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Packway Handle Band "What Are We Gonna Do Now?" (Independent, 2010)
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Inventively handled bluegrass

Although they play in the tradition style, gathered around a single microphone, Packway Handle Band are undoubtedly a band on the progressive wing of bluegrass. Their fourth album demonstrates a commitment to songwriting innovation within the confines of the form; their compositions replete with enough harmonic and dynamic shifts to ensure that even on the rare occasions when they don’t quite pull it off and seem to be in search of a good tune, the music can never be described as predictable. Their instrumental prowess, meanwhile, suggests that they would be a formidable improvisational proposition in concert.

'Walking Disaster' arguably wasn’t the best choice for an opener, however. It’s not a bad song by any means, but it seems a little underpowered to occupy such a position on the album. It’s the second track, 'Who Do You Thing You Are' which really kicks the album off, with its infectious chorus and rhythmic verve. Along with the soul influenced 'Tired', it’s probably the strongest on the album and confirms mandolinist Michael Paynter as the strongest of the three songwriters in the band. Nonetheless, contributions from fiddler Andrew Heaton and guitarist Josh Erwin are more than respectable and further ensure the album never lacks for variety.

There are a couple of tracks where the melodic choices don’t quite succeed (such as the tepid 'Outskirts') whilst the title track abandons the subtlety and complexity apparent elsewhere for some intense but over-familiar old-time. The engineering also lets the album down somewhat, occasionally leaving the recording sound flat. Fortunately the strength of the songwriting and picking on the majority of tracks is adequate to compensate for these shortfalls, and with their pleasing subversion of genre tropes, Packway Handle Band demonstrate once again that there is far more scope to bluegrass than its traditional image might suggest.
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