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BACK

FROM
DRUGS,
The Triumph of
Johnny Cash
Floyd Miller

e stood on a peak of the
Ozarks at sunset, a fall
man, feet planted wide, hands
clenched at his sides. He had
grown up in 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
seemed 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 somehow
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 turn, the
headlights shone into the black
pit that dropped away hundreds

5

of feet. Each time, he spun the
wheel, the tires screamed—and
the road reappeared. He courted
death, defied it. Twice the right
front tire spun in space, but
each 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 he.
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 CasH.
This was the spring of 1967,
and he was fast becoming a
popular country and western
singer. He was booked into the
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town auditorium this evening;
already he was 30 minutes late.
The place was sold out. It gave
him savage pleasure to think
how his partners would sweat if
he didn’t show up!

For the next hour he drove
aimlessly through the town’s
back streets, 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 stare up dully at several wor-
ried 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
money.”

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
tried 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



