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Radio whiz Garrison Keillor shifts gears with WLT.

Gannelt News Service

‘WLT: A Radio Romance’ is ‘laugh-out-loud funny’

By Neely Tucker
Knight-Ridder Newspapers

Sex was so rare in Garrison Keillor's Lake Wobegon ra-
dio monologues — what with all these Norwegian bache-
lor farmers, Lutheran sermons and Powdermilk Biscuits
{giving shy people the strength to get up and do what
needs to be done) — one had to worry about the propaga-
tian of the tiny Minnesota town
dimirable. Keillor's meandering tales never
eap laughs. Instead, his weekly programs on
National Public Radio relied on a complex, quirky funda-
mentalist sense of humor; they were absurd stories that
grew into farce. Graced by his droll delivery, they somehow
came off as wonderful \!:wr\h‘”lll]_ and ||l|| campy wit

Based on that reputation, his first novel, Lake Wobegon
Days, shot to the top of best-seller lists in 1985, The book
had some lovely moments — Keillor is too talented to be
boring for long — but the charm was missing. It was dull

Now he returns to the Minnesota landscape with Wi
A Radio Romance, a novel about the birth, growth and de
mise of a radio station in Minnesota. Keillor has worked
on the book for 10 years and, happi e recreates the
warmth, charm and hilarity of the best of his Lake Wobe-
gon monologues,

But Keillor's setting this time is the “hig city”
neapolis, where Ray and Roy Soderbjerg buy
station in 1926 as a way Lo promaote their edgling re
rant. WL {short for "With Lettuce and Tomato"
comes immensely popular — but the mostly male staffers
are a randy and raunchy bunch who never take it serious-
ly.

Of course, this is after the red "On Air” light blinks off.
In the late 1920s and into the "30s and '40s, only t st
heartwarming, sappy broadeasts went over the airwaves.
The contrast between the two — and their accasional con-
VETEEN gives the book a delightful energy.

Inl mple, Vince Upton is on the air with the
hugely popular children's show, Story Hourwith Grandpa
Sam. He settles into studio B, prepared to send Cowboy
Chuck off to the Pecos to rescue Sally and Skipper.
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WLT: A Radio Romance by Garrison Keillor
Viking; $19.95.

But someone has slipped him an X rllM s r||\l Vince
desperately tr li
control room, give
who are in helpless te
noavail
Cowhoy Chuck by this time has made a fortune in the
whiskey trade and is shacking with a dark-haired beauty
named Pabletta:
“Slowly, his voice shaking with the effort, Vince picked
his way through the story, glancing ahead as he read and
skirting most of the worst parts but suddenly there
were naked bodies slipping around in the sheets moaning
and pounding the mattress and he had to edit on the run,
condense, mumble, beat his way out of the underbrush,
and toss in an occasional ‘'Of course, 1 knew | should not
have done this,’ or, ‘Something told me that someday |
would be punished for that.” Vince was a seript man
thought of speaking impromptu made him feel faint.”
Despite — or because of — such occasionally startling
hroadeasts, the entire state is i
vention. Stores that advertised on radio got rich; those
that didn’t went out of business. Serial shows got hun-
dreds of letters each ¢
Through all this, however, it is achingly clear how the
medium was growing old and “stars” were little
shallow images manipulating the false morality of the era.
It makes for bittersweet, lovely storyvtelling. Time and
again, WLT is laugh-out-loud funny; somehow Keillor
manages to hold the thin balance between innocent charm
and burlesque. Only at the end, with i e silless epilogue,
does the book falter. It matters little. The people of WLT,
like the characters in Keillor's radio tales, hang in memory
longafter the tube lights in the back of your old radio have
faded from a warm orange to a silent, dusty black
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Keillor changes
pace with WLT

W Forget Lake Woebegon's gentle
reserve; WLT is a radio station with not-
so-wholesome characters.

By Linda Quigl

The Nashville Tennassean

Garrison Keillor found that the hardest thing
about writing his new novel was knowing people
would read it

After all, his previous novel, Lake Wabegon Days,
i among the best-selling first novels of all time.

The new one that people are already reading in
great numbers is WLT: A Radio Romance (Viking,
$21.95). 1t was published this fall, 15 years (and sev-
eral other books) after Keillor began it.

But Lake Wobegon Days was widely received as a
nostalgic book about endearing and cra
gether ialmost) wholesome folks. In WIL
lor introduces a character that has pert, uh, pri-
And she gets patted on them

Now he's not only written such things, he's also
traveling around the country reading about them,

“Itwas a hard book towrite,” Keillor says, “1t's not
easy for me to think about people reading this book
expecting mayvbe a nostalgic book about small-town
lifie. I never felt that Lake Wobegon was nostalgic.”

WLT s the story of the rise and fall of a radio sta-
tion in Minneapolis during the 1920, *30s and 40s
s it begins, two brothers, Hay and Ro 'h(xli-rh]nq,
establish station WLT (With Lettuce and Tomato)
to try to improve business at their sandwich shoj

When they begin commercial advernt
quickly, as it did to many real
ners of the new medium of radio

Of course, the lives of the characters, on and off’

ial aired in the book, just as LaWella Wel
Slim Graves’ gospel singing are
aired on the fictional radio station

It's a lighthearted novel about the golden davs of
radio, o period K cherishes about a medium he
remains fascinated with

“When vou travel in this country in v
nine-tenths of the stations are absolutely like any
other station — they are the Holiday 1nns and the
Dennys of radio,” he said

‘It’s the one-tenth that make it worthwhile
where vou find people telling ~l|»r||‘- and preaching
and whispering and telling secrets.”

What small-town radio has, he said, is “all kin
bits and pie --|-1||n-.-\|m-rn'.-||1m|!n-n-lgl’:u|1luh
sion. Televisi i i
405, I'm not saving they'ne hml |-|..1nh but they know
nothingol Ame i
teresting to e
been on radio for 70 vears.”

His own urday night broadcasts of The Ameri
can Radio Company (and previously of A Prairie
Home Companion | on American Public Radio cap-
ture some of that 1oe, andd he also hopes that
some of it .

“I love to read from it,” he said about his national
tour for WLT. “It has passages in it that are very j
kev and raunchy at the same time. It's a diffferent
kind of humor, true to some of the (raternity spirit of
old-time radio, It's wonderful to watch an audience
laugh and blush at the same time.

The characters they are laughing at are fictional,
however, he reminds his reaclers: “But once they come
into being th nd 1 dread run
ng into one of them, just a bunch of gospel quartets
and old hypocrites and hard drinkers and hopeless
people with a sense of humor.”
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are very real to me,
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