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Packway Handle Band

What Are They Gonna Do Now? The Unexpected.




Athens’ own Packway Handle Band is not your run-of-the-mill group of string-pickers. Most nights, there’s no “Shady Grove” or “Little Maggie” to be heard from these fellers. 

Rather, the semi-bluegrass group has developed a knack for incorporating witty, and at times sarcastic, lyrics into its repertoire, while keeping the standard string-band setup of guitar, mandolin, banjo and fiddle in check. A five-man tag team steeped in both tradition and individuality, if there was ever a garage band that played bluegrass instead of rock, this is it.

According to guitarist Josh Erwin, the approach his band takes to its live sets often depends on the venue. Though Erwin, banjo player Tom Baker, fiddler Andrew Heaton, bassist Zach McCoy and mandolinist Michael Paynter have been known to engage in a fair amount of mischief when onstage at any of several local nightspots, they’re also capable of playing a hot set of straightahead, old-school bluegrass. 

Sometimes listeners who become accustomed to one approach may be more than a little surprised when venturing out to see the flipside. “A lot of (what we sound like) has to do with the audience we’re going to be in front of,” says Erwin. “We’ve done a lot of bluegrass competitions and festivals where you have to lean more toward the straightforward style. We’ll have people come up after a show, like that, and say how much they enjoyed it. We’ll usually tell them to come check us out in Athens or Atlanta. Sometimes, when they do, I don’t think they know quite what to make of the difference at first. We don’t do a lot of stuff exactly like most straightforward bluegrass bands do with the ‘brother’ harmonies and that kind of thing. We’re not as technically good and strict as a real, professional bluegrass band, nor do any of us strive to be in that kind of band where there's somewhat of a more limiting aspect to what you can and can’t do.” 

It doesn’t take long to figure out that the Packway Handle Band does not pride itself on conventionality or artistic limitations. Onstage, the group might unearth a sonorous Americana chestnut like the Louvin Brothers’ “Great Atomic Power” or do a complete 180 by putting a string-band spin on the Violent Femmes’ “American Music.” On its latest release, What Are We Gonna Do Now?, the group makes noticeable use of its trio of songwriters/vocalists in Paynter, Heaton and Erwin. Paynter is more prone to pen witty, self-deprecating songs like “Walking Disaster,” the narrator of which is “an accident that stopped waiting to happen, a total wreck” and “a toxic waste leak in your neighborhood creek” all rolled into one. Heaton also reveals himself as an appreciator of droll, somewhat snarky lyricism when singing “I never wanted to be a rock ‘n’ roll star, and I never wanted to own the most exclusive titty bar,” on “I’m Glad You Got My Priorities So Straight.” Erwin’s songs tend to venture more into story-song balladry as heard on the harmony-laden “Lord Baltimore,” also from the new release. 

Listening to What Are We Gonna Do Now? you might think you finally have the Packway Handle Band pigeonholed. Then, out of nowhere, comes a brief, unexpected saxophone interlude provided by frequent guest Handleman and Knockouts member Bill 'The Pump' Oglesby. Do these guys really enjoy pulling our legs as much as it might seem?

“We’ve been described as both a ‘bluegrass band with punk rock influences’ and ‘a band liked by people who don’t even like bluegrass',” says Erwin. “To me, and I think to the other guys, too, we don’t really sound that much different than a straight bluegrass band. There’s just some stuff we do that sets us apart—like “The Pump,” for instance. He’s a great sit-in sax guy who has also come out onstage in red, patent leather panties and bra over a fishnet body suit to sing ‘Happy Birthday' to my sister at one of our shows. You never know what to expect, and that’s just part of the fun.”

Michael Andrews

