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Garrison Keillor/ 10 years at Lake Wobegon

Garrison Kelllor in a rehearsal of “A Prairle Home C

Staff Photos by Mike Zerby

By Jon Bream
Statf Writer

The tall man with "'Anoka " scrawled across the back
of his windbreaker arrives at 2: 15 for the 2 o'clock
rehearsal. Of course the others couldn't have started
without him anyway. And Garrison Keillor can't start
rehearsal without his ashiray.

He felches a heavy silver ashiray from the wings of the
Orpheum Theater and places it atop Butch

ol paper and suggests who should sing which lines to

what verse of the song.
“All right,"* he announces, ‘Take 1on the opening

lon" at the Orph Theater in St. Paul.

Soit goes at the rehearsal for ’A Prainie Home

Friday afternoons are the time for the organic piecing
together of the weekly Minnesola Public Radio (MPF)
program that's now heard on 2 18 stations around the
country every Salurday evening.

It doesn't matter where the rehearsal is—the World
Theater, MPR's offices or the Orpheum—Fridays are
Ppretty much the same. Keillor and producer Margaret
Moos arrive with skils, commercials and song lyrics in
tow. The house band is on hand, and the guest
songs in mind

take, exchanging ol ideas, creating.
On fo the second song.

Ten years ago this week A Prairie Home Companion™
broadcast its first live program on KSJN-FM. There
were 12 people in the audience that Saturday at Janet
Wallace Fine Arts Center at Macalester Coliege and
quite a few more listening on the radio. This Saturday,
when Keillor and company stage their special 10th-

anniversary program, between 2.million and 4 million
people are hkely to be tuned in.

Nowadays 10 years is a long time for anything to
last—a marriage, a business, a job and especially a
radio series.

How does Keillor feel about the 10th anniversary?

“*How am | supposed to feel?"’ responds the founder,
Cr!nlwe lon:e and host of “'A Prairie Home
“Kind of awkward. . . .| feel kind of

He started doing the show for fun. He knew a few
musicians, he'd never been onstage before and he
H\olmlhamm!ﬂmluhybemgnslnnd up comedian
So why not? But he never stopped to think what the
consequences might be.

“| don't feel nostalgic about the early shows," he was
explaining on a recent afternoon at his office at MPR. "'|
don't remember them clearly. | don't think you could
feel nostalgic about a live show that you do every week
because it falls into a rhythm. it's exciting during it, and
then you feel real depressed afterward because the
most memorable thing about it is what didn't work."
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The memory lasts a couple days, he says, until work

ins on the next show. He can't even remember
shows from two years ago. "“Every so often| runinto
somebody and | think | know them, but| can't place
them. They'll come up to me and say, 'l was on your
show.' It's embarrassing."

His show, of course, is a radio variety show. Or so he
once defined it. He's also called ''A Prairie Home
Companion” an entertainment show and probably
anoihgr thing or two. How has it changed over the
years

*"I's much more generous than it used to be,” Keillor
reflects. He figures when you've been doing something
for a long time, you either become cynical about it or
more generous. Now he finds thal the more generous
PHC regulars and guests are coming up with more
original material and collaborating on more numbers
and bits thanin thapasl “'We still do it,"” he says, ‘for
our own amusement

He gravitates toward musicians who are not his pals,
but quick-thinking, versatile professionals who are
easy lo work with. He's not trying to push any kind of
music in particular—he's featured just about
everything including classical, country, folk, Baroque,
bluegrass, biues, jazz, vaudeville, opera, mountain
music, rhythm-and-blues and gospel. He's had big
names like Doc Watson, Minnie Pearl, Odetta and
P.D.Q. Bach. And he's had no-names like, well, you
don't know them anyway. He's never really had a rock
group on the show.

“How ‘bout ‘The World Theater Song'?" suggests
producer Moos, clutching her ever-present scriptin
one hand and her stopwatch in the other.

Keillor flips through a folder, finds the music and hands
it to Thompson. "'Do you remember the key?"' the
leader asks.
o
on, Keillor and Sutton give it a Iry. Lel's vary it
Jjust a little bit" is the verdict. *'On the vamp after the
second verse, lel's lake the tempo down. "'

Keillor scralches his head and finally lights the

cigarelie that he has been fingering for nearly two

Before you know t, he bangs the hand against his ear.
"I sound like I'm off-key half the time. **

Keillor goes in phases. "'l sing for a while, and then |
don't sing anymore. | get very little encouragement. |
don't ask for any encouragement. | can doﬂwawso
often for my own self, but it is not something that our
listening audience requests on a regular basis. ButI'm
a grown-up person, and my feelings are not hurt."” He
chuckles.
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Kelllor did his monologue.

Keillor creates things with confidence. He's a take-
charge type in rehearsal. His hands conduct the band,
signaling the soloists during rehearsal and during the
live broadcast too. He kicks around ideas for
arrangements on just about any tune, even though he
says gospel music is the only music he has a real
feeling for because he grew up singing it in church.
He's not a dictator. After all, he asks around for
opinions. But he does seem like an autocrat
sometimes.

*“I'm just trying to be definite," he explains, “and

hoping people will disagree with me if they think I'm
wrong. We have to do the show every week, so there
is not a lot of time to meditate on things. You really do
have to stick your neck out.”

Bu:epl when he s not to smg Inrehearsal the

P ate. He
invariably asks which key lha song's in. His
oomnipresent nervous tics shift into second gear. He
pulls at the skin over his Adam's apple, he slips his ring
Iback and forth from the base of his finger to the
knuckle or he fondles an unlit cigarette or a book of
matches.

The next song will be sung by men only. Or so Keilior
proclaims. But maybe Claudia Schmidt would like fo
Joinin, so he invites her. She makes some kind of
crack about androgyny.

“It's an honor to be a male, " Keillor declares, and then
pausas.‘apnrdurabotdhsshm “Did | say

wrong? Don't women suffer bantone
envy?"

Yes, Garrison Keillor feels compelled to be humarous.
After all, he's always identified as a writer and
humorist. At least that's the way David Letterman
introduced him

“It's (humorist) an honorable line of work to try td do
that for people, Keillor philosophizes. “It's not a
profession. The gifted amateurs are far better than the
professionals.”

Give Keillor an audience, and the humor flows from his
mouth. His spontaneous humor is much different from
his written humor. In person he can be real smart-
alecky. You either guffaw or wince. In print he can be
drroll, witty or just plain amusing. You chuckle or smirk
and go right on reading. On his *Prairie Home"* pulpit
he practices both styles

The rehearsal is winding down. The ringmaster
concludes the last song with a beich.

“'Mr. Keillor, are you going fo gel here early
lomorrow?" inquires producer Moos.

“I've got fo write the monologue yel.""

“‘Well, we've gof a fon of stulf. Garrison, 1 think we're
going to need you closer to 1:30if that’s possible."

He dges the plea and. thathe's
going back to his office, yet he asks guitarist Greg
Brown and Schmidl if they need rides. No. OK.

it's 5: 15. Keillor tucks his folder under an arm and
picks up the ashiray from the piano and returns it fo the
side of the slage.

Gary Edward Keillor was born 42 years ago, the third
child of Grace and John Keillor, who worked for the
railroad mail service. Gary grew up in Anoka, singing in
a fundamentalist church, listening to the old radio
serials, starting a couple of class newspapers in grade
sd\oo!andudoplmme more formidable pen name,
Garrison, in eighth grade

He wrote poetry and covered sports for the Anoka
Herald. He wanted to become a writer, so he figured
he'd better go to college. He enrolled at the University
of Minnesota, where he washed dishes, manned a
parking lot, studied English and journalism, read
newscasts on the campus radio station and edited the
school's literary magazine.

Heldnnced!oapbalKUOM an educational radio
t Public

his wife and young son, Mhelealywnntedto
be a writer. in 1970 he published his first piece in the
prestigious New Yorker about a couple who hired a
prostitute as a companion for their 17-year-old son as
a way of keeping him home.

Meanwhile Keillor had graduated to the MPR station in
St. Paul, KSJUN, where, on his morning show, he was
abﬁamplayamhnolhnmcudhhuﬂum
luvadBm,mmand Beach Boys. The
jprogram eventually knounus"APrm
mc«hr?um "unamemed w:ye
Our Prairie Home, orttaWumnsHoma“ ion

“Well, it's been a qQuiet week In Lake Wobegon,
myhomolo

explained it so many limes he's not sure what the real
storyis.

After traveling to Nashville, Tenn., lo write a story for
the New Yorker about the Grand Ole Opry in 1974, he
came up with anidea for a radio variety show. In June
MPR taped three such shows at Walker Art Center. On
July 6 the first live ""Prairie Home Companion"" aired on
KSJN. And the rest is pretty much forgotten by Keillor.

In '82 he discontinued his morning radio show to
concentrate on his writing. He published a collection of
his New Yorker pieces under the title “Happy To Be
Here," which became a best seller and enabled him to
become a home owner, something he never thought
he'd become. He continues to write for the New Yorker
and Atlantic Monthly and work on his second book,
which will be about Lake Wobegon, the mytmcnlmwn
featured on *'A Prairie Home Companion."

In his spare time Keillor likes to take in a few Twins
games, play an infrequent round of golf and read
*“cheap literature and real sleazy magazines."
What motivates him?

“"Curiosity,”" he says, “and deadiines."

It's 1:35 p.m. Saturday, and Keillor steps onto the
Orpheum Theal

ler stage. He's wearing his game lace,
that famikiar white suit and the same torn white lennis
shoes he wore yestarday with the blue jeans and
button-down dress shirt whose collar was nol
buttoned down. The "'Prairie Home Companion”™
MMwmmwmmmsm
sdmb‘nmnpbmes_ Sdamd

magazine, or a combination of the two. Keillor has

mm wkalarnoﬂnheuigsbokmfor
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his heavy silver ashiray.

b‘gg‘n the ashrray safely anchoredon the pnana saund
cf proceed.

warm-up session can gstpreh‘y organic. Tempos who
sings what part, additional instruments, just about
anything can change. Producer Moos seems more
assertive during Saturday's rehearsal than during
Friday's. She has to keep things moving and an eye on
the clock.

Keillor wants to practice "The Worid Theater Song, "
but Moaos points out that guest clarinelist Willie
Humphrey from New Orleans hasn't arrived yel, and
he's going to play on the tune. So she suggests the
Department of Folk Song.

As the department convenes, Keilior s other Prairie
Home companions wander in. Bill Evans and Red
Maddock, the rhythm section of the Butch Thompson
Trio. Geoff Bull, a trumpeter from Australia. And, finaily,
in waddles Humphrey, an hour after he was due to
arnve.

Everything stops. Keillor meets the 84-year-old
Jazzman in the middie of the siage with a dead-fish

handshake.

“"Would you believe it, "' the guest announces, “that!
gota whole iot of retephone calls and letters after the
last time (on the show)?"

**A Prairie Home Companion' receives about 1,000
letters a week from around the cmmtry Keillor will
answer it and any compli

that happen to strike his Iancy There are also so many
inquiries for interviews that it seems that he needs a
press agent as much as a literary agent.

“I'm not a celebrity," insists the man who has been the
subject of reports by “Entertainment Tonight," People
magazine, ‘The Today Show"' and Time magazine, to
name a few. 'There aren't celebrities in radio. | do a
show. A star is a person who receives top billing. |
don't receive billing. " He laughs.

Yel he gelsinvited on "'ABC's Nightline'' to talk about
what the 4th of July means to the folks in Lake

Wobegon. "'He (Ted Koppel) asked me once, and he
never asked me again," says Keillor. But *'Late Night

with David Letterman" beckoned a second tim=. *Did |
get asked back, or did the publisher try lohnagle me
on?" the writer asks. * thnk it was two book-
promotional appearances."

Keillor is notoriously shy. His friends tell him that he's
overcome his shyness, so maybe it's now more
appropriate to call him coyly modest. Would you
believe thatin 10 years he has never uttered his name
on "A Prairie Home Companion"?

"'l don't remember why | didn't in the beginning," he
reflects. *'| don’t seem to pronounce it very well, for
one thing. When | talk on the phone, when | make an
appointment at the dentist or something and | say my
name, | always have to repeat it, sometimes twice."

It's nearly 4 o'clock. Almost time to let the audience in.
As usual the tickels have been sold out six weeks in
advance. With Bull and Humphrey sitting in, the house
band is really cooking. "It sounds great to me," Moos
beams. “'Let’s do the theme. "'

“Let's do it disco style," wisecracks Keillor.

SUMMERTIME.

Thanks to Amtrak’s “‘All Aboard America” summer

fares, you can have the time of your life this summer,
vacationing aboard the train.

You'll get everything we've got—friendly, helpful
service, wide, reclining seats, air conditioning, lounge
cars, dining cars, snack bars—without giving up much of

what you've got.

Specifically: if you
buy a ticket before
September 3rd, you can
travel to any city in one
of our three regions for
only $175 or less. Any
city in an adjoining
region is only $250 or
less. Or go from coast to
coast for only $325
round-trip. Kids under
12 get 50% off these
already low fares. You
have 30 days to com-
plete your travel, as long
as you return no later

than Octob

2nd. No ad b is

with these special fares. Andnga!ane stopouralch
way. Certain other restrictions may apply. Seats are
limited, so now’s the time to get on board.

We're sure once you've ridden Amtrak, you'll keep
riding Amtrak. Over 19 million people ride with us every
year. They've discovered Amtrak
is one of the most modern, effi-
cient and comfortable passenger
train systems in the world.

For reservations or more
information about our convenient
schedules, call your travel agent
or Amtrak at 1-800-USA-RAIL.
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The band ignores him and finds the familiar tempo.
Keillor picks up his ashiray and heads to the wings.

*'A Prairie Home Companion" has had many homes in
its 10 years—Walker Art Center, Janet Wallace Fine
Arls Center, Variety Hall Theater and the Minnesota
Public Radio studio before settling into the 960-seat
World Theater in St. Paul in 1978. Because of f

plaster al the theater, the program was forced lo move
to the St. Paul Orpheum last winter, but plans to return
to the World in the fall.

Fromits early days, PHC has traveled, bfoudcuhnﬂ
from such places as Lucan and Collegeville,

Hammond and La Crosse, Wis.; Decorah, lowa, and
Fargo, N.D. in February ‘TBmeployam was
broadcast to a national audience for the first time as a
special for Folk Festival USA. A year later the first
national sateliite broadcast originated from the Public
Radio Confarancanl(anus s City. InMuyol ‘80 the

Public Radio d

Since then PHC has journeyed to meet its audience,
broadcasting live from Boston, New York City,
Chicago, Los Angeles and Ashland, Ore., among
other places. TheprogramhnsbamcamsdnSwsden
and will be heard in Australia this summer.

The two-hour show, which is produced by Minnesota
Public Radio, has won two Corporation for Public

3 “Iaound like I'm oft-key half the time."

Broadcasting Awards as well as the prestigious
Peabody Award. It has been public radio’s most
popular fund raiser, attracting $3 million to national
coffers since ‘80. The program is supported by grants
from the National Endowment for the Arts and
mderwnﬂenvaugl Inc. -Isawalowntnu
budget is about $800,

“*A Prairie Home Companion" also has become
something of a cottage industry itself, producing and
seling three record albums, tapes of Keillor's
monologues, T-shirts, baseball caps and other
souvenirs.

Longtime PHC lollowers invariably ask three
questions: What happened to Keillor's hat, why did he
shave his beard and has he worn that same white suit
for all these years?

The hat departed Keillor's head about eight years ago.
*That was kind of a pretentious hat. Not many people
cunumaha(uu'uﬂosea:ﬂ\olhulwns ljust
had enough good sense to quit wearing it. Not many
peoplecamaalvwearnfeedcapsomhla
convincing. Iwonderwhallmdol’caplcmidwaarand
really make it believable?. . . . Earphones.”

Simitarly, he dubbed the beard grandiose. His son had
never seen Dad's face; beards used to be a badge,
but they aren't anymore, and the beard tended to dull
his facial expressions, he says. So, |n1951 the beard
exited. "It don't mean anything if you're clean-
shaven," he says. It means that you've gone covert.”

And this is the third white suit. It visits the dry cleaners
every other week. "I don't wear it in real life,"" he notes.
Well, he did wear it two other times besides on "'A
Prairie Home Companion"' —once for a benefit with the
symphony orchestra and the other time for a benefit at
his high school.

AH 45p.m. rhaﬂurch Thanpsan Trio takes the sta,
"' the PHC Keillor 1

mutas laterin his ramiar white suit, red craval and

socks and pale blue shirt. He tells the faithful that he's
happy to see them all. “Weaoham a noodbroadcnsr

rmmr lnope I think . . . Iguess. . . . Whatdo

An “Thity v

The Orpheumn audience hears KSJN broadcast over
the theater's sound system. Thecfockhcksdom The
theme music begins. Keillor bids a welcome. He
dommnamso!guesrsmmeshwwfulefoldnga
piece of paper inlo an airplane.

“And Iwant you lo give a special weicome now lo our
special friend from down in New Orleans. A man who
gives longevity a good name, I tell ya. This man makes
Bdsmﬁ(eanawwedalﬂmfabasomeda Mr.

Willie Humphrey on the clarinet. “Hesads"leplanemra
the crowd and dances off to the wings as the
continues.

*I smoke too h backstage," Keillor says bety
Camels in his office. His office is organized chaos. On
the desk and floor piles of papers and books have
been fanned out like a deck ol cards. The only other
things a visitor remer bout the place is a huge
word processor on the desk an old green chair by the
window, a photo of Keillor and his son over the desk, a
Minnesota Twins Western Division pennant on the wall
and the occupant searching all through the mess for a
book of matches.

Not only does Keillor spend his time offstage smoking,
but he also looks over his scripts. Sure, they are sitting
in front of him on a music stand when he's onstage. But
he doesn't want to read them over the air

Offstage he also tries to listen to the show with the
same perspective of the family sitting in its living room
listening. But he finds it impossible. 'l probably know
less about how the show sounds than anyone else."

“Powdermilk Biscuils, *' the pitchman says, “‘made
from the whole wheal that gives shy persons the
strength to get up and do what needs fo be done. The
cause of shyness is something that has never been
determined lo the satisfaction of anybody. Some
people say it's caused by heredity. Other people think
that you get it from your parents. Some peopie say it’s
caused by environment. There are others who say that
ymga.h!.'ram!hamrbenceol#mgs \people
around you. I've ahsysmmryrymss‘smusadby
being from Minnesota.

Continued/ page 10

»>
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Portraits to
share
delightful childhood changes

e $ 7095

3 - 5x Includes
15 wallet size 95¢ deposit

No appointment necessary. 95¢ for each additional
subject in a portrait L Poses our i
Satisfaction guaranteed or your money back.

Also Avallable in Addition To This Offer:
Black Background & Double Feature
Portraits * Passport Photos
Copy & Restoration

OFFER GOOD FOR PORTRAITS TAKEN THRU JULY 7
Use your Sears Chargel
Studios located in most larger Sears retail stores.
Studio Hours:

Sunday: Store hours (where store s open)
Mon.-Sat: Store opening until one hour prior to store closing

‘‘We have to do the show every week, so there is not a lot of time to meditate on things.
You really do have to stick your neck out.”
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“'I'm a real slow talker," says Keillor with a cadence
that's more laid back than measured. He has a good
sense of comic timing, but when he's being
straightforward you never know when he has finished

ing on a topic. His paragraphs are invariably
one senlence long with seemingly enough lime for a
colfee break in between paragraphs.

“| don't express myself very well. | come from a state
of slocow talkers, people who have great difficulty
being articulate. Southerners are the most articulate

people in America. Wonderful talkers, It seems like
therels an image in every sentence they speak, not
necessarily a metaphor or a simile, It's more like what
English is supposed to be like."

Keillor never thought he'd make his living talking. He
never thought of radio as a real profession. Returning
to his daily radio show is not in his plans. In fact, if it
weren't for A Prairie Home Companion,"' he doubts
that he'd still be in radio.

“I'd still be writing. | don't know if I'd be earning a living
writing. | would have found some hones to do.
The post office, maybe. Sorting mail. That's something
Icould do."

“We're going lo pause here for a brief intermission, '
Keillor tells his listeners, holding up six fingers to
indicate lo the theatergoers how long the break will be.
However, it's no break for the host. He bends his 6-
foot-4 frame over to sign autographs for his legions.

young urban pr
stout farmers, they've ail come to "'A Prame Home
Companion. "' He obliges them with a scribble and
grabs a handful of popcorn from a box thrust in his
face.

Before you can recite the Fearmongers's

the Dales, Jack's Auto Repair, Bertha's KIMyEouhqua
Powdermilk Biscuits and the other sponsors of "'A
Prairie Home Companion, "' the intermission is over,
and Keillor has landed in Lake Wobegon, that litlle
town that time forgol, that the decades cannot
improve, where all the women are sirong, all the men
are good-looking and all the children are above-
average. It's lime for a spring-training report on the
Lake Wobegon Whippets, the town's softball team,

How much of what happens in Lake Wobegon is
actually based on Keillor's life?

“It all starts with people |'ve seen and known,"’ he
explains. “If you're working in fiction, you don't lift
Wﬂw:g}emnlmue You could, but it's not as

It's just about 6: 10. That's usually when Keillor begins
monoloqm the cornerstone of 'A Prairie Home

“'Well, it's been a quiel week in Lake Wobegon, m)
home lown. Love was in its glory. A weekaaaromghl
the junior-senior prom. it went off so well, too. Just a
perfect success. Everybody came home alive. And

Copyright © 2021 Newspapers.com. All Rights Reserved. News”
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Keillor and the *‘Prairie Home

" production staff. Behind Kelllor, from left, were
auu technical director, lnd'ﬂlu.loh.\un

Kalofwumbemsnﬂmmommrnmnm:e
Thusday Thesedays hehusdemtoduondays
his book. The rest of
mewaeklsdevutadtopl'!c AalaleasSawday
morning, he can be found making changes in his
monologue.

mbadycamahamarooww you know, som!youd
them. And the ones who came home and

said they would
for the rest of their lives. So you can't do any better
than that.

'ansalssson!harhadsamaflmgfudonh nlelearelotso'stadsurﬂs!ops It happens to
people who write humor." Furthermor

wine, gin and, ¢, he notes,
washyngromkeSangna Ano‘heymoﬂalwe 'when you're younger you're more economical; as you
bit. But they all learned a lesson from it. get older you become more wordy.

Marge Ostroushko, associate producer;
house staff. FMKWIMMMTM.W.
_-ndnnr lnnwtmmun!m production ; T

; Margaret Moos, producer;
om

His monologues now stretch to nearly half an hour,
almost twice as long s years ago. He thinks they are
really "first-person essays, not stories, with little
dramatic filings, like balcney in a sandwich." He never
rehearses them. And he never reads them, preferring
to push the music stand aside.
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"*Without preparation, you'll be able to take cues from
the audience,” he says, *‘and they will lead you through
it

When he slips into his monologue, Keillor seems to
enter a different world. He seems lostin Lake
Wobegon, somehow possessed like a preacher and
as mesmerizing as a magician.

Hedoesntbw‘halobsmaﬁnn.l‘hspmt aphs
takandmnnlha make him "look like an

" he claims. Then his conversation goes off on a
tangeni about how he cues into the people in the first
10rows in the theater and how every so often there's a
great laugher, usually a woman, who laughs in key and
how he'll do anything to hear that laugh again.

The monologue has run especially long tonight. Moos
walks onsfageandptaoes notes on awnusnc stands
of the various p asthe The
showhaslbhea.ﬂ Koiarnks over and whispers
something to Schmidt. Moos fo Thompson.
The host then asks Thompson: “'Take us off mith a
nice tune, won't ya?" As the band plays, Kedlor reads
the credits of the cast and crew. “A Prairie Home
Companion" fades off the air.

Msfo'cotmg * Kedlor tells the thealergoers.
“Good night. " And he heads offstage lo the ashtray
for another Camel.

It's been 10 years. It's a good time to take stock. If the
show were to end now for some reason, how would

Garrison Keillor want "'A Prairie Home Companion' to
be remembered?

*You sound like you're asking me to write my eulogy,"
he says, looking his interrogator in the eye for a
change. Hapondersmepcssbkly "Oh, | would want
itto berer b the vho listened toitin
the form olsomemmlsc parties on Saturday nights.
And maybe some of them would start their own radio
show. If people lose one form of entertainment they
just transter it to something else or invent their own."

Well then, how much longer will PHC go on?

“Ihadnt thought about a specific length of time,"
Keillor says, fiddling with a matchbook. **All shows
have a short life. Nothing goes on forever, except the
Beach Boys."

-
=il
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