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No phasers, no sequencing, no synthesizers, no walls of amps, barely even any electricity. Who makes records like that anymore? Athens’ own Packway Handle Band.
The bands newly released third album, “What Are We Gonna Do Now?” is another contribution to their fine catalogue of what they call alt-bluegrass.
The five musicians — playing upright bass, mandolin, guitar, banjo, and fiddle — four of whom also contribute vocals, have been an Athens favorite for almost 10 years now because of their traditional style mixed with tongue-in-cheek humor and high energy shows.
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This album doesn’t stray too far from that very effective recipe. Three members of the band contributed songs, and each have a very distinct tone and style. Mandolin player Michael Paynter contributes a good mix of bouncy, up beat songs that ring with a little indignation and cynicism, as well as heartfelt country ballads — see “Outskirts” and “Tired,” both lovely.
Fiddler Andrew Heaton, whom dominates the stage at live shows with his eccentric stage presence, adds two tracks, both of which are rife with his talk/holler/singin’ channeling his unforgiving and humorous style of song writing.
He takes out a little anger at people who think they might be willing to play “Freebird” and the inevitable question that comes up at every show: “What is A Packway Handle?”
He also manages to shout “Titty bar” emphatically on “I’m Glad You’ve Got My Priorities So Straight,” just to make sure listeners are still confused and this is just a standard bluegrass group.
The style of guitarist Josh Erwin is a little harder to pin down, but perhaps that’s because he’s the most traditional bluegrass sounding of the group.
His slightly gravelly voice definitely adds a good, dirty South hill folk vibe on his songs, and “Horse vs. Technology,” an instrumental by Erwin, could easily be straight out of the late 1800s.
As expected, the musicianship on the album is excellent, with some outstanding examples especially coming from the mandolin and banjo played by Tom Baker.
The song writing might take some getting used to. It’s certainly not the kind of thing this generation is used to hearing on the radio.
But especially on the last track, “What Are We Gonna Do Now?” it’s pretty easy to see how much fun these guys have, and how much they love the music. It’s fast, fun to jump around to, lots of shouting, probably about as close as the South has ever gotten to having its own good ol’ fashion drinking song.
That’s what Packway fans who regularly attend shows have come to expect from the band: a band that loves their music, has a great time doing it, and will charge off the stage into the crowd and keep playing after their set to make sure you have fun, too.
Unfortunately, that feeling is pretty hard to translate into a recording, and it doesn’t really come through until the end here.
So, is the record as good as a Packway Handle Band live show? No.
Is it a really enjoyable record? Yes. And I’d rather have a CD that reminds me of a live show than a live show that just reminds me of the CD anyway.
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