CARVIN, OR FAREWELL TO A LEGEND
In the field of the producers of the sound equipment there has existed “since forever” a group of major corporations of the global range, as well as many minor companies operating mainly in their local markets. However, while speaking for instance of the USA, the term “local” rings differently from what we refer to in Poland. One of those companies used to be the American Carvin. It’s a shame that I have to speak in past tense but regretfully, this company established in 1946, in October 2017 wrapped up its activity. The fact saddened many professionals, me in particular, because it was Carvin to whom I owe my serious professional interest in the stage gear, which fact in turn has kept me in this business for the last three decades. The history of Carvin is widely accessible in the internet, so I’d rather refrain from copying those materials. Instaed, I’ll focus on my “personal” relationship with the brand and I’ll share a few reflections on the changes which have been visible in the field over the last few years.  Thing is, many renowned companies which have been shaping the pro-audio market for years, today either disappear completely, or – which is a more frequent case – are being taken over by different corporations, which fact rarely serves them well and more often the only survivor of the once-famous brand is its logo. However, speaking of Carvin, I think that over its half century long of its existence Carvin has never had any reason to be ashamed. Many of its products have found their due place in the history of music technology. I’ll develop this part later. And now… back to my “adventure” with the brand whose logo caught my eye for the first time 40 years ago.
It all began in 1978, when I was working at the “Ruch” Press and Book Distribution Center on Towarowa Street, Warsaw, where the press from all over the world would come prior to its further distribution. In that number - also the titles inaccessible in the regular press kiosks, available for the individual subscribers only. One of such titles was the monthly targeted at the professionals, the “Guitar Player”. At the time I had high hopes of becoming a guitar player, so I’d browse with an immense curiosity through the pages of the “miraculously” won copy and that was where I drew attention to the ad of Carvin, with an info about the free catalog he could mail at request. So, I thought it wouldn’t cost to ask whether he could mail me one across the Iron Curtain, even though I didn’t hope much for his reply. Mainly because Carvin at the time would operate exclusively within American territory. Hence, mailing the advertising catalog to such an exotic place as Poland didn’t seem to make any sense to them. Nevertheless my first-ever letter sent to America was written, then translated by a friend from the hood. The stamps were pasted on and the letter flew to California via air mail. One month plus elapsed and… a huge envelope in the A4 format appeared in my mail box.  Inside there was a beautiful color 60 page Carvin Equipment Catalog, which I have saved until today and I treat it like a “sacred relic”. At this point I have to mention that all the pictures in this article are the scans from the Carvin catalogs of the past, so their quality may be inferior due to their intense exploitation through the years.
Inside those catalogs you could see the “wonders” which I picture here. Many of them look archaic today but certainly it does not concern the guitars, which have always been company’s priority products. Carvin started out with making the guitar electro-magnetic pickups with the coils wound on the old sowing machine. Find more of it in the internet. Most of the guitar components such as the bodies, necks, pickups, etc. they would make by themselves in their own plant. A few years ago the section responsible for building guitars split with the company and today it continues making guitars under the name Kiesel Guitars. Its president is one of the sons of the founder of Carvin, Lovell Kiesel, who died in 2009, whereas its vice-president is the founder’s grandson. Carvin is a typical “family” business. Its management passes on from one generation to the next. By the way, the aforementioned envelope contained also a rather extensive personal letter written by Mr. Neal Kiesel, along with his card.
I got so “wound up” by those materials that still that same year, at the joiner’s workshop located in my company’s building, I “carved” my first-ever speaker cabinet. You can see it on my website at the “history” section. The actual history of that cabinet is also interesting. Someone told me that he had seen it play at the Warsaw club, “Karuzela”, which means it had to be used for a quarter of century. Obviously, I wouldn’t know whether it still had the original speakers, but today it is not so important to me, given the fact that at the time I wouldn’t make my own transformers. Back to Mr. Taylor, there’s one more interesting fact. Not so long ago, when Carvin started expanding its offers out on the European market, I read with astonishment in a report from some music fair that this man is still working in the company and on the same post, although nearly 30 years have elapsed since I first heard of him. Ever since our first contact I’d correspond with Mr. Taylor regularly for ten good years. I’d collect the catalogs which I’d receive at my every request, so I had a regular update on Carvin’s new and ever-expanding offer in the field of stage gear. The list of users of Carvin guitar equipment comprised the greatest guitar heroes: Frank Zappa, his disciple Steve Vai, Allan Holdsworth, Jaco Pastorius, Scott Thunes (bass player with Frank Zappa) and the entire throng of musicians and bands known mostly in the American stage.
I’d like to add that even though that correspondence was going on for so many years, I never actually bought anything. Not until 1989, when I talked my bass playing buddy into ordering (with me as an intermediary) a bass head and 15 inch speakers branded by Carvin. To be honest, today I think those had been made by Eminence, because to my knowledge the company would not make their own transformers. I think you’d be interested in a portion of Carvin catalog which names three companies that make speakers used in the Carvin guitar gear, but I am going to focus on the description of the Celestion transformer.
As you can see, the note placed next to it reads that the 70W power is the “British” power, corresponding with 120W approximately, as defined by the American norms.  While purchasing the products from the American speaker brands and in particular one of them which “prints” their transformers in mega-retail numbers, you should know that they state the “American” power of their products. It means that a 1000W speaker by that producer translates in not more than 600W according to the norms of my company, just to name one. I have already written about it in my previous reviews on the speakers, so I will not go any deeper into this topic. Allow me to go back to  that bass head, Pro Bass II, ordered by my buddy. Here’s the story:
The parcel arrived via air mail. As it turned out, the cost of shipment and duty exceeded the actual price of the product. Me and my buddy settled the deal so that he gave me his “Little One” (FIAT car). That way I became a happy owner of the FIAT 126p which I drove for the next few years. My buddy in turn at the time was perhaps the only owner of such amplifier in Poland. He sold it to the bass player of the band Hetman, but he still mentions it with sentiment and claims that was one of the best amps he had ever played. Its traces re-emerged when I heard it had been stolen from the afore-mentioned “Karuzela” club. So, at least one such amp in Poland was reportedly bought from a thief, unless the thief chose to keep it for himself and cherish it until today.
Other user of Carvin equipment is legendary Polish counrty music singer / songwriter Michael Lonstar. A friend of mine happens to play bass in his band. When I told him I was writing the article about Carvin, he told me that Lonstar had a tube Carvin amp. He added that just recently he inspected it and made some minor corrections. In fact, that amplifier in spite of its age (quarter of a century, approx.) did not need any serious repair. All it took was just lubricate the screeching potentiometers. Otherwise the interior looked brand new. No internal damages, no trace of overheated tube bases, all soldered points were in an impeccable condition. While servicing some contemporary guitar gear, in that number also the ones made by the renowned brands, regretfully I often find the ones where you can pull out the plates without the soldering torch, which is the sad effect of using the lead-less tin and transferring the production to the Far East. And… while speaking of Lonstar’s “heater”, I thought it would make sense to visit him in person and investigate “the case” of his Carvin. Obviously, the number of emerging topics was considerable, because Michael is a very interesting person. Talking about just one amplifier would be somewhat odd, given the fact that he also has a dozen guitars, each of them has its own interesting story and Michael’s knowledge of the instruments is equally impressive. However, the limited frame of this article allow me to quote the part of our conversation focused on the “merits”. So, for starters I asked him, how long has he owned it and how did he come across it.
Here is what he said:
“I’ve been using it for so long that I don’t remember the exact date. I think it has been at least 20 years. Maybe even 22. I am not its first Polish owner. Most probably a friend of my then lead guitarist had brought it from London to demonstrate it to a bunch of musicians. To my knowledge it was used for a while by Mr. Dariusz Kozakiewicz, longtime lead guitarist with the band Perfect and then by someone else, but I’ve never bothered to trace its whole itinerary. I bought it to comply with the ever growing opportunities of playing big outdoor gigs. My then Polytone and next – a slightly bigger 40 Watt transistor Fender proved too weak, whereas this amp instantly drew my attention with a sheer power of its sound. When I put it on stage, I could successfully compete with any volume of the other musicians. It felt great to have such a “supporter” behind me. Actually, I don’t play real loud. My music is not of the “loud kind”, but that does not mean I don’t need to push that mass of air. And this is what Carvin supplies me with. It simply kicks ass. The more so that usually I don’t overdrive my sound. I rely on Carvin’s beauty of a clean tone and the beauty of melody line which I play or attempt to play. One negative aspect is its considerable weight, but what the heck! This is a tube amp. On one hand it gives me that clean and powerful sound and on the other – the warmth of the tone. Hence, the sound is not so sterile and unpleasantly screechy.”
Do you bring it to all your concerts or only when you know it would be indispensable? What I mean is, whether at the minor events you manage with other gear or maybe this one is your leading and only amplifier?
“I have never been into a hi-tech thing. I am not an aficionado of sophisticated devices. I focus mainly on the songwriting and vocals. But I love bringing my Carvin to the big gigs, when you have to face a multi-thousand crowd (once I even played for 70 thousands) and then – when I feel it behind my back, I know I won’t get lost. I still have my 40 Watt Fender and I love play on it the club dates, where I don’t have to (or am not allowed to) play loud. But my Carvin resounded at a number of big festivals’ in Germany, Switzerland, France, Lithuania (which for the last 20 years has been putting together the biggest country festival in this part of the globe, with 10-20 thousand attendees) and of course all over Poland – at the festivals in Wolsztn, Mragowo, Zory and other outdoor events, where you must have a tool to deal with the open space and huge crowd.”
Has it ever happened that your Carvin broke or failed?
“No, it never did. To such an anti-hi-tech guy as me it is priceless. I just couldn’t repair it by myself. My dear ol’ friend and also a sought-after musician, tutor and my longtime bass player, Mr. Miron Laczynski is an outstanding specialist not only in music but also in electronics. Not long ago he took my Carvin to examine it. Not to repair, improve or customize it. Just a conservation of the knobs and tightening of some loose screws. This amplifier after so many years of “hard labor” has never broke and all the time it keeps the parameters I need. It’s got the purity, the powerful sound  and everything I expect from any professional gear. Lately it has become my basic amp for one more reason. I had to split with my lead guitarist. Most of the lead guitar parts I play myself, which means I use mostly the electric guitars. And my Carvin collaborates perfectly with every one of them.”
Lonstar has both electric guitars and the acoustics. I asked him, how does he manage with amplifying the latter, because his amplifier is not universal enough to work with just any instrument, while there’s a choice of amps out dedicated specifically to the acoustics and Carvin in fact used to have them in its offer.
He replied that while playing the acoustic guitars he usually relies on the equipment supplied by the  sound crews and runs the acoustics through the D-box. He is aware of the “all-purpose” amplifiers and he occasionally does plugs in them, but he’d rather invest his financial resources elsewhere, like recording of his music, the trips to Nashville, where he has been 8 times to date and he cut his album at the prestigious Sound Stage Studio, with two Grammy Award winning producers. By the way, he is the only Polish artist having achieved it. Worthwhile mentioning is the fact, that such artists of world format as Paul McCartney, Eric Clapton, Elton John and Sting would record at that particular studio, too.
Next, our conversation extended to other issues, widely comprehended “career” which my interlocutor modestly claims not having made. But that is a topic for a separate article which I hope to write some day if I could only combine the technical and artistic issues the way to make them interesting for the readers of such a specialized magazine as LiveSound. Meanwhile I would like to extend my thanks to Michael Lonstar for having dedicated me his time and to Miron Laczynski, who participated in our meeting and more than once would throw in his precious comments. Miron – as Michael has already emphasized – has a great technical awareness, which is seldom seen among the musicians. In fact, many of them represent a surprisingly high level of technical ignorance, which sometimes poses serious problems on stage and recording studio alike. I only want to add that in my time I used to own a Carvin SX-100 combo and I reminisce it with huge sentiment, although it was only a “transistor”, but with a Mos-Fet transistor output. To some folks its sound resemble the tube but of course nothing can replace the tube “warmth”.
And now… my “Carvin Adventure” continues.
In the years that followed, as I was gradually introducing myself to this business and making a wide range of stage sound gear, in that number my own speakers, I lost touch with Carvin company and honestly, I wasn’t interested too much in what they were doing. But from the beginning of my activity I adopted Carvin’s principle of selling my products without the intermediaries, which results in my absence in the music shops. This principle is still valid today. Some people insinuate that it was Carvin’s mistake and they suggest the company should sell its goods on Amazon, which I think would be a pathetic stupidity. It only proves that the business has stuck in a dead end. Maybe soon the world will be flooded by the plywood guitars and cardboard combo cabinets, because when the only thing that matters is profit, then the good product gets side-tracked by the bad one, just like the money. Some fifteen years ago a local Carvin distributor appeared in the market, which made me regain my interest in that brand. I ordered a graphic corrector and a crossover. The latter functioned impeccably, but the corrector had an unaccepted noise level so I was forced to return it. I  inform you about it in case should someone accuse me of the lack of criticism or my boyish infatuation. The official catalog received from a person who at the time tried to sell Carvin there were some products which I suspected of being only “branded” by the company. The sales clerk in a way confirmed my suspicion.  Which in turned made me dismiss Carvin again, until now, meaning last year, when I got struck by the news about a definite wrapping up its activity.
I think we should reflect for a while on the reasons of the withdrawal from the market of a company with such a rich tradition.
I thought to myself – why not browse though the internet? After all it was an event vividly commented on various specialized forums, as well as directly by the Kiesel family members – the children and grandchildren of the founder. One of their live appearances is over one hour long and many other statements unleashed tens and even hundreds of comments, so there is a lot of materials to dig into and it took me quite some time to “digest” them. And what picture does emerge from those materials available in the internet? In the first place prevalent majority of commentators express their grief  for the disappearance of Carvin from the market.  Other authors try to idig a little deeper into the overall situation in the music companies market, particularly those which once used to have their seats in California (just like Carvin) and these days move to the other states, mainly due to the state tax policy. Carvin too changed its seat several times. In one of the last pictures shared at the Google Map, taken in 2017, you can see a completely empty parking lot and at the end - a small sign informing that they have moved under a different address. I followed that trace and I found out that there was “hustle and bustle” in the business indeed, the new buildings were there, too, but obviously that was their “swan song”. Shame. Crying shame.
I think there also might have been another reason, namely Carvin just didn’t want to sell itself out to some Chinese or to the producer of drilling machines. I guess the rules the founder of Carvin had lived by, proved obsolete and hard to follow in the new “global” market, where everybody moves their production to the countries of cheap labor. In which case you just can’t boast with your tag “Made in USA”. Still, I hear there are some companies which assemble their product in Far East and then they ship it to the States only to print their American logo on it, even though the pro specialists know all too well, that this is the hype. Some commentators of “the end of Carvin” emphasize that the company as such was alright but lately it was mis-managed, others would point out that it lacked innovations and for decades it would invariably offer the same products. The latter doesn’t necessarily have to be something negative. Out of my own experience I know that a theoretical “better” may be the enemy of “good”, while “the newer” usually proves to be only a shadow of the past.
We have lived to see the times when the logo of one legendary British company, the maker of the renowned guitar amplifiers, now appears on the Far East made tiny speakers attached to the cellular phones as the promotional bonus gadget. If this is the sign of times, then I am glad that I can still remember those other times which apparently will never come back. That trend is also true in case of the rock music, which is inseparable with the sound technology. But that is a problem worth a totally different story, maybe even a book which I might write when I retire, the more so that my retirement is around the corner and I am running short of my enthusiasm for physical labor. Fortunately, once in a while I still feel like writing, even though the bankruptcy of the “Ruch” chain where I started my professional work, later re-named as “Kolporter”, has brought about the financial problems of many publishing houses which in turn affect the collaborating authors. But let us hope for the better. As the common saying goes, “it can’t get so bad that it couldn’t get any… somehow”. And with this optimistic accent I conclude my sad story of the end of Carvin. It hasn’t pull though in our market, but some of its equipment is still around and somehow nobody dumps it. It cannot be said about other, newer “inventions” which live only up to their first malfunction that usually happens to be their last one.
*******
Just before closing the issue, I've found very interesting information.
Carvin is going to rise again, led by grandchildren of the founder.
We wish them luck!

