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About a Duck

Packway Handle Band experiences surprise when song that almost didn't make album becomes fan favorite - all because of a female duck named Earl

Listen to the new Packway Handle Band album once and you won't be able to get "Earl the Duck" out of your head.

"People keep saying that, and that's good," said Andrew Heaton, who plays fiddle and sings in the bluegrass band.

British broadcaster Bob Harris recently raved about the ear-wormy duck song on his BBC Radio 2 show. He reportedly commented, "Isn't that one of the best things you've ever heard?

Once I had a duck

And I named him Earl

But then I found out

That Earl was a girl.

I thought it wouldn't matter

And anyway. . .

Earl would always come to me whatever I would say.

Amy Heaton, Andrew's sister, started the tribute to Earl after she heard a bit of a song about a duck during a bluegrass jam in Southwest Virginia.

"She got the first couple of verses," Andrew Heaton said. "She got distracted and moved onto something else."

Andrew Heaton wasn't willing to let the tale of gender identity crisis and love go by the wayside. He finished the lyrics.

While Heaton liked the finished product he was nervous about sharing it with the other band members. "There's always some apprehension when you bring a song in," he said.

Heaton admitted it doesn't make any sense to sweat it.

"When you bring something to a group of guys nobody has a response," Heaton explained.

Maybe someone said something along the lines of "Yeah, that'll be good," he said. Usually, though, Heaton doesn't find out how the band members feel about a new number until they start rehearsing it and one guy or another begins to complain. "It's mostly passive aggressive," Heaton said.

"We are a democracy which has its pros and cons," said Tom Baker who plays banjo and sings in the Packway Handle Band.

Although the band members gave "Earl the Duck" a thumb's up, the song almost didn't make it onto the new CD.

While working on the album, they spent a day tweaking the song. Heaton's girlfriend didn't exactly jump up and down upon hearing the fruits of their labor.

"She sort of listened to it and didn't say anything," Heaton said.

Luckily, the next day the Packway Handle Band figured out how to make the song work.

Heaton liked the song so much, he recorded another version for his upcoming electronic/indie rock/pop/ "slightly strange" solo CD "A(n) simulated complaint." that'll come out this spring.

"In the end," he admitted, "I think I like the Packway version better."

The band coined their unusual name, according to Heaton, when one night a friend with Tourette Syndrome yelled out "Packway!"

"Then there was modification from there because they were drinking a handle of whiskey," Heaton said.

The band - which also includes Josh Erwin, who plays guitar and sings, Michael Paynter, who plays mandolin and sings and bass player Zach McCoy - formed in 2001. Everyone but Heaton went to a Kennesaw high school together. Heaton went to high school in South Carolina which makes him a bit of a Packway Handle outsider but that's OK by him.

"I like to feel left out," he said. "I can't imagine if I still had to be hanging out with people I went to high school with."

The band's unique covers, like their version of the Violent Femmes' "American Music" and an arrangement of Madonna's "Like a Prayer," might wrankle bluegrass purists but it also draws in listeners who aren't already fans of the genre.

The guys play around two tightly-spaced condenser mics - not as a nod to how old-timers did it but because they like the way it lets them feed off one another's energy.

"We're really packed in tight around those mics," Baker said. " I personally really like the way it sounds. You lose so much with amps."

But there tends to be a lot of maneuvering to get the right person close to the mic at the right time.

"You've got to be careful to step up and not take a fiddle bow to the eye." Baker said.

Baker once got jabbed into the upper part of his ear with a bow, which pushed his head to the side in an unnatural position.

"He had some momentum on the bow," Baker said of a to-remain-nameless band mate. "It was a lot more alarming for him than me."

Following the release party Saturday, the guys will start packing for a European tour that begins with performances at the Celtic Connections Festival and includes other shows in Belgium, Holland, England and France.

As exciting as that will be, Heaton has even bigger plans.

"We intend to be the first bluegrass band to play in outer space," he said.

Packway Handle Band CD Release Party with Mountain Heart and Trampled by Turtles
When: 8 p.m. Today

Where: The Georgia Theatre

How much: $12
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