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Packway Handle Band bettered by competition: Telluride losses shape show style
October 3, 2010 by SHAWN JARRARD   

Packway Handle Band knows that in the music business, the grass isn’t always greener on the other side — sometimes it’s blue.
“The standardization of what one would expect from a normal job is not the same,” guitarist Josh Erwin said. “I guess I didn’t really expect that. And that makes it appealing also, because it’s not this straight job. It’s a total ‘it is what you make of it’ sort of thing.”
Alongside Erwin are Tom Baker on banjo, Michael Paynter on mandolin, Andrew Heaton on fiddle and Zach McCoy on bass.
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Packway Handle Band guitarist Josh Erwin (center) and fiddler Andrew Heaton play bluegrass. PHOTO BY EMILY KAROL
“We started playing in 2001, and actually the very first gig we played was an open mic battle at the Steverino’s,” Erwin said. “We’d never played out live before, and we played that and we won.”
That first win turned out to be the beginning of a trend that saw the band repeatedly placing in competitions.
“From there we kind of entered contests,” Erwin said. “We won a battle of the bands in Athens in 2002. That printed our first album, [which] was one of the prizes.”
Later in 2002, Packway Handle made its first road trip to Colorado to compete in the Telluride Bluegrass Festival.
“We would treat it as like a summer, almost a vacation in a way,” Erwin said. “And we were doing this stuff, driving in the van like 18 hours, driving all night playing and then driving in the middle of the night going back, crashing all day.”
The band placed fourth in the competition, and returned to Telluride in 2003 and 2004 to compete again, finishing third and second respectively. Much of the allure of Colorado had to do with the magic of being in a band.
“It was like this whole freedom aspect to it,” Erwin said. “Everybody had whatever job that they were doing, and it was cool — we’re taking off and we’re playing in a band. That was fun. It’s still there a little bit, but it’s different now.”
Had they won the competition, which Erwin described as carrying “a little bit of weight to it,” the band might not have become the innovative force that it is now because of different opportunities.
“It’s keeping us from that strict bluegrass world in a way,” Erwin said. “If we were a straight-up bluegrass band, there would be a lot of things that wouldn’t have come our way. For example, I don’t think our shows would be the same. I don’t think we would have played AthFest this past summer.”
Packway Handle finalized its roster at the end of 2005 when McCoy entered the fray.
The group’s talent and chemistry is showcased in its recently released third full-length album, “What Are We Gonna Do Now?”
Blending beauty, humor and intelligence with non-traditional musical elements like the saxophone and flute, Packway Handle Band is inventive and refreshing.
“I don’t think any of us really fit into that straight bluegrass world, so in a way, I guess it’s good that we didn’t end up the way that we were all predicting — we may be a lot more unhappy than we already are, I don’t know,” Erwin said, laughing.
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