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‘there’s no place like

Richard Ofsenius photos

5t Anthony, a village northeast of Freeport, Minn, the region that inspired Garrison Keillor's “Lake Wobegon.”

Keillor shares the scenes that
brought fictional Lake
Wabegon to life.

By William R. Wineke

Wisconsin State Journal

Anyone who listens to public
din on Saturday afternoons has a
mental image of Lake Wobegon
Minn., a place where men are
strong, women are good looking
and children are above average

Now, “A Prairie Home Compan-
ion” host Garrison Keillor and pho
tographer Richard Olsenius have
teamed to provide a visual picture
of small-town Minnesota,

“In Search of Lake Wobegon®
(Viking Studio: $2! includes
maore than B0 photographs of those
small towns, plus a series of brief
essays by Keillor.

Such a book could he disap-
pointing. We have our mental
images, after all, and any reality
that intrudes upan them necessat-
ily limits the romance of the imagi-
nation. However, it’s hard to look

this series of photos and avoid
coming io the conclusion that, if
Lake Wobegon actually existed, it
would look like these towns.

Keillor says Lake Wobegon is a
compilation of images from
Stearns County, Minn,, where he
lived 30 b “with my wife
and a little boy in a rented farm-
house, south of Freeport, an area
of nose-io-the-grindsione Gern
Catholics proud of their redneck
reputation.”

As he created the town, however,
Keillor admits that 1 added, for
dramatic interest, an equal num
ber of Norwegian Lutherans. These
don't exist in Stearns County, but |
bussed them in.

Keillor says he based his physical
descriptions of mythical Lake
Wobegon on the appearance of the
real Holdingford, Minn., popula-
tion B35. The mythical Our Lady of
Perpetual Responsibility Church is
based on the real Catholic parish

“The Uptown Bar & Grill at 5th and Elm in Waverly. Formerly the municipal li-

‘quor store, and before that,

in New Munich. “a big dramatic
brick church trimmed in ¢
stone with a bell towe

faces on all four sides, and magnif
icent heavy doors with big black

hinges, a veritable cathedral ina

town of only 314

The Sidetrack Tap is

[
I ¢ signs and deer heads,
and funny mottos, but the Pioneer
Inn has been cleaned up. the
smells expunged.”

When he lived in the area. Keil

miriendly. a characteristic
it stemmed from

ud the fear that

1 be trying 1o sepa-

1el face. My German
1« a closed commu

wighbor
aity and § wasn'tin it Proximity
doe: 101 equal membership.”

Froum this rather isolated peaple

unu the “News from Lake Wobe-
gon. Keillor said,

a store operated by ane joseph Kevetensky, who
em qm-:d from Bohemia in 1882 and by 1902 owned a block of businesses in-
cluding this one,” writes Garrison Keillor.

As [ sat in the Pioneer Inn and
recalled the years | spent in
Stearns County, it dawned on me
where Like Wobegon had come
from. All those omnicient-narrator
stories about small-town people
came from a guy sitting alone
the end of a bar, drinking b
who didn’t know anything about
anything going on about him. Sto
ries about prodigals welcomed
home, outcasts brought into the
circle, rebels forgiven: all from the
guy at the end of the bar nursing a
beer in silence.”

So, Keillor continued, he cr
his own tawn. a town in which
is the mayor, the fire chief, the

ator himself, and
show and through |
and dumb luck and a certain fa-

cility, the fictional town becomes

more real than the real town and
now when he goes o Freeport
some people come up and say
You're Garrison Keil
youl' A person could write a novel
about this.”

BOOK CORNER

FICTION
Keillor captures a teen’s life

Radio humorist Garrison Keillor publishes
1wo books Monday . one a photo book about
the Eenp!e and villages amalgamated into his
mythical Lake Wobegon, Minn., “In Search of

Lake Wobegan® reviewed
RRISON

on this page. and one a
| KEILLOR

full-length novel about
his quirky little commu-
nity.

r-old Gary,
as he spends his summer
in Minnesota. Since Keil-
lor and this reviewer are
of the same age, an

i herefore. | was
also 14 in 1956 and also
amlet, [ can attest to the essen-

lived in a tiny

v lving on a white wicker
ading “Foxx's Book of Martyrs,”

gazine “High School Orgies™
1¢ noble bool

From one mail-order house you can pur-

chase nifty magic tricks, a correspondence
course in ju-jitsu, noveley underwear, and pow-
etful binoculars see thraugh clothing. A
cartoon man aimed his binocs at a high.
stepping mama and his eves bugged out and his
jaw dropped and drops of swear flew off his

ald guys really think that way in
1 attest to it. though 1 never read
Foxx's Book of Martyrs.”
This is not a syrupy book: being 14 isn't a
. not foday and not in 1956. Keillor's
et into fights with their parents.
and out of love. One of the girs gets

pregnant. Some have mentally ill relatives
Some of them are drunks. Some go (o jail

The beauty of Keillor's books, just as it is the
beauty of his “A Prairie Home Companion”
monologues is that his characters learn accept-
ance of the human condition. They don't always
find happy answers to their problems, nor do
they experience redemption for all their faults -
but, they do know they live together in a small
community and that their fam and neigh-
bars are the only people they ve gat.
William R Wineke

NONFICTION
Uneven collection stumbles, sings

At the end of David RakofT's haunting story of
his bartle with T, he makes a frank admis-
sion: “This physical evidence will have to serve
as proof that all that has happened was real, be-
now | only half believe what | am

nfiction writers this self-conscious
ambivalence would b
surprising, but it’s a sig-
| O | Rakoff's uneven
\\ collection of essays.
| P\ | Rakoff, a regular con-
™ [k, tributor to the radio pro-
gram “This American
Life,” cultivates hipness
| | and iranic distance from
| his subjects, who are
usually living owiside the
mainstream: American
Buddhists who pay for
lectures from Steven Sea
gal: Icelandic elf communicators; Loch Ness
monster believers.

Rakoff portrays himself as an outsider, aloof
from even his own emotions. While some of the
T's reporting is
often excellent, his is incisive. His best
work overcomes the erutch of one-liners and
pop-culiure references, allowing his feelings to
propel the writing,

The collection does not work to Rakoff's ad-
e, eXposing pattems and set pieces he
uses in essay aiter essay

Not until Rakoff visi
seminar does the volume take off. He uses 4
icate touch to describe the almost surreal
events, displaving his best qualities: humor, in-
telligent analysis and empathy

Adam foyee,

al’s Buddhism

\ssociated Press

NONFICTION
An ode to a mentor
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