t
even stop taking the pills that
are driving mc crazy.” Then, in
an agonized whisper, “Do you
know what it’s like to despise
yourself?”

“What are you going to do
about it?” the doctor asked.

Cash shut his eyes. “I'm go-
ing to quit,” he said. “Starting
now.” His meaning was clear—
no hospital confineraent. Either
he would do it on his own or not
at all.

In a distant voice, Johnny
asked, ‘““What’s it going to be
like?”

“Pure hell,”
plied.

The flicker of a smile crossed
Joknny’s face. “I'm familiar
with the place.”

The doctor summoned Cash’s
family and a few close friends.

the doctor re-

Johnny was not to be left alone
at any time, day or night. These
volunteer “nurses” could hardly
be prepared for Johnny's agony.
He paced the floor in torment.
He could not sleep, or keep
food down. Sweat soaked his
clothes. His mouth was so dry
that he had to sip water con-
stantly to keep his lips from
sticking to his tecth. He trem-
bled, not only from chills and
fever but because his nerves,
tissues and muscles, suddenly
freed of drug controls, were on
a rampage.

“Johnny,” the doctor said
after a week, “you belong in the
hospital.”

Cash slowly shook his head.
His eyes were glazed with suf-
fering, but through cracked lips
he whispered, “I'll make it.”

He made it. He went through
hell and survived.

Fused by Fire

That was in 1967. Since then,
Johnny Cash’s career has soared.
He sells more records, draws
bigger crowds at personal ap-
pearances than any other per-
former in his field. His income
is well over a million dollars a
year. Freed from drugs, hc now



knows who he is and what he
truly and clearly thinks about
life. His opinions may be un-
popular in some quartcrs, but
he speaks them loud and clear.
Cash has a special affection
for men in jail, and he speaks
out against the brutalities they
endure. He fights for justice for
the Amecrican Indian. His feel-
ings about the nation’s youth
are expressed in a hit song he
wrote, “What Is TFruth?”

TOP LEFT: Bob Dyjan and
Johnny Cash at taping of Cash's
first TV show. BOTTOM LEFT:
Cash recording his album
“Johnny Cash at Folsom Prison"
in 1968. ABOVE: Cash singing
on his TV show.

Young man of 17 in school
being taught the Golden Rule;
by the time another year goes
by, it'll be his turn to go and
die. Can you blame the voice of
youth for asking, “What is
truth?”. . .*

Johnny Cash is his own man.
He has been through the fire,
and has come out stronges.

"~ * “What Is Truth?” words and music
by Johnny Cash © 1970. Reprinted by
permission of the publisher House of
Cash, Inc.




