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Packway Handle Band’s newest publicity photos were snapped in an abandoned Atlanta women’s prison. “It’s a (expletive)-up place,” guitarist/singer Josh Erwin, 30, says. “All these rooms that are like 200 yards long and the only thing that will be in there is a barber chair or something. There used to be an electric chair in another room and hundreds of stuffed animals lining the wall.”
The dichotomy of a suit-wearing quintet huddled amidst graffiti and dislodged tiles is fitting. Based in Athens, Ga., Packway features standard bluegrass instrumentation—banjo, acoustic guitar, fiddle, bass and mandolin. Some of the band’s material fits that paradigm; other songs on their 2010 LP “What Are We Gonna Do Now?” are closer to organic indie. “Outskirts” is a drone-y pleasure. The arrangement of “Walking Disaster” recalls classic rock, draped in barnyard texture. “It’s all about creativity, right?” Erwin says.
How do bluegrass festivals differ from other music festivals?
At most bluegrass festivals, it seems to me a lot of the bands are more accessible. If you want to meet somebody you can usually ask a few questions to somebody working the merch table or the side of the stage, or you might even see an artist walking around. And a lot of people bring instruments. That’s sort of the culture: there’s a jam in the parking lot.
Why was Packway’s tour last fall the band’s most interesting yet?
There was the world championship hamburger contest, which was really awesome to see. It was hosted by Krystal. The emcee of that event was just a lunatic. It was really something to listen to him compare eating hamburgers to the fight between angels and demons. (Laughs.)
How many Krystal burgers did the winner eat?
I think it was 103 or 106.
When you tour overseas, what do you do differently to pack your guitar for the flight?
I actually bought a flight case. I always detune my string, because when you get up in high altitude there’s all kinds of things that can happen to your guitar. We carried-on the microphones we use, the (Audio Technica) 4033s, and (mic) cradle. Always going through security with the cradle, they were like, “What is this?”
You used Kickstarter.com to raise funds to make the new LP. How does that work?
It’s made for anyone who’s making a film or writing a book or any creative endeavor, and a lot of people will use it for funding their band, like we did. You set up the monetary amount—I think ours was $3,250, and then you set an end date. You get money by setting up incentives for your fans, family and friends, basically anyone on your e-mail list. The lowest donation for us was $15—for $15 you get any of our previous albums, autographed and sent to your house. Onward and upward, there were guest passes for a year and that was $1,000 or something, and we’re recording two songs someone else had written and that was like a $1,500 thing.
What’s with the banjo tattoo photo on your website?
It was someone who saw our tour poster that was hanging up in a club north of Ft. Collins, Colo., called the Swing Station. The guy liked the image—I think he’s seen us play a couple times since then. He brought it to his tattoo artist, and he was like, “Hey man, put this on my leg.” I got an e-mail about two months ago and he told me what I just told you. He’s had this tattoo for like two years. We all freaked out, it was awesome.
The Spring Skunk Music Fest features Packway Handle Band, Scott Miller and more. The event takes place at SkunkFarm, at 4063 Jordan Road in Greer on May 14 and 15. Tickets are $30 for Friday, $15 for Saturday or $40 for the whole weekend. For more informatiion, visit www.albinoskunk.com or www.packwayhandle.com.
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