



Packaway Handle plans to pack ‘em in at Hummingbird
By RACHEL SULLIVAN - Special to The Telegraph, Friday, Feb. 19, 2010
Beginning in 2001, the Packway Handle Band hit the road for a staggering 200 gigs a year. 

The bluegrass quintet — Tom Baker (banjo, vocals), Josh Erwin (guitar, vocals), Andrew Heaton (fiddle, vocals), Zach McCoy (bass) and Michael Paynter (mandolin, vocals) — has been traveling and making music ever since. 




Athens' own Packway Handle Band is set to hit the Hummingbird Stage and Taproom on Saturday night.

Erwin, who gave a recent phone interview, explained that the band “began to do band battles in 2002, and we won a lot of them. In the last seven years in a row, we’ve been named the Athens Flagpole Readers Choice ‘Best American Bluegrass Band,’ and we recently won a battle at the Podunk Bluegrass contest in Connecticut.”

Four of the five members of the band alternate singing lead vocals and three of the bandmates write the group’s music. Paynter, Heaton and Erwin all write original songs.

“A lot of people want to know if we work together or if it’s individual, and it’s definitely individual,” Erwin said. “We come to the group with a full song — but then everyone has an opinion and solos get moved around and it ends up being a lot of fun.”

The band has earned a reputation for being one of the last of the “gather-around-the-mic” style of performers.

“We pretty much set up and play,” Erwin said. “We don’t have any monitors, and we use only three mics.”

Currently, the band is touring in support of its fourth album, “What Are We Gonna Do Now?”

“It’s all original songs,” Erwin said. “But we recorded this one slightly differently. Most of our albums were more like ‘hit record and play and that’s what we’ve got,’ but this one we recorded in individual parts.”

The Packway Handle Band credits some of its success to its fans, who support the band in a unique way.

“To get this album made,” Erwin explained, “we utilized a Web site called kickstarter.com. We asked all our fans to pledge donations, and we set a goal. The trick is that unless we raised as much money as our goal, we didn’t get any of the money at all. We helped encourage fans by offering prizes like signed CDs and placards. We also offered one fan the chance to give us two songs that we promised to record and release on our Web site.”

The band is looking forward to returning to Macon.

“I don’t know when it happened, but Macon has turned into a wild place for us,” Erwin said. 

“The Hummingbird (Stage and Taproom) is our top choice of places to play. We love our fans there, and it’s such a great party. Like always, we’ll play lots of our standards, and a few cover songs, but mostly we’ll play stuff from our new album.”

On the Web: The new album can be purchased at athensmusic.net and the band’s Web site www.packwayhandle.com 

