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A kinder,
gentler,
better
America

Over 25 years millions of listeners have
fallen in love with Garrison Keillor’s folksy,
feel-good radio show. Martin Kettle
meets the man behind the legend

arrison Keilloris sitting
in his dressing room
reading sonnets. Three
thousand at the latest
& count, he says, and ris-
ing every time the postman calls. All
because he on the radio

above average;” the audience know
its home time.

‘A Prairic Home Companion is an
expression of Keillor' personality, his
imagination and his values. Though
the show s very funny, and the music
s great, in some incradicable way itis

that listeners might try their hand at
a Valentine's day poem.

“There are depths of love out there
that we barely knew nhau l. Kl;‘-l Tor

Keillor's loving and funny evocation of
a kinder, simpler, better US thatisat
the heartof its appeal. “Itsbased on 2
Kindofshowth M:mslcdmmy ymll.h

says. “Itt
down and write 14 lines. All Lhcse
people, overcome by the need to
write a sonnet. Just imagine that”
Timagining it is easy. A Prairie

says Keillor, who g
Minnesata. “Its a five vancly i
broadeast, but with some important
differences” Like the range of ils
musie, which can run from u:appella

that Keillor hosts each week -
inspires levels of devotion that few
radio shows ean rival,

There are people who plan their
holidays around A Prairie Home
Companjon 50 as never to miss &
show, and people who plan theirhol-
idays so they can attend live record-
ings at the Fitzgerald Theatre in St
Paul, the show’s Minnesota home. So
if Keillor asks these people for son-
nets, he should expect sonnets.

A Prairic Home Companion goes
out every Saturday across the US's
National Public Radio network, just
asithas done since it fivst started in
1974, This is therefore the silver
Jubilee scason, and, to celcbrate,
Keillorand his team are bringing the
show to Scotland and Ireland over
the next couple of weeks, beaming it
back live to the US and recording two
episodes to be broadeast on Radio 4
and Ireland’s RTE,

The show is a mix of all kinds of
music and comedy sketches, culmi-
nating in a set piece “News From
Lake Wobegon™ monologue deliv-
ered by Keillor to about 3m rapt lis-
teners. The show begins with and
returns to Keillor, At 5pm Central
Time he starts it, singing “Oh, hear
that old piano/ From down the
avenue...” Two hours later, as he
announces, *And that’s the news
from Lake Wobegon, where all the
women are strong, all the men are
good-lookingandall the children are

and Celtic,and. uccuplaa!ieﬂstll'ﬂlof
each show. And like the fact that Keil-
lor devised and writes much of the
showhimself, sometimes finishinghis
seript only just before the show airs.
‘Watching Keillor in rehearsal and
then &s be hosts his shuw, it’s hard

Wy

not to wonder im-
self to it. W)m would make

this bespectacled middle-class Min~
nesotan gentleman of 57 stand on a
stageand perform Great Balls of Fire

9. Youdon’

n Days, published in 1985, was the
Brst-and: in many peoples eyes the
best - of a sucéession of novels and

for the millions? make &
‘man with anew marriage and young
daughter rise every morning at Sam
towrite? Whateverelse: Kzﬂfm— keeps
hidden about himsclf, and there's a
sense of adark side to him, youknow
that this is a driven man,

He says that doing the show is
“good work”. Hesays its“a little harder
than you'd like to be doing ideally in
your late 50", but that it would be “a
tercible waste to just dropit* Hesays

regular_intcevals ever since. His
latest < Me by Jimmy (Big Boy)

- Valente as Told to Garrison Keillor ~

is a satire on the other iconie Min-
nesotan of the present era, the state's
improbable governor Jesse Ventura,
the man they call the Body Politic.
Lake Wobegon is Keillor's
Minnesotan never-never land. It
ermeates his books, and it has the
Eonoured ptmc in A Prairie Home

s, “One
of the great secrets that they don't tell
you is that your declining years are
really a lot more fun than when you
were riding high and you were ner-
vaus about losing your touch.”

s both real and imag-
mam 7 he txplmm “But it does exist,
it very much exists. Even here in
Minneapolis and St Paul.”

“All these rural people have come
lo livein Ihemm bul lhcy like to live
ike to have

“In myview,” says pr
tine Tschida, who )lus worked wllh
Keillor for the past 10 years, “Garri-
son just has a need to stand up in

.'m acre of land, two ncrcs, three
agres. Theseare Lake Wobegon peo-
pleand they are a part of midwestern

and I think

Saturday.”
Pceple i Bnmm know Keillor

that I deseribe it.
i il love,"hecon-

he likes LﬂA‘Clelm!tu Lake Wobe-

tinues, “but 1 also write about it satir-

ically; because the people themselves
have & satiric mind. They're very
ironic pcnph: But I think lheurmh-

s Kelllor (right} onstage

now, overseas But most of the shows
arebroadeast e from the Fitzgerild,
the century-old theatre in downtown

cence is funny ~ their
their inabilityto tell lhc truth to each
other, the great length they go to.
And theyarcstoics. Stoics I think are
comical. They never give up. They
keep at hopeless tasks. And these
people don't believe that they are
entitled to happiness.”

Like the man himself, the writings
may leave Minnesota from time to
time, but it is to Minnesota that they
always return., Andﬁmmelstnwof
A Prairie Home C

StPaul that saveafow
yearsback, renaming it alter the great-
estof St Paul'sliterary sons Keilloris
an enthusiast of the author of The
Great Gatsby = his cat 18 named F Cat
Fitzgerald.

The on-stage understanding
between Keillor and his house bund
(led by keybaard player Rich
Dworsky), actors Suc Scott and Tim
Russell, and sound-effects man Tom
Kmt.h, smaks of years of respect But
that the onlyreal

very
year itgoeson theroad, occasionally, as

Lake Wobegon

is Keillor’s never-
never land. ‘it’sboth
real andimaginary.
Butitdoesexist. It
very much exists’

place to sce the show at the Fitz in
winter, on Keillors home ground,
withsnowin thestreetsand a theatre
full of cheering devotees, which 1s
‘where I'saw 1t earlier this month.
“The weather looms Jarge n Min-
nesota, and thus in the Lake Wobe-
gon fantasy, and thus i A Praire
Humu Companion toa “Itsaneutral
place for 2 conversation to start”
Keillorsays “Theshow s aboutordi-
nary things You don t necd to have
seen mowies, or watched TV, or read
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books to understand the show.”

Winteris a bigdeal in Minnesota -
b gger than anyonein the Britain can
really know. “Growing up in a place
that has winter,” Keillor has written,
“you learn to avoid self-pity. Winter is
nota personal experience - cverybody
else1s as cold asyou - so you shouldn't
complain about it too much.”

That passage is reprinted on a cof-
fee mug that I bought in what must
surely be the only store in the world
devoted whollyto aradio show. Lake
‘Wobegon USA is in the largest shop-
ping mall on the planet - the Mall of
Amenca, outside Minneapolis airport.
Dave Ldin, who runs the shop, will
talk Garnison Keillor with customers
foraslongastheyarewilling tolisten.
‘Which, 1n most cases, is a long time.

“I thunk about America every day,”
Keillor once wrote, “and imagine a
town, an avenue of old frame houses,
aboulevard of tall trees, a June night,
lawn sprinklers swishing across
the grass and popping the flower
bushes by the porch. A dog on the
porch. Lights behind the curtains.
Rock nroll in an upstairs bedroom.

PHOTOGRAPH; CHERYLWALSHBELLVILLE

Charcoal smoke in the air, a whiff of
burgers. A gang of kids skidding
around on gravel, giggling. A screen
door slaps and 2 dad marches out to
the garage. Yard after yard, block
after block, cvery sight and sound
and smell utterly familiar. This is the
American neighbourhood of child-
hood comfort and fantasy, of teenage
ambition, and of the tenderness and
miseryand splendour and comedy of
marriage. Movies and novels of bru-
tality and greed-may sell-a zillion
copies, but they're irrelevant to the
life of this avenue, which is based on
faith, hope, love and humour”

In a sense, that’s the key to the
appeal of A Prairie Home Compan-
ion. “I hope you enjoy the show,” Keil-
lor tells the Minnesota audience just
as they go on air. “And I hope I do
too.” It is great entertainment with a
high purpose — and if you can come
up with a better working definition
of art, then you're welcome toit.

APrairig H

in the Queen's Hall, Edinburgh(0131-668
2018), on Friday and Saturday and broadcast
on Redio4onAprl 1and8. .
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