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“Darn good” was the
praise that Garrison
Keillor lavished on
Velma Frye after her
first “Prairie Home
Companion” rehearsal.
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MAKE A
CAREER?

How Velma Lee Frye made
it to the World Theater stage

By Jan Godown

ard to imagine this September day,

but it is hot. The kind of hot that

glues bare thighs to car seats. The

kind of hot that forces alligators to

nose deeper into swamps. The

kind of hot that makes most
people put projects on hold and tempts workaholics
to skip town for a splash in the mountain streams
of North Carolina. It is high summer in north
Florida, in the state’s capital, Tallahassee, just 45
miles down the road from the orange-red clay of
southern Georgia.

In this nhlmmenng heat, 96 daily, even as high
as 101, it isn’t surprising to find a woman in a
black bathing suit plowing tl\lough the waters of
the campus pool at Florida A&M U ity. The

night gig at a local bar where the requests scribbled
on “bev naps,” as she calls them, and passed up to
the piano, are to her liking.

t seemed to be now or never for her career.
Frye was soon to be 36. In one week, on
Sept. 27, she would be stepping up to a
mlmphone at the World Theater in St
Paul and performing with director-p
Sydney Pollack and humorist Roy Blount
Jr. Keillor would tell an estimated 3 million radio
listeners what a sweet voice Frye has. Many of
them would agree, writing after the show to ask
that she return. And by Christmas, Frye would
have been invited back to perform on “A Prairie
Home Companion” four times. She was also
scheduled to perform last night and next Saturday.

Recording companies would call, listeners from
Pittsburgh and Ames, Iowa, would write, call or
send flowers. She would meet Ulla Keillor,
Garrison’s wife, and share a meal with the couple.
Pollack, enchanted with her voice, would ask to
hear her album. Learning she had never made one,
he would settle for a home-grown tape. He would
call a record producer on the East Coast and urge
the friend to listen to his discovery. Pollack would
write her a friendly note and say he hoped to work
with her sometime.

But all that was yet unknown to Frye, who
didn’t start to sing professionally until she was 23.
The week before her Sept. 27 debut, she was
concerned about getting skinny and about
performing live before so many listeners, hoping
she wouldn’t flub anything, as she did recently

during a local interview. (“Bleach banket,” she said |

charmingly, instead of “beach blanket.”) After
more than a decade of hard work, unpaid benefit
concerts and sore throats, Frye has a devoted
following in north Florida; she has fans in
Washington, D.C., where she lived and perfomed
l"t(nra whlle ang oddly. she is also known in

casual observer would deduce that she’s under
water to survive the heat. But Garrison Keillor,
1,362 miles away, is the reason this woman has
staked out a lane all for herself in the pool. She is
swimming hard, completing 17 laps every day in
this September heat, she tells friends, so she can be
skinny on the radio.

Her name is Velma Lee Frye. She is a singer of
bluesy songs, a writer of love tunes and a classically
trained musician who has learned the hard way
that there will always be patrons who will ask to
hear nearly any awful thing. “The first three years,
she wouldn’t even look up from the piano,” says
friend Rmnne Wood, a hngh school principal who

Frye's early at a local
country club in 1973. an it is 13 years later,
September 1986. Frye teaches piano in her private
studio, performs at parties and relies on a Friday-

capital in the Soviet
Union, where she traveled in 1985 as part of a
peace mission,

She has given a lot of autographs on cocktail
napkins, those “bev naps.” But other than opening
for Taj Mahal in Tallahassee in 1980, she hasn't
glimpsed the big time.

ow did a relatively unknown
musician from Tallahassee land a
booking on the show? Every week
20, 30, sometimes 40 players and
singers send tapes to the show's
headquarters at Minnesota Public
Radio (MPR), seeking a Saturday-night guest spot
on the World Theater stage alongside Keillor.
Every week a Twin Cities-area consultant to di,,

Frye continued on page 6
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When her big moment came,
Frye did not disappoint the
“Prairie Home Companion”
people, her friends or herself.
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Keillor praised Frye’s
“absolutely sure touch”
at the piano and her
ability to sing harmony
with him.

e |
Photo by Steve Schiuter

Frye
continued from page 4

show culls the tapes. She
recommends that one, maybe
two, survive to be added to a
list of possibilities. The list
carries names of people
Keillor has heard about, of
artists whom friends have
recommended. Not many
great unsolicited tapes come

in.

“Then I listen to them.
And Garrison listens to
them,” says “Prairie Home
Companion’ talent
coordinator Helen Edinger,
talking about the one or two
new audition tapes that have
made the list. The show
consultant, whose name is
kept a secret by the staff,
listens for quality, Edinger
says. “Garrison, I think,
looks for a whole lot of
different things. He’s got
such a wide range of musical
tastes. We get such a variety
of tapes, there are absolutely
no musical categories.” There
are just-for-laughs amateurs
who ask for invitations, along
with the regular mixture of
small-time professional duos,
trios, groups and individual
performers,

“We did just recently get a
tape that a father sent of his
kid playing Suzuki violin. We
do get people who say, ‘I love
to sing and play, and I'd love
to be on your show.” And
then they just turn on the
tape recorder.”

In Frye’s case, she snagged
a spot on the show without

ha 1 or Edi

everyone’s favorite cousin
come by for a visit. Later,
even after they had sung a
duet before the crowd, and
she had provided piano
backup for him several times
during the show, she left the
stage unsure whether he liked
her stuff, although she felt
pleased by a fine performance
to add to her resume.

True, Keillor had said from
the stage that Frye reminded
him of his sister and that she
had a sweet voice. But when,
at a reception after the
benefit, Frye stood at the end
of a line of fans to talk with
him, Keillor said nothing
special, posing with her for a
photo as he had with others
in the adoring crowd.

Because friends at the
Keillor reception had
badgered Frye, she dug into
her black leather shoulder bag
and handed Keillor her card.
Hearing nothing by the end
of the following month, April,
Frye puffed up her courage,
gave in again to her urging
friends and wrote him. She
made the stationery,
superimposing on pink paper
a Victorian-style drawing of a
woman playing piano to a
lineup of howling kitties. She
complimented Keillor on
saying her first name
correctly (people often call
her Thelma, which she
hates). And then she asked
him to put her on his show.
“Qur long summer will be
rolling in soon, and I need to
get out of town before those
alligators down at Wakulla
Springs get hungry and travel
'tI!n'al LImck roads up to

having listened to her. Keillor
went to Tallahassee in March
1985 to raise money for the
town’s chapter of Jimmy and
Rosalynn Carter’s favorite
cause. It is a low-income
housing effort called Habitat
for Humanity. Frye, a
passionate supporter of
causes from public housing to
local public radio, was one of
several musicians invited to
perform at the sold-out
benefit with Keillor. Her
performance was to have
been routine, until another’s
illness pushed her into the
limelight.

During the same-day
rehearsal, she was surprised
when Keillor appeared
standoffish. Professional and
careful, yes, but exuding a
certain reserve. He sounded
so friendly on the radio, like

” she wrote to
Keillor.

Again she heard nothing.
And more of nothing. A time
of life that had begun in
March with the Habitat
benefit as a hopeful season
was turning into a hot, slow
spring. She would have
thought a “Prairie Home
Companion” appearance was
not ever to be, but then her
phone rang two months later,
on June 9. “There was this
angelic voice saying, ‘This is
Rosalie Miller with “‘A
Prairie Home Companion” in

St. Paul. Garrison Keillor |

asked me to call and book you
on the show.””

Joy. Elation. “I wondered
if I were dreaming. I think
my eyes must have gotten
real big. I sat up straight, and
I think I went into a real
smooth, ‘I think I can....’I
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guess | wanted it to appear
like I was very professional.”
Which her penchant for
schedules, her practice
sessions, research and
attention to concert details
show she is. But when she
put down the telephone, she
cried.

She called three friends
and then stopped telling the
good news. “I wanted to keep
it inside myself and enjoy it
and turn it over and experi-
ence it before I let it out. I
didn't think, ‘Wow, I could
get famous.’ I thought of it as
a beautiful opportunity. My
g;nt response was more of

n”

Then, as she started
thinking about what she
would sing and what she
would play and what new
material she could write and
what she would wear, and
how she could mess it up, she
switched into a different
mode. It started to feel scary.

Frye approached the
performance as if she were
beginning law school and
training for the Olympics.
She made lists, drew monthly

lendars, planned ti i
and set goals. She worked late ;.'zem fmm—;’ua,,;wr
at n‘ights. on into the | nijes away to attend
mornings, slept briefly and | per first “Prairie

n rose 11} ion”
Home C:
early to get a head start on 3t
the days. She swam. pe rforr:ncie& T’::t

There was much to learn, | WY 8f€ 5aid, 8
Frye had become aware of would be sure
Keillor in 1984, when a friend | S0meone was there
suggested she read Keillor's | toapplaud.

first best seller, “Happy to Be
Here,” at a time when Frye
wanted inspiration while
writing dialogue ideas for a
live local television music
series she hosted. She now
found herself full of
questions, devouring newspa-
per and magazine stories
about the shy Midwestern
bard.

She made phone calls to
St. Paul to check on details
and wrote notes and letters to
the MPR staff. “Dear Penpal
Rosalie, Here's this week’s
collection of questions and
answers,” she began one let-
ter. On her July schedule she
wrote: “Decide: Sell tapes be-
fore show? Send new tlpe:) :g

See Charlie: Butch Thomp-
son tape.... Find places to
stay in Twin Cities for rest of
week. ... Decide and begin
other m. skills: orchestration,
percussion, guitar, v,
range. ... Think: themes,
tunes. ... IMPROVISE ...
COMPOSE ... TECH-
NIQUE.... Collect ticket
money. . . . Read Keillor writ-

record i o
PHC's: Write Burt, Paul. ...

Frye continued on page 8

Eva Gabor Wig Sale

1987 Daylon Hudson

hair style. Three favorites:

Imported

ORDER BY PHONE: toll-free 1 800 233-2000. USE YOUR DAYTON'S SHOPPING

INSTANT MAGIC BY JOSEF
OF ROME, SALE 31.99 EACH

Enjoy $10 1o $12 savings now, the convenience and the pleasure of an always ready

A. Touch N Go, true to its name and up ta the minute, reg. $44, sale 3199,

B. Gambit, smant, slick and yet easy gaing, reg. $44, sale 3199,

C. Petite Belle, curly, casual and care free, req. $42, sale 31.99.

Al are made of nofuss Kanekalon®Artelle® modacrylic in natural looking hair shades.

Wigs, all stores except idgedale and a Crosse Saleends January 1.

DA/IONS

CARD, VISA?

The American Exp
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Frye
continued from page 7

ings.... Read Twin Cities,
Minnesota. . . . Consider July
letter.... " And, an attrac-
tive, tall (5 feet 10) woman,
she wanted to lose weight.
Her hope was: “July 5, 146
Ibs ... July 12, 143 ... July
19, 141 ... July 26, 139.” By
the start of September, she
planned to be down to 130.

o here was Frye,
slicing through
the water at the
Florida A&M
pool, a white cap
protecting
medium-length hair as black
as her studio baby grand,
sunscreen blocking her
flawless skin the color of
piano ivories. At the
beginning of the summer, she
couldn't complete a single
lap. Now it was Sept. 20,
seven days before showtime,
and Frye was like a dolphin,
traveling at a steady pace.
She was up to a half-mile
daily.
She alerted a network of
friends, through a handmade
handbill, that she was
approaching her national
radio debut. She sent demo
tapes to record companies,
among them the Windham
Hill label in North Carolina,
which rejected her. She was
fielding compliments from

contest, which, surprisingly,
they did, complete with red
suspenders.

Velma Frye had done
her homework before
she arrived at her
“Prairie Home

Companion” dressing

her local fans and was excited Meanwhile, Frye continued room, left. In addition

that her surrogate family, | teaching her private-lesson to her musical

friends in Florida, North | students and playing piano at preparations, she even
Carolina and elsewhere, was | her regular gig. One Friday at read Garrison Keillor's
turning the appearance into a | a Tallahassee bar, the Alley,

books. It all paid off, as

Happening. Several wanted | she was introduced to a
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n ith
to buy tickets to the show. | friend's friend, a Bob > ;?:ﬂﬁymﬂ%
They would converge on the | go, , who was visiting backup' musicians.
Twin Cities, a group of eight, | from Washington, D.C. A few 1

one even arriving after days | days later she learned he was

by train, and make a | the news director of National

champagne event of it. This
is what she had hoped for. “T
want everyone there who can
go. So it will feel like home,”
she said during the

Public Radio. He wanted a

reporter to interview her for

National Public Radio’s

evening ?_rive-ﬁm show, “All
3 g i

Torad

“I know they'll clap.”

Other friends planned
private radio parties in their
homes. The staff at the local
public radio station on the
campus of Florida State
University staged a public
broadcast of “Prairie Home
Companion.” Fans were
invited to an outdoor picnic
at a local children’s museum,
leading up to air time. There
was local entertainment, and
men were invited to dress for

ings the
piece aired, the president of A
& M Records was jogging,
listening to the show. He told
an aide to find out about Frye
and get a tape up from
Tallahassee.

This was pressure
to her schedule, but nothing
in Florida could match the
responsibility she felt once
she arrived at the offices of
MPR Friday afternoon, Sept.
26, and learned what Keillor
had in mind. She came back

to her room at the St. Paul
Hotel and told her friends, “I
have work to do!” They
wanted to know what it had
been like. She shared an
exchange she had with the
Voice of Lake Wobegon. She
was seated at a piano. “Give
me a little outdoor music,” he
had asked.

Frye: “Outdoor music?”
Keillor: “Outdoor music.”
Frye: “Tweetie bird?”

Photos by Steve Schiuter

Keillor: ““No, nothing
birdlike.”

Frye:. (out loud, but to
herself): “A little outdoor
music, sure . .. "

efore the next
night, she needed
to memorize new
songs, lines,
practice more on
the piano and
come up with suitable

outdoor music, nontweetie
bird, for a skit. She was to
play through the 15-minute
intermission, She was to
perform in skits. She was to
play backup for Keillor and
sing with him in duet. Until
this, the Friday before the
show, she hadn’t known
exactly what she'd perform.
Now it seemed as if Keillor
was trusting her with a lot to
do. It felt good, but also
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scary. Her friends planned a
night out, would catch the
“Circus” performance at
Theater de la Jeune Lune, go
bar hopping, whatever. She
was going to stay in and work
to be ready for rehearsal

Saturday afternoon.

Keillor had been friendly,
she said, inquiring about her
plans for the evening, asking
her to call if she needed help.
Her friends wanted to know
what he uld about her. Were
any sent her

someone who made a film out
of a work by a Danish
author,” Keillor said,
mtrodumng Pollack,

best di r and producer in
1986 for ‘Out of Africa,” the
movie about the life of Isak
Dinesen.

In his warm-up remarks to
the audience before the show,
Keillor .ncknowledged his own
arri Ten Sexiest
Men m Amencn list of
Playgirl magazine by
ing that the Ten

way? It seemed as if the
session was going to break up
without a summation, “Well,
boys,” Frye had coaxed in her
best Mae West style. “How'd
1do?” The man on bass said
she was fantastic. Greg
Brown said something
complimentary, but she had a
hard time hearing him
because what came thmugh
was Keillor’s “Darn
She hadn't ever heard that
expression before. So she
\l‘.‘ook it to be Minnesotan for
Then, suddenly, there was
no more practice, only the
show that hadn’t even been a
possibility in February and
was now an Event of Her Life
in September. Frye prim;
in the mirrored dressing
room, took a big bmtl\ and
went on stage in a b

Sexiest Women in America
were in the audience, saying:
“I hope to meet you all at
some time.”

Near the end of the show,
Keillor said he hoped Frye
would come back real soon.

And she did. This time the
telephone call came much
sooner, asking her to return
for the Nov. 15 and 22 shows.
Before she left the Twin Cit-
ies after the November ap-
pearances, she was booked for
the two dates in January.
Then Keillor asked her to
come up sooner than that, on
Dec. 20. Then she was called
in quickly to perform on Dec.
6. She did.

For her, the appeal of the
show lies in its emphasis on

creativity. “It’s especially
nnporl,nnt m me bemuse Tam
a real h of

dress. She placed a lit votive
candle on the piano and
opened the show anth a

song,

Aco\lmc music rather than
electric music, and I have
very eclectic tastes.” She also
i Keillor’s attitude

“lmages, sung a cappella as
she shook a tambourine to
help keep rhythm. The
applause was gratifying, and
she allowed herself to feel
good. She acted in a skit with
Pollack, sang a hymn with
Keillor, sang two songs,
including one she wrote
herself and one, about a
grandmother in a_ nursing
home, that produced tears in
the audience.

She played during the
mﬁermmelom She was good

about the show. “I think one
of the messages of the show is
that ordinary people are
special and have interesting
lives.”

Has the show changed her
ordinary life? Some. She de-
cided to move to the Twin
Cities, which is musically
more stimulating alla-
hassee’s cultural stupor, and
she thought about what she
needs to do to put together
enough original material for
an nllmm In movmg. she
ended a already

On stage,
how he had met Frye at the
i Tallahassee benefit. “I lwed.
0 her singing and playing,” he
s said. “Velma Frye, what a
i wonderful name.” It was a
o special show, with Keillor's
Ind Cub Scout troop leader Pearl
61 Forsberg part of the audience,
Bhe with good friend Blount
s kidding around and with
o Pollack in town to talk about

possible movie ideas. “I've
o always said there would be a
place on our show for

rocky bafore the pressure of
the summer, but remained
friends with the man, a writer
and photographer of docu-
mentaries.

But most things have
stayed the same. She still
hires herself out to play at
parties. She still borrows
clothes from friends and
wears plastic flip-flops
around town, which show off
her red-painted toenails.

Keillor, often uneager to

spend time with reporters,
granted a telephone interview
to reflect on Frye's skills.
“There are people I've known
10 years who I haven't sung a
duet with, and, I think, I
knew her 10 minutes, and I
wanted to sing a duet,” he
said. Frye's appeal for the
singing Keillor is that she is
not only a strong performer
on her own, but she knows
how to play second fiddle.
“It's a lot of work, doing a
radio show. And doing shows.

eriod. When you find a per-
former who is just fun to per-
form with and who you just
love to go out on stage with,
that's very, very fine,” he
said. “She is a terrific piano
player. She’s got an absolute-
ly sure touch. And as a singer,
to sing harmony with her is, I
think, a great delight.”

Director Pollack was also
taken with her. “I wanted to
hear more of her.... I
thought she was quite good,
originally, musically and
lyrically,” he said.

Will this be her lucky
break? Will the listeners at
home stop playing Scrabble
long enough to hear the
meaning of what she sings?
How big a deal is an
invitation to perform on “A
Prairie Home Companion’?

For some, such as the
wood-carver from Iowa whom
Keillor invited on the show
once, the all-expenses-paid
flight to Minneapolis, the ac-
commodations at the historic
St. Paul Hotel and the hob-
nobbing on the show are a
lark. For humor writer
Blaunt the show is a chance

expund into a diffferent
medium and visit his good
friend. For Chet Atkins,
Emmy Lou Harris and other
established musicians, an ap-
pearance in the historic
World Theater—where Jol
Barrymore once performed in
the early 1900s, where sepa-
rate entrances were made for
those arriving hy motorcar

those arriving by car-
riage—is pure fun.

For Velma Lee Frye, with
not an album to her name,
with no gig other than her
weekly Friday-night Talla-
hassee bar appearance
planned, the invitation from
Rosalie Miller was thunder.
Lightning. Frightening.

i sl el e
Jan Godown is a Florida
writer and a friend of Velma
Frye’s.

“IT HELPS ME UP...

SLOWLY AND EASILY
WITH A TOUCH OF THE FINGER”

FOR ARTHAITIS « STROKE
PARKINSON'S + BACK TROUBLE

ASK FOR
MEDICARE
INFORMATION

FREE
COLOR
CATALOG

623-2108

or TOLL FREE: 1-800-792-3504 Ext. 389

D=p»IO =-TM—r-IMEOT

OR MAIL
COUPON

| NOVAHEALTHCONCEPTS INC,, 726 Central Ave. Suite 135
1 Minneapolis, MN 55414
SEND YOUR \RTHRITIS O STROKE
l CATAIOG —IHAVE D PARK/NSDNS 0O OTHER
NAME b=
= ADORESS._____
| | g STATE
1 P - _____PHONE _
If you wear

‘Women's sizes 34 to 54

. Half sizes 12'% to 34'% or
. Misses sizes 10 to 24
Shoe sizes 7 1o 12,

AA to EEE

You can shop our
* new fashion catalog and
receive a $5.00 gift
certificate towards your
first purchase
‘You must be completely
| satisfied or your money
" back... In full!

lndlaﬂapolls IN 46283-8303

Yes, | would like 1o receive FREE Roaman's
catalog and my $5 OFF discount certificate.

Name bbbt
i Address Apt.
§ City
; State Zip g

Copyright © 2021 Newspapers.com. All Rights Reserved.

New

0 BY

S

Lemm



	1.pdf (p.1)
	2.pdf (p.2)
	870103_Star_Tribune_Sun__Jan_4__1987_.pdf (p.3)
	4.pdf (p.4)
	5.pdf (p.5)
	6.pdf (p.6)

