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Above average —
and then some

Garrison Keillor the edge-of the-prairic prophet, on his new anthology
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Keillor: Continued from Page 13

four stories from. And so forth. But doing this book also
gave me a chance to write a bunch of new material, most of
it memoiristic: the introduction, and the essay written in
memory of my mother, called “Cheerfulness” There’s also
anew picce called “Home” about the geography of St.
Paul-Minneapolis.

Q: The idea, presumably, Is that someone will pick up
“Tha Kalllor Ralder." which provides these easy-to-digest,

fentry will
then Invastl:ah your full hodyofwnrk

A: Well, it depends on their digestive system. I think it’s
abook you find in a bookstore, and you open it up as you
stand there, and browse through. Whether you want to
buy it or not is, you know, a very personal decision. I'm not
really trying to sell it. But it’s a way to take alook at 50
years of a man’s work, sitting alone in small dim rooms,
and see what you think.

Q: The New Yorker magazine looms large In the book in
various connections, including the story of how youwere

givenan to write about OleOpry in
Nashville, which became the seed of “A Prairie Home
Companion.”

A: That's right. I had written short humorous pieces —
“casuals,” they called them at The New Yorker — and very
much wanted to write a fact piece, to do something differ-
ent. T had made a couple of trips down to Nashville to see
the Opry, which I had heard now and then in Minnesota.
Inthe winter, when it got really cold, you could pick up
‘WSM-650. So the magazine said to go ahead and write the
piece, and I was surprised at how open people at the Opry
were, how ready they were to talk. I hadn’t done much
reporting in a while; I had started out writing at a news-
paper in St. Paul, but I'was so terribly self-conscious and
shy. It was so painful for me to interview people, in fact,
that I didn’t even notice how the subjects felt about it. But
I was surprised by how easygoing they were at the Opry
and how much fun they were having onstage. I stood off to
the side of the stage, an old tabernacle, the Ryman Audito-
rium.

Q: I've been there many times. Wonderful place.

A: We'll be doing “Prairie Home Companion” there at
the Ryman in May. Anyway, they were having a terrific
time, not only onstage but also off in the wings, giving cach
other a hard time; it was like a family reunion. Minnie
Pearl was there, and Stonewall Jackson, and Dolly Parton.
There were commereials, including one for Beech-Nut
chewing tobacco. I was renlly taken with this whole scene,
and thought about starting something like it back in Min-
nesota. Of course, I had no experience performing, so this
was an entirely naive decision. It was a literary creation,
created by a man sitting down to write about a show in his
imagination. And we weren’t smart enough to know, in the
beginning, how bad it was at first. So we were unstoppable
— beyond discouragement, really. It grew an audience, so
we figured we must be doing something right, and by then
it was too late to stop.

Q: How did “A Prairie Home Companion” change your
writing?

A:Tthink it was liberating to write for radio. It brought
me back to my own speech, and to the speech of people I
had grown up with. I think I struggled, trying to write for
The New Yorker, because I was so enthralled by the writ-
ers I had grown up reading. I started reading the magazine
when I was 13, and I loved A.J. Liebling above all other
writers. E.B. White to some extent, and James Thurber.
But Licbling, I thought, owned the earth and could do
anything. P've read everything he’s written, twice. But he
was a New Yorker, an entirely different race, and to be
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On the radioI'ma
sort of cheerful,
avuncular person,
because that’s what’s
useful to people. And
a writer does want to

be useful. I do.

working in his shadow — to try and be a writer that he
wculd have liked, if he were still there — was very odd, like

in amirror. So to create the radio show was to
create another magnetic pole that in the end pulled me
away from the magazine, in a direction that I wanted to go.
It also gave me the chance to be my own boss, to put it very
simply. At the New Yorker, you know, we were always in
the dark about what they wanted, which is not unusual in
an employee-boss situation. What does William Shawn
want? What would Roger Angell like me to write? And so
you pushed yourself into a knot, trying to figure that out.
‘When I started the radio show, I was very relieved to be on
my own.

Q: Aplece called “Guys | Have Known” Is a sort of sensa-
tional fantasy about The New Yorker people, including
Shawn, John Updike, Paullns Knelnnd others. Shawn s
this macho, back-sl. t of guy, whichis
the opposite of how we think of him. Although he does
seem to have had a private life that didn’t fully conform to
the popular Idea of him as this very proper, fastidious

person— withthe 's
Lillian Ross, for example.

A: 1 saw Mr. Shawn once on the street with Lillian Ross,
who I didn't know. I reached for her hand and said, “Mrs.
Shawn, it’s a pleasure to meet you” And he corrected me —
he was an editor, you know, a fact guy. He said, “No, no, no,
no! No, Mr. Keillor! This is Lillian Ross.” I don’t know
anything about his private life, but he was a beautiful edi-
tor. Some people became exasperated with him, but I did
not. I took him to lunch once, after he’d gotten fired by (the
magazine’s owner) Si Newhouse. Mr. Shawn was a sweet
man, but so sad, so extremely sad. He didn’t live along
time after that. And in “Guys I Have Known,” I just wanted
to have fun with him. I wrote it after he was gone; Inever
would have written it while he was alive,

Q: You end the book with “Cheerfulness;” about your
mother. I'mthinking it must have been fun, and maybe
not fun, to write this piece.

A: Well, it was a piece of discovery, as an essay should
be. I wanted to write about her, as I didn’t imagine any-
body else would, and I thought she was very much worth
writing about. I wasn’t able to stand up at her funeral and
make a proper eulogy; that would have been completely
beyond me. And so I wanted to take this on. I think what I
discovered about her in the writing of the essay is that
with radio, and particularly with “A Prairic Home Com-
panion,” I came around full circle to my parents’ view of
life, which was based on their experience growing up in
the Depression. My father graduated from Anoka High
Schoolin 1931, my mother in 1933. So they came out into
the world at a time when the people they knew were hav-
inga hard time, or fully expected to have a hard time. Life
was very precarious. And their reaction to this was similar
to other people growing up then, which was to be cheerful.
To them, it was in bad taste to complain, knowing that the
people around you might very well be going through even
harder times than you. How could you complain about
being too poor to buy new clothes if you were talking to
somebody who was unemplnycd and havmg to scratch for
food? Ijust them never of
course, rebelled against that and intended tobe a dark and
brilliant writer. I associated brilliance with darkness, per-
haps madness, self-destructiveness. But radio turned me
around in a different direction and really required me to
invent anew self. 'm talking to you now as me, myself, but
on the radio 'm a sort of cheerful, avuncular person, be-
cause that’s what’s useful to people. And a writer does
want to be useful. I do.

Kevin Nance is a Chicago-based freelance writer and pho-
tographer. Twitter: @KevinNancel.
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