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Just about every music fan probably knows the sordid legend sur-
rounding the half-charred coffin of cosmic cowboy Gram Parsons 
abandoned in the desert, and his various addictions also have been 
well-documented . Sometimes lost amid the seamier elements is the 
simple fact that Parsons almost single handedly created “Cosmic 
American Music”—the sound that ultimately spawned the country 
rock movement that became a potent musical force in the late Sixties 
and into the Seventies, somehow bringing together the Grand Ole 
Opry, hippies, and outlaw cowboys . 

All that has been well-documented in numerous other books, but 
Bob Kealing digs deeper than anyone before into Parsons’ roots in 
his enlightening Calling Me Home: Gram Parsons and the Roots of 
Country Rock . In fact, the Florida-based journalist hunted down 
friends and family of the musician who previously had not spoken 
on record, resulting in a wealth of new facts and insights that deepen 
the understanding of what made Parsons tick and may finally have 
caused him to unravel . Along the way, Kealing also shines a light 
on the overlooked musical scene in central Florida that produced a 
host of influential musicians—many of whom tuned their licks in a 
series of small-town youth centers—including the Allman Brothers, 
Stephen Stills, Tom Petty, Les Dudek, and John Anderson .

But what is most revealing here is the uncovering of the addiction 
and self-destructive lifestyles that afflicted the family of Gram Par-
sons, originally Ingram Cecil Connor III, as he grew up in Georgia 
and Florida . As Kealing dissects it, “Pain and tragedy run like peril-
ous fault lines through three families that make up Gram Parsons’ 
family tree: the Connors of Tennessee, the Parsons of Louisiana, and 
a wealthy central Florida citrus family, the Snivelys . Within all of 
them, addiction has taken a toll like a canker to an orange crop .”

Part of the Parsons legend has always focused on his status as a 
“trust fund baby,” which is true enough as his friends admit the jeal-
ousy they sometimes felt regarding the ready cash always in hand that 
bought guitars and entertained girls . They also acknowledge Parsons 
could be a gracious and giving friend . But being spoiled as a child left 
Parsons with a self-centered, even petty side that caused problems 
with friends and bandmates throughout his short career .

The musician’s father, Cecil “Coon Dog” Connor, married into the 
well-to-do Snively clan, but never made peace with his status and 
took his own life after putting his family on a train for a visit to the 
Snively mansion in Florida . He was known for a healthy appetite for 
booze and a wandering eye . Parsons’ mother—known as Big Avis—
was a full-tilt drinker who worked her social status and accepted 

nothing except what she wanted 
and how she wanted it . Her second 
husband, a bon vivant New Orleans 
businessman named Bob Parsons, 
matched his wife drink for drink, 
with some legendary fights included 
until Big Avis literally drank herself 
to death . For Gram, Bob Parsons 
filled a void and provided a type of 
support a budding singer and song-
writer needed, right down to buying 
a van for his step-son’s bands to use . 

It’s not difficult to imagine, how-
ever, the negative influences on a 
youngster who never really wanted 
to be anything but a player and 
songwriter . And even the best private schools and a brief stop-over 
at Harvard couldn’t deter Parsons . After one of his first gigs in 1960, 
his girlfriend knew what she was seeing . “He was a musician,” Donna 
Class recalled . “He didn’t have to become one, he just was, naturally . 
His music just took precedence over everything else .”

Or, as Kealing makes vividly clear, served as the sanctuary for an 
impressionable kid with an always mucked-up family life . For Par-
sons, writing and performing music was his driving force, and there 
was always a vision in front of him . It led him to the Village in New 
York and to L .A .—and back to Florida on several occasions—as well 
as into contact with other musicians with similar interests who influ-
enced him . More often, it seems many were influenced and propelled 
by Parsons’ steadfast desire to meld old-time country and its down-
home lyrics with an electrified rock ’n’ roll edge . 

Parsons gained notoriety when he took the Byrds down a country 
road in 1968, then co-founded the Flying Burrito Brothers, which 
became the archetypal “country rock” band . But it may have been 
with Emmylou Harris, a musical soulmate, that Parsons finally found 
the right spot . Unfortunately, his self-destructive behavior took its 
toll along the way and, finally, took his life in 1973 at age 26 .

“I don’t know if I’m playing with fire or if I’m doing the right thing 
even,” Parsons said in an interview . “When I say that longhairs, short-
hairs, people with overalls, people with their velvet gear on can all be 
at the same place at the same time for the same reason, that turns me 
on .”

Turned on a lot of other people as well, now and then, as Gram 
Parsons lives on as “rock’s greatest cult figure,” according to Rolling 
Stone . Calling Me Home illuminates new parts of the myth, deepens 
the story and further underscores that plaintive, high lonesome voice 
singing “In My Hour of Darkness .” –Gary Carter


