Bad Boy of
Gospel Music

This page intentionally left blank

Bad Boy of
Gospel Music
The Calvin Newton Story

Russ Cheatham

University Press of Mississippi / Jackson

American Made Music Series
Advisory Board
David Evans, General Editor
Barry Jean Ancelet
Edward A. Berlin
Joyce J. Bolden
Rob Bowman
Susan C. Cook
Curtis Ellison
William Ferris
Michael Harris
John Edward Hasse
Kip Lornell
Frank McArthur
W. K. McNeil
Bill Malone
Eddie S. Meadows
Manuel H. Peña
David Sanjek
Wayne D. Shirley
Robert Walser
Charles Wolfe

www.upress.state.ms.us
The University Press of Mississippi is a member of the
Association of American University Presses.
Copyright © 2003 by University Press of Mississippi
All rights reserved
Manufactured in the United States of America
11 10 09 08 07 06 05 04 03 4 3 2 1

∞

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Cheatham, Russ.
Bad boy of gospel music: the Calvin Newton story/
Russ Cheatham.
p. cm. — (American made music series)
Includes bibliographical references (p. ) and index.
Discography: p.
Videography: p.
ISBN 1-57806-552-6 (cloth : alk. paper) —
ISBN 1-57806-553-4 (pbk. : alk. paper)
1. Newton, Calvin, 1928– 2. Gospel musicians—
United States—Biography. I. Title. II. Series.
ML420.N478 C4 2003
782.25⬘4⬘092—dc21
2002154113
British Library Cataloging-in-Publication Data available

Contents

vii

Acknowledgments

xi

Prologue

3

1. Ancestors

9

2. Big Boy

19

3. Bible Training School

29

4. Headed Straight to the Top

43

5. Singing like an Angel, Fighting like a Demon

53

6. Advice from Two Sources

59

7. In the Army

63

8. Wild and Crazy

73

9. The Battle of the Bands

79

10. Touring and Recording

87

11. The Slide

95

12. A New Era

103

13. A Matter of Style

115

14. The Magic of Their Singing

123

15. Ralph Carmichael—A Contract with God

131

16. The Fat Lady Sings

139

17. “We Sang at Every . . . Pig Trail in the State”

149

18. Gentlemen Songsters off on a Spree

161

19. Picking up the Pieces

173

20. From Rock ’n’ Roll to Rock Bottom

185

21. Searching
v

vi

Contents

197

22. Wonder Woman

201

23. Wedding Bells and Prison Cells

211

24. If I Had Wings

223

25. Musical Chairs

235

26. Gospel Fried Chicken

239

27. Still Magic after All These Years

243

28. Making Money

251

29. Awakening

263

30. Colson and Parole

273

31. Out of the Depths

287

32. The Holy Accident

297

33. Redemption

305

34. Wasted Years . . . Why?

313

35. Sunset

319

Discography/Videography

327

Sources

331

Index

Acknowledgments

I am especially indebted to the subject of this book, Calvin
Newton, and his wife, Joyce, who gracefully tolerated my seemingly endless requests for information, materials, pictures, and documents.
In addition, Don Butler, former president of the Gospel Music Association and an original member of the Sons of Song, provided a wealth of
information during three extended interviews and patiently ﬁelded numerous follow-up telephone calls from me. Don’s cooperation was deeply
appreciated, since his knowledge of southern gospel music is enormous and
the insights he shared were astute and beneﬁcial. Don was especially helpful regarding the dynamic years of the original Sons of Song.
I had a particularly memorable telephone interview with Sons of Song
pianist and tenor Bob Robinson shortly before his death, and will never
forget his pleasant comments recounting the good old days. Bob’s son,
Dr. Dan Robinson, also shared memories, pictures, and audio recordings
after Bob passed away in December 1997.
Former Oak Ridge Quartet pianist and all-around good guy Bobby
Whitﬁeld provided a treasure trove of memories and materials about the
period when he and Calvin were with the Oak Ridge Quartet in the earlyto-mid-1950s, including pictures, audio recordings, humorous anecdotes,
and a discography that was absolutely invaluable. This book would have
had big gaps about Calvin Newton’s years with the Oaks without Bobby’s
input and assistance.
In all, ninety-one people were interviewed between July 1997 and July
2002. Some of the interviews lasted only a few minutes, while others
consumed hours. Several people were interviewed more than once. A few
vii

viii

Acknowledgments

followed up with letters containing additional details or memorabilia.
Unfortunately, six of those interviewed have since passed away.
The following people shared memories and insights regarding Calvin
Newton, southern gospel music, and the American criminal justice system:
Louise Abernathy, Don Aultman, Mike Binion, Jim Black, James Blackwood
(deceased), Ron Blackwood, Jean Bradford, Charles Burke, Don Butler,
Bob Cain (deceased), Shirley Hollis Cardwell, Peter Carlson, Ralph
Carmichael, Johnny Carter, Walter Carter, Jack Clark, Carlos and Thelma
Cook, Bill Cooley, John Crenshaw, Glatta Davis (deceased), Ralph Davis,
Arthur Dillon, Sammy Easom, Marie Farmer, Livy Freeman, Bill Gaither,
Polly Grimes, Dr. James Goff, Jr., Hilton Griswold, Jimi Hall, Jake Hess,
Warren Holmes, Special Agent (retired) Ronald House, Harvey Hudson,
Josephine Vickery Huffman, Richard Hyatt, Parnick Jennings, Jimmy Jones,
Nora Karasik, Charles Key, Dolly Keeling (deceased), Jerry Kirksey,
Lee Kitchens, Eva Mae LeFevre, Mosie Lister, Faith and Larry McCoy,
Gary McSpadden, C. P. Mathews, Wallace Nelm, Ruby Nelson, Calvin
Newton, Jackie Newton, Joyce Newton, Wes Newton, Rosie Newton, Ron
Page, Roy Pauley, Dean Powell, Joe Price, Mary Ann Price, Tom Probasco,
Jerry Redd, Marshall Roberson, Bob Robinson (deceased), Dr. Dan
Robinson, Reverend Charles Riggs, Don Romine, Tilford Salyer, Cecil Scaife,
James Sheets, Henry Slaughter, Bill Smith, Gordon Stoker, Sybil Graham
Sutton, David Taylor, Jeanette Cheatham Taylor, Bob Terrell, Jay
Thompson, Wally Varner, Mark Waits, Billy Warren, Bob Weber (deceased),
Lily Fern Weatherford, Ben White, Bobby Whitﬁeld, Rae Roberson Whitley,
Debbie Williams, Earle Williams, and L. D. “Little David” Young.
I want to thank the staff, faculty, and administration at Cumberland
University, where I teach, for their assistance, particularly secretary Joyce
Reese and librarian Michelle Noel.
My father and stepmother, Eugene and “Boots” Cheatham, were especially supportive of me during the preparation of this book, and I profoundly regret that both died before it could be ﬁnished.
I am tremendously beholden to prize-winning music historian
Dr. Charles K. Wolfe, who encouraged me to write the book and University
Press of Mississippi to publish it.

Acknowledgments

ix

I beneﬁted from the advice and counsel of two outstanding editors.
Craig Gill, editor-in-chief at the University Press of Mississippi, guided
the book expertly through its various stages and patiently endured my
blizzard of pesky e-mails with stoicism and equanimity. The editor of the
American Made Music Series, Dr. David Evans, provided a meticulous
review and critique of the manuscript, which, in my opinion, resulted in
a much better book.
This book is dedicated to my wonderful wife of almost twenty years,
Sherry Tidwell Cheatham, who supported me wholeheartedly throughout the project, even when it called for big sacriﬁces on her part.

This page intentionally left blank

Prologue
Alexandria, Indiana, 1994
On the video, a group of gospel music singers, many of
them senior citizens, a few of them legends, have just concluded a heartfelt rendition of “The Old Rugged Cross,” one of the most popular hymns
of the twentieth century. The room is ﬁlled with emotion. Some have
their eyes closed in prayer, while others seem lost in somber reﬂection.
Written by a Methodist minister, this powerful song recounts a tale of suffering, shame, and lost sinners. It seems the perfect foreshadowing for the
story about to be told. A handsome sandy-haired man, now standing,
clutches a microphone expertly, just as he has done hundreds of times
previously. As the song ends, with the words “and exchange it some day
for a crown,” he begins speaking softly in a smooth tenor voice: “When I
was in high school, my daddy was a ‘Holy Roller’ preacher and I was a boy
soprano. So, I got beat up every night—I did.” A sprinkling of smiles and
light chuckles occur in response to the mention of “Holy Roller” preachers and getting beat up every night. The speaker continues, raising the
index ﬁnger of his right hand into the air. “So, I said, ‘I got to stop this;
this is killing me.’ So I learned how to box. Suddenly, nobody bothered
me.” The man’s eyes light up and his voice quickens. “I could sing as high
as I wanted to.” The audience, composed entirely of entertainers, are now
listening in rapt attention, even those who know how the sad story ends.
The leader of the group, who is smiling, plays soft tones on the piano as
the man continues to tell what is obviously the story of his life.
“So, then, somebody said, ‘Cal, you can sing. I want you to sing in my
quartet.’ So, I thought, ‘Well, I know how to make it; all I got to do is be
xi
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tough.’ ” (The statement is illuminating, for it reveals how at an early age
a young man learned to cope with the world: through ﬁghting and rebellion.) He adds, in a voice now quavery and uncertain, “Thought I could
handle it by myself, you know. And in the process I alienated most of you
people that I love.” At this point, the man, although surrounded by people, feels alone and vulnerable. Yet, throughout his life, he has never been
anything less than candid, and he’s holding nothing back here, either; he’s
laying bare a soul scarred by himself and others.
The booming reassuring voice of Bill Gaither, the man seated at the
piano, can be heard saying what others felt—“God bless you, brother.” But
there were probably a few who wanted to “amen” the part about the
speaker having alienated people, for he had been good at that.
While he speaks, various photographs are shown: a happy elevenyear-old boy wearing a suit and clutching a Bible; a serious young man in
boxing trunks; a proud teenager who is a member of the world-famous
Blackwood Brothers Quartet; a young adult member of the Oak Ridge
Quartet, the forerunner of the popular Oak Ridge Boys. The ﬁnal photograph shows a young man in a Hollywood recording studio with two
other young men, making an album that changed the course of southern
gospel music. All are pictures of the speaker at various stages in his life;
however, they capture only the highlights of that life. Other pictures,
taken when there were numbers under his chin, weren’t shown.
The camera returns to the speaker, who now lowers his head, knowing
things are about to become unpleasant. The humor vanishes and the man’s
story turns poignant. He says, using a boxing metaphor, “I’ve wanted to get
back with you guys for the last thirty years, but nobody would give me a
corner. And I don’t blame you, because you were afraid.” He quickly adds,
“You were not afraid of me physically; you were afraid I might mess up.”
“Well, I did mess up,” he says emphatically. “In a prison cell in Atlanta,
Georgia, where not only did I have my friends alienated from me, but my
family—I was helpless to help them.” He doesn’t say so, but being separated from his family and powerless to help them was the lowest part of
his life, a life that if charted would show a zigzag of stratospheric highs
and unfathomable lows.
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He mentions that Jake Hess came to see him in prison, and the camera
shows Jake staring warmly and intently at him. The man’s friendship with
Jake goes all the way back to the 1940s when the two young singers were so
hungry they stole peaches. Jake stood by the speaker when most other gospel
singers abandoned him. Jake’s name was the ﬁrst one signed on a petition to
get the man out of a Tennessee prison. Jake’s expression is one of pride for
his headstrong but lovable friend. The man turns and says,“I love you, Jake.”
“I saw a guy killed every week for thirty-two months in prison,” he says,
exaggerating the number of persons killed but not the time served, almost
three years in perhaps the toughest prison in America, a period when the
institution was totally out of control. Bodies that had been stabbed or set
on ﬁre were carried out on gurneys so regularly that it must have seemed
like every week. Things were so bad there that congressional hearings were
held to try and determine how organized crime had seemingly wrenched
control from prison ofﬁcials.
Reﬂecting on a lifetime of mistakes and misdeeds, he shakes his head
sadly and laments, “Thirty years of my life that I could have been singing
gospel music—because I messed up—is gone now. I’m almost sixty-ﬁve.”
Sixty-ﬁve? His youthful looks, energy, and vitality give him the appearance of someone in his mid-to-late forties. He looks great, which is amazing, considering his long history of substance abuse.
Trying to make sense of his past, he explains, “When I started out, my
dreams and aspirations were as great as anybody’s in the world.” His voice
trails off, leaving the listener to conclude that his dreams along the way evaporated into illusions and ﬁnally disillusionment. His life somehow got away
from him, and he paid dearly, being imprisoned by the government and
banished from gospel music. The latter may have hurt more than the former.
Yet if he was banished, why is he now being featured on a popular
video? He answers by saying, “One day I wrote Bill a letter and said, ‘Bill,
nobody ever asks me to sing. Nobody ever asks me to come to a singing.
Nothing.’ That man truly forgave me.” He motions with his head towards
Gaither. “You know the bible says to forgive is to reinstate. That’s hard to
do,” he says. “That’s hard to do!” The audience nods, yes, it is hard, but yes,
Gaither did, and we do, too.
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He continues with a few more brief remarks, including asking the
audience if they know that there are angels. The camera shows Roger
McDuff nodding in agreement. “I know there’s one, and I bet there’s more
than one,” the man says. (A wag would probably say that he needed an
entire angel band to look out for him, given his wildness. There would
have been lots of overtime, for sure.)
Regaining his composure, he says with a ﬂourish, “I love you all.”
Turning to Gaither he asks softly, “You want me to sing?” Bill Gaither’s
response is yes. What follows is a stunning rendition of “Hide Thou Me,”
which leaves the audience amazed at the man’s superlative voice.
Calvin Newton’s testimony and subsequent solo on the Gaither video
All Day Singin’ capture the essence of a remarkable man and his incredible
story. This book presents the story again, with additional details, insights,
and perspectives. It tells of a handsome, talented, charismatic entertainer
who, through sheer self-destruction, squandered a golden opportunity to
become a legend in gospel music. He was truly gospel music’s prodigal son,
mimicking the young man from the biblical parable who “wasted his
substance on riotous living.” And, like the prodigal son, he was ultimately
welcomed back by a forgiving patriarch, and later honored by the profession from which he had been exiled.
Many who are knowledgeable about southern gospel music are aware
of Calvin Newton’s problems with drug abuse and crime, yet few, if any,
truly understand the forces that compelled him to behave in such a dysfunctional and self-destructive manner. This book attempts to provide
the reader with an understanding of why he did the things he did, and
why he was the way he was.
While portions of the book relate episodes of great unhappiness, it is
ultimately a story of the triumph of the human spirit, revealing how in
moments of bleak despair and seemingly endless adversity, a man’s
unconquerable will, coupled with the support and devotion of a strong,
loving wife, enabled him to conquer or at least subdue the inner demons
that he had grappled with throughout his life.
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Calvin Newton is best known as a talented gospel music singer, and a
good portion of this story is devoted to chronicling his experiences in that
profession. However, Calvin was exiled from gospel music for most of his
adult life, and much of this book covers his struggles off stage and out of
the spotlight. Unlike many of his colleagues whose lives were ﬁrmly
embedded in gospel music, Calvin traveled in a number of realms and had
signiﬁcant experiences in other endeavors, including stints singing popular, country, and rock and roll music as well as extended periods having little, if anything, to do with music.
In addition to being a biography, Bad Boy of Gospel Music is a candid,
behind-the-scenes look at southern gospel music during its heyday—the
late 1940s through the mid-1960s—revealing that beneath the facade of
smile-a-while/sunny side/happy faces, there was an underworld of cutthroat competition, business chicanery and threats, promiscuous sex,
adultery, and rank hypocrisy. This book is by no means an indictment of
the profession, but attempts to take a more balanced, objective, and critical view than previous books on the subject.
As this is written, Calvin Newton is seventy-two years old and in
remarkably good health for someone his age; he is also intelligent and
articulate. He has, however, suffered two mild strokes that have caused
memory loss, and his long-term memory has been affected by the mere
passage of time. His recall is additionally hampered by the fact that he has
never been detail oriented; instead, he is a classic extrovert—someone
who has spent his life participating in events rather than standing off to
the side observing them.
Consequently, much of what is recounted in this book is the result of
a synthesis of information from numerous sources. For that reason, the
book is primarily related in the third person, although the subject—
Calvin Newton—willingly participated in the project and was the main
source of information. However, the author assumes complete responsibility for all statements, representations, and depictions herein, and anyone taking issue with any portion of it should do so with me, not Calvin
Newton.
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I wrote this book for several reasons. One is that I ﬁnd Calvin Newton
to be an extraordinary person who has lived an unusual and highly
interesting life, worthy, in my opinion, of being memorialized. In addition, I feel that he has never been fully recognized for the contribution he
made to southern gospel music, primarily through the tremendous inﬂuence he exerted on individuals and groups who later dominated the ﬁeld.
Finally, my interest in Calvin Newton goes back to his appearance with
the Sons of Song in my hometown when I was a teenager. Their incredible, mesmerizing concert that day—particularly Calvin’s performance—
remains one of my most salient and cherished childhood memories. I
subsequently learned that countless others who saw Calvin during that
period were similarly impressed. Seeing the Gaither video rekindled that
memory, and, more than that, ﬁlled me with a resolve to share his story
with others. Here it is—I hope you enjoy it.

Bad Boy of
Gospel Music
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1.

Ancestors

“Jails, penitentiaries and ropes are yawning for them . . .”

Newton is an English name, and a most prestigious one at
that. Sir Isaac Newton is considered by many to be the greatest scientist
of all time. Grade school children the world over have been taught that
Sir Isaac’s discovery of the law of gravitation came to him as an epiphany,
when an apple fell from a tree and struck him in the head: what goes up
must come down. Another Englishman, John Newton, composed one of
the best-known anthems to the power of God’s mercy—“Amazing Grace.”
Calvin Newton is related to both, according to several family members who
traced their ancestry.
Calvin’s cousin, the late Dolly Keeling, was the unofﬁcial family historian. Over the years she amassed volumes of handwritten notes, letters,
newspaper clippings, photographs, and ofﬁcial records attesting to births,
marriages, and deaths in her large and unusual family. Dolly’s memory
was keen, too. She recalled personal experiences as well as stories handed
down to her from older relatives about family saints and sinners whose
behavior ran the gamut from ﬁghting to praying, drinking to abstinence,
and killings to conversions.
Consulting both her written records and her memory, Dolly Keeling
recalled, “James Newton moved to Kentucky from Virginia in the early
part of the 1800s, bringing his wife and ﬁfteen kids. He bought forty thousand acres, which was almost three full counties. Some of us went down to
see the area one time and it was beautiful.” James Newton was Calvin’s
great-great-grandfather. Dolly was asked what happened to all the land.
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