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It’s a Rush for Fans to Visit ‘A Prairie Home Companion’

Radio * People brave
extreme weather to line
up early for choice seats
to Garrison Keillor's live
variety show.

By ROBERT K. ELDER
CTCAMEK) TRIRLINE

T. PAUL, Minn.—As earfy as
S]I a.m, they start coming,

clad in parkas and other win
ter wear. By midafiernoon, more
than 200 people are gathered in
ihe autumn chill, ferming a line
that wraps wround the Fitzgerald
Theater. They shi, snuggled in
Iankets, in lawn chairs or on the
cold, gray sidewalk.

"They are ke io
ey thrive on advers|
rison Keilor, host of “A Prairie
Home Companton.” the live radio
show these dedicated souls in the
rush line are walting to see. [Nring
any given season, some fans wail
mone five hours In extreme
weather, just for o chance to buy
rush ticket—with odds not unlike
e Mishing,

Now in s 26ih year, auihor
Keillor's variety show, heard hy
27 million listeners warldwide, is
one of the hottest tickess in 1own.
Ttadiophiles tune in every weckend
w0 hear “Prairie Home's™ mix of
music, comedy serials such os
“Guy Noir, Private Eye” and Keil-
lor's wandering momilogue about
semll-town Hfee in the “News From
Lake Wobegon.”

But because Minnessta Public

« Radio members have fist crack at

tickets, which abruptly sell out,
nonmembers are lefi out in the
cold—literally. And you thought
Minnesota Vikings tickets were
hard to get.

But then again, Vikings tickets
don't allow you to sit on the feld.
Those with “Prairie Home" rush
tickets are seated on stage, and in
the front row, rght in the thick of
the action. The rush line was
adopted in 199, w0 allow out-of-
towners and non-MPR members o
chance i see the show rom excd-
slve seats.

This Saturday morming, sisters
Betty and Peggy Marshall have
cluimed the pole position. The sis-
ters, both in their late 505, took a
detour on Amirak o see the show
on their way o Seaitle. They

CARDLYN RASTER | Fon The Times

In its 26th year, Garrison Keillor's varlety show bs hot thcket in S1. Paul,

started the line just before 11 wm,
and have six hours o wait before
curtiin time,

“If's something we've heard
v the corse of many y
sister and | tune in when we're 1o
gether; 'y sort of a nostalghc
thing,” said Betty, who now runs a

hotel and ant gallery in the Do. 8

minican Republic. She met her sis-
ter In Tennessee, where the two
grew up, before sirking out on
thlr cross-country vication,

“The charm of the show is the
down-to-eurth, gquitky type of hu
maor [Kelllor] has, [1's wholesome
and sort of conn vou with a
different time and place."

Carl Hines, a Minneapolis native
waiting in line with his wife, Mary,
added: “11's ke going back in time
a little bit, to o simpler life—like
wir wish life would be.”

Through snow, rain, sleet and
hiizards, these die-hard fans from
near and far brave weather that
would send most postal carriers
packing, just for a chance 10 see
the show, 11's also ned uncommon
o see people camped out in lents
the night before the performance.

“It's a bovely phenomennn, | just
don't want them to sulfer,” Keillor
said, "1 was practically in tears one
time, secing people huddied on
that sicewalk with snow falling,"

Dhuring that particular incident,
Kedllor Iobbied for fans 1 be let
into the building. n practice the
theater has continued at times of
 weather.

“The mush line is & source of
gublt 1o me every Saturday,” Kedlbor
said | "l drive in on Exchonge
arclay, and | see
e slanding on the cor-
ner—i's lke something oul of a
Depression photograph.”

The atmosphere on Exchonge
Street is anything but depressing
Quite the oppasite, in fact. There's
a friendly community atmasphire,
a scene straight off a Norman
Nockwell painting. Mingling ac-
conts from different states amd
countries talk about the weather
which is unscasonably warm io-
day—and people hold one an
other's place in line during food
runs and bathroom breaks. There
Is, however, sume lension as
how many of them will ge in
averape number of msh
tickets released is 70, although that
mumber Qucttes with available
space, and each person in line is
allowed o buy two $10 tickets, The
theater itself only holds 1,100, and
shows have been sold out since the
early '90s. Often, ane-hall 1o two-
thirds of those walling are umed
away,

Katle Hurger
manage
S0

et bribery. “Even (oday,
someone (ted 1o slip us a $20
bill,” Burger said. (hhers have
more subtke approaches, like pay
ing people o stand in line for
them or buying tickets through
rulatives who are MPR me

Friends Brian Murphy, 37,

Liz Ellis, 31, from Minneapolis, sit
wrapped up in a Nowery bed-
spread, chiseling away the hours
with magizines. Strangely, how-
ever, both ane already MPR mem-
bers but like the “adventure” of
the rush line,

"Sometimes the journcy is as
16 Uhe destination,” Ellis said
s 4 live tadio show, and espe-
clally i our current media age, it's
an art fom that's less and less
commmon.”

"A Prairie Home Companion”

fun

remaing i rare bird in an endan- _

pered specles of radio entertain
ment. A few showy such as “Mi-
chael Feldman's Whad ¥a Know?”
and "West Coast Live” include
audiences in their broadcasts. but
these shows are a minority in 1\
broadcasting.

My potential audience mem-
bers come [rom oul of state, nol
knowing whether they Il be able o
purchase a ticket, Vaugh Harris, o
ish corpurate redd estale agent,
flew up from Nashville for the sole
purpose of seeing his lovorite
author

Gunter Seefe
ot citizen whiy
nin the last 41 years, tricd five
timees to get thckets over the phone
He has listened 10 " Prairie Home"
from as far away as Japan, but this
will be his first time seeing the
show in person—il he gets i

| think [Keillos| reflects the soul
of Americe,” Seefeldt said. " There
s 5o much superficiality here in
our society, particulady with us in
Californka. We don't know any
more what the substance of this
wery country bs all about. | think he
hits it.”
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Cohen has never heard the show
and has never waited fogr hours 10
see anything,

“It's part of the culture, I'm
from New York, where |public ra-
o] really isn't that big, so its o
ol experience (o understand the
Midwest culture.”
arr, who talked Coben intg
it the show, added: “It's one
of the last remaining basthons of
it American humor, this and
The Onion’ [a satirical news-

o 1o the show
for 15 years [rom Arizona, where
she lives,

“Living in Tucson is a far cry
from Minnesota, so | come back

here every Saturday while lis-
Aeining, do de vadio, * Duraine s
A recent graduate of the Univer
slty of Arizona's English program,
Durane made o special tip 1o see
“Prairie Home,” alter making sev
eral e-muil requiests for tickets, MPR
sent back automated replies advi
sing her o get in the nush lime eary
“It's & tough teket bocause we
play in a small theater. | don't
think thes anuther way. " Keillir
saldl. 1 wish we didn’t have a prof
erence for MPR membees, but ii's
a corporaie thing that goes way
hack whien the ticket was not o hot
item, whinsoever, But i°s @ fight
that we fight und lose within our
corporatkon, We just have 1o keep
fighting ir."
® [n Sauthern Califurmia, “A Prairie
Home Companion” airs Sanurduys
af 6 po an KPCC-FM (89.3) and
KUSC-FM {91.5]
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