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Make no mistake, the buzz about California based folk duo, emith, may just be starting, but it’s already developed a life of its own—and their debut Fogbound Child Music CD, 13 Seasons, won’t be in record stores or available on the internet until March. Attempting to get a handle on emith’s compelling blend of folk, blues, country and other eclectic musical strains is no easy task. That’s because Carol Ann Ives and Stevie Gurr, its principals, have allowed their diverse influences to surface, often unexpectedly, at various points throughout the record. One critic, after absorbing emith’s atmospheric live acoustic set, said simply “…not your father’s folk music.”

Ives and Gurr may approach their music from different perspectives, but when they get together it quickly becomes evident that their energy, passion and preparation is decidedly single-minded. Upon closer inspection, emith’s music unfolds as both a product of their experience and creative will. If, as the OC Weekly points out, “…(it’s) a winning sound and style that is equally thought-provoking and catchy,” it’s because these two musicians live and breathe it 24/7. Whereas Gurr displays a spontaneous, feel-oriented approach, he backs it up with an encyclopedic knowledge and appreciation of musical history and tradition. A veteran guitarist and harmonica virtuoso with credits ranging from seven years recording and touring with Elvin Bishop and Dr. John to individual pairings with Don Henley, Zigaboo Modeliste and Otis Clay, Gurr doesn’t like to dissect the music, just play it.

Ives on the other hand takes a more studious approach to the duo’s work. “I keep a pad by the side of the bed, and a hand held digital recorder in my purse. I record lines of text, snippets of melodies, a guitar riff, whatever strikes me as compelling,” she explains. She is emith’s primary writer (eight of the 13 Seasons songs are hers). She collaborated on three other tunes: “Empty Your Pockets” with Jeff Straker, “Stone Fences” with Swedish Grammis Award winner (equivalent to our Grammy) Merit Hemmingson, and “I’ve Got My Baby” with Gurr. “I love co-writing and the force you get from working with another person,” she says. “You can’t be complacent. The other person brings his own thought and vision and may disagree vehemently with you. It forces you to corral your energy, defend the choices you feel strongly about and be open-minded at the same time.” 

It may be hard for some to envision how a New Jersey girl with four older brothers and parents who discouraged her musical aspirations could mesh so well with a native Californian raised in San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury district during the 60s, but life is about contrast—and it works well for emith. Ives and Gurr come from distinctly different backgrounds. A self described “child of the 80s,” Carol hails from a family who wanted her to get an education and a good job. She grew up an old soul and a voracious consumer of media. Starting earliest with books, she became so absorbed with reading as an elementary school student that she began getting into her brothers’ books, among them works by Sartre, Castaneda, Dante, Tolkien and Stephen King. Music became her next fixation, followed by travel and theatre. But her need to create music, though dormant for years, was something that bubbled within her from the beginning before finally erupting. Her dad was a professional journeyman piano player on the Philadelphia scene and branches of her mom’s family had had brushes with Broadway fame. When her father would come home late at night from a gig, it would be just the two of them, talking over toast and tea into the wee hours. Carol still had a typical rebellious streak, however, and wasn’t much interested in her father’s favorites. Her interests were rooted in the pop and rock world. Her early favorites ranged from the “Star Wars” soundtrack and “Led Zeppelin IV” to Billy Joel and The Neville Brothers. To this day, her all time fave remains Peter Gabriel’s “Secret World.”
She realized on a trip to Boston for the wedding of a friend that “Everything in my life was coming apart at the seams, and I knew it,” she recalls. After the ceremony, she joined in an all night jam session held by members of the wedding party. “A switch had been flipped.” Due to a scheduling conflict Carol’s ticket back to the West coast was cancelled and she wound up in Montreal. Talk about timing and luck. Her original flight was one of the four aircraft hijacked by the 911 terrorists. This left her with a week in Montreal with little else to do watch and wait and play guitar.
Carol began working with guitar teacher Heath Haberlin, quit her day job and moved to Lake Tahoe for a few months where she joined a writer’s group. Though she had never thought of herself as a songwriter, she began to develop those instincts and blossomed as a composer. Upon moving to Southern California she asked Haberlin to recommend a teacher. Without hesitation he replied, “Stevie Gurr.” On one of their first outings (at Santa Monica beach) Carol played her song, “Connecting” for Stevie. The song became a self fulfilling prophecy. She brought a new perspective—something that fit perfectly with Gurr’s years of professional experience. The yin/yang balance they achieved made them seem more like a matched pair than an odd couple. As they got to know each other, their relationship evolved from that of teacher/student to symbiotic collaborators. They brought out special qualities in one another that might have remained undiscovered had they not partnered.
If Carol Ann Ives was the product of buttoned down suburban New Jersey thinking, Stevie Gurr was the embodiment of the laissez faire philosophy that defined the San Francisco lifestyle in the 60s. His mother was an opera singer. “Mom sang all the time—right up until the day I was born, so I guess you could say I had the major scale ingrained in me before I took my first breath, he says. “I was always around theatre folk because of Mom, so I think of myself as show people. We’re not just musicians or actors—there’s an added dimension, a performance dynamic at play there.”

He grew up listening to Bay area radio stations like KYA, KFRC, KEWB, KSFO and soul music stations, KDIA and KSOL. He heard everything from rock’s founding fathers to one-hit wonders. When Gurr wasn’t listening to his favorite stations he was glued to the TV watching American Bandstand, Shindig, and The Lloyd Thaxton Show. By the time he saw the Beatles’ last live performance in Candlestick Park in August of 1966 he knew something was going on, he just couldn’t quite put it into words. In 1969 a buddy who played harp turned Stevie on to the instrument and gave him a few tips. Gurr bought one the next day. When he heard Little Walter he developed a new appreciation for the instrument which fueled his passion for American roots music. Blues and soul became his personal soundtrack as he sought out the masters—Albert King, Junior Wells, Freddie King, Buddy Guy, BB King and Memphis soul singer, James Carr, who had the original recording of “Dark End of the Street.” “Somehow their blues seemed a lot more heartfelt and sincere than what I’d been hearing. It gave me a healthy respect for the African drum.” 
With Bill Graham’s Fillmore at the center of the burgeoning S.F. concert scene and progressive radio playing the likes of Jimi Hendrix and Captain Beefheart, it was inevitable that Stevie would discover the guitar. Inspired by the magic of Clarence White of the Byrds, Albert Collins, Roy Buchanan and Buck Owens guitarist, Don Rich, he got a Fender Telecaster. “I just loved the sound of a Telecaster,” he enthuses. “You can’t hide when you play one because they’re so pure. You have to play good.” He was in six string heaven. After playing for over a year, Stevie met and acquired “Blue,” a vintage 1954 Telecaster. BB King has Lucille, Gurr has Blue. He began making a name for himself in local San Francisco and Bay area music circles as an ace harp man and go-to guitarist with awesome skills. Exposed to the acoustic folk music scene, he also met “Hey Joe” author, Billy Roberts, who became a mentor. He experienced a personal renaissance when he moved to Mendocino in 1972. He played in various bands and hung out with heroes like Gene Parsons, Chris Etheridge, Joel Scott Hill and Gene Clark. He views this as the burnishing period when he began to come into his own both as a musician and a human being.
Stevie moved back to San Francisco in ’75 and knocked around a lot. He worked for a time with singer/songwriter Steve Seskin, a successful country writer. “Then Elvin Bishop and Dr. John came into my life,” Gurr smiles. The relationships with the two became lengthy and fruitful and he went back and forth between the two. Gurr toured and recorded with Bishop from 1985 until ’92. He did live shows all across the U.S. and even exotic locations like Barcelona, Spain. He also recorded three albums with the bluesman: 1988’s Big Fun, the critically lauded 1991 rave-up, Don’t Let The Bossman Get You Down and (in 2000) Bishop’s collaboration with Smokey Smothers, entitled That’s My Partner, to which he added his signature harp. With Dr. John (Mac Rebennack), he performed on all the New Orleans legend’s West coast dates as well as gigs in Chicago, Detroit, New York, Brazil and Japan. Stevie followed his work with Bishop and Rebennack with stints in a variety of bands, including Rhythmtown Jive, an outfit who backed Chuck Berry’s pianist, Johnnie Johnson, and Earl King among others. He moved to L.A. in 1995 and became involved in its music scene. Then he got the call from Heath Haberlin.
emith was about to be born.  “We were not going after a particular sound, we just wanted to realize the intent of the songs as fully and accurately as we could. So we let that define the direction we took with production. Some songs just had to be epics, some had to be quiet and intimate. We let the songs tell us,” states Ives. “The album is titled 13 Seasons because we felt each song should and does stand on its own two feet and has a specific feeling and point of view—much like the different seasons of the year. Without getting too analytical, there are songs that feel new and vibrant like spring, songs with an indolent sultry summer attitude, brisk and foreboding songs that evoke fall and dark, resonant winter songs.”

Ives and Gurr began discussing their plans with producer Sheldon Gomberg and the trio eventually shaped and executed the emith master plan utilizing Carriage House Studios in Silver Lake along with other facilities and a variety of players to bring their vision to life. One of their first decisions was to anchor their studio sound with live drums. Gomberg, who had worked previously with Warren Zevon, Five For Fighting, Rickie Lee Jones and Beck, tapped Pete Thomas (Elvis Costello) for the task. That set the bar extremely high for the rest of the cast, but each participant was worth his/her weight in musical and spiritual gold: keyboardist Jeff Young (Sting, Jackson Browne), percussionist Danny Frankel (Laurie Anderson, Jewel), banjo legend Cody Bryant, jazz drummer Kendall Kay (Kenny Burrell, Phil Upchurch), violinist Stevie Blacke (Weezer, Colbie Caillat, Dan Hicks), French horn specialist Probyn Gregory (Brian Wilson Band), guitarist Mark Goldenberg (Jackson Browne, Linda Ronstadt), keyboardist Phil Parlapiano (Rod Stewart, John Prine), B3 organist Neil Larson (Leonard Cohen, Greg Allman), percussionist Luis Conte (Madonna, Michael Jackson, the world) and drummer percussionist Karen Teperberg (Chris Botti, Sting). Gary Platt (Bon Jovi, The Cult) mixed most of it. Gomberg mixed two tracks on his own, and engineer David Bianco (Santana, Natalie Merchant), who assisted Gomberg, mixed one track. Joe Gastwirt added the finishing touch and mastered 13 Seasons. 
The duo’s immediate plans are to expand upon the strong base they’ve built on the West coast coffee house and small folk club circuit. They have a tour planned to coincide with the release of 13 Seasons and have been accepted for an official Performance Alley Showcase during the prestigious International Folk Alliance Conference held in Memphis, Tennessee in February (18-22).

When things get intense Carol puts it all in perspective: “We’re after musical authenticity, but still, at the end of the day, it’s entertainment, so we try to retain a sense of humor about the whole thing.” Stevie backed Bo Diddley a few times and recalls overhearing these words of wisdom from the rock icon: ”I ain’t a fightin’ man, but if I run don’t catch me.”
