Jim Avett: musician, husband, father, storyteller

By Schyler Martin

CONCORD, N.C. - The house is modest, typical of a small country town. A man with silver hair, wearing a white button-up shirt and jeans, sits on the porch, cup of coffee in hand and looks out across his farmland.
Jim Avett is a musician, husband and storyteller. He's a father to three children, two of whom are Scott and Seth Avett, founding members of The Avett Brothers, a band that tops the charts, plays gigs like the "The Grammys" and has more than 615,000 "likes" on Facebook. The Avett Brothers gained much of their musical passion from Avett who is steadily gaining his own fan base. 
In his 66 years, Avett has lived a busy life. He was born to a Methodist preacher and a classical pianist. Then he joined the Navy. Then he earned a degree in psychology. Then he was a social worker. Then he moved to Alaska. Then he became a welder. Now he's a musician who tours the country and plays intimate sold-out shows. He has released a number of classic country, bluegrass and gospel albums.
Avett is honest, gregarious and willing to talk about anything. His kind, weathered appearance may look grandfatherly, but he's sharp and, at times, biting.

"I don't read fiction books," Avett says. "I only read nonfiction. I order rare books from all over the world. I want the truth. If a man's a son of a bitch, I want to be able to tell for myself that he's a son of a bitch."

* * *
Avett's been playing music for his entire life. He has a room upstairs in his home that is lined with guitars. There are also photos of albums covering the walls and a music stand in the center of the room.

His love for music started when he was young. His parents believed, like he does, that well-rounded children should understand music.

"I took piano lessons and bought myself a guitar," Avett says. "My brother taught me three chords, and I played everything in the world with those chords." 

Avett picks up the guitar closest to his chair. He plays a few simple songs. His voice is full and warm.
"Then I learned a fourth chord," Avett says, still holding the guitar close and smiling fondly at the memory. "It was a minor chord. That chord inspired me to start going for prettier girls."
Susie, his wife, was the pretty girl who stuck. She was dating Avett's friend, but, when he couldn't make it to dinner, she went out with Avett.

"We only went out five or six times after that first night, but we got married anyway," Susie says. "We both just kind of knew."

Jim and Susie always encouraged their children to learn about music, but they never forced it on them. Avett says for years he didn't realize Scott and Seth could actually make a career out of music.

When asked about his favorite "Avett Brothers" song, Avett says, "Oh, what's that one called? About the beaches? 'If It's the Beaches,' I think. That's a nice little tune."
* * *
Avett pulls a worn leather wallet out of his pocket. He flips past photos of Scott and Seth, choosing instead to show Bonnie, his oldest daughter, who has children of her own and lives in South Carolina.

“She’s the apple of my eye,” Avett says. “She said to me once, ‘Dad, I think I could have done it, too. Played music. If I had decided to.’ Absolutely. She has the same genes."
Bonnie says Avett always made the children feel "rich in love."

"We always felt 100 percent safe with Dad," she says. "He provided us with loads of love, knowledge, wisdom and experience."
Avett's influence on Scott and Seth can be seen at every turn of their careers. The brothers are renowned for their honest lyrics. Honesty is something Avett has always stressed.
Years ago, he sent the boys one of his rare books. It told the story of a British yacht, the Mignonette, which was lost in a storm in 1884. Four men survived in a tiny lifeboat. After days without food and water, in order to survive, the men killed and ate the weakest man. When rescued, instead of covering up what they'd done, the captain insisted on honesty, despite the consequences. "The Avett Brothers" called their 2004 album "Mignonette."
* * *
"The Avett Brothers'" success has brought a lot of attention to Avett. He had a two-hour phone call with "Rolling Stone" the day before.
"They're doing a big cover on the boys," he says, like this is nothing special.
As "The Avett Brothers" become a household name, more people show up at Avett's shows.

"They come because of 'The Avett Brothers,' but they stay because I entertain them," Avett says with a proud nod.

But Avett refuses to let fame affect his life. When Scott and Seth ask how they can repay him for all he's done, he asks for nothing. He still lives in the same house with his wife, Susie. He works in his own garden. He bails his own hay.

"I don't think highly of fame," Avett says. "When the boys come home we go to the flea market and Starbucks, just like we always did. We get together every Thanksgiving. Family means everything to the Avett clan."
* * *

Avett says he just wants people to have strong opinions. He wants them to be honest. He wants everyone to be the best they can be.
"The first place you look is yourself," Avett says. "You don't look to others. You do for you. You work for you."
His daughter, Bonnie, echoes this sentiment,  "Dad has a rock solid work ethic," she says. "It has endured even through retirement."

As the interview winds to a close, Avett picks up that guitar again and plays a final song, "In My Next Life," a classic by Merle Haggard.

"In my next life, I want to be your hero," he sings, "Something better than I turned out to be. I've lived this life behind the plough and harrow. In my next life, I'll make you proud of me."
Then, with that wry, crinkled smile, he says, "We're not warming up for the next life. This is it. This is the only one you get."
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