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companion
to millions

The place: Lake Wobegone, Minn., a
mythical town that time forgot and that
the decades cannot improve, where the
women are strong, the men are good.
looking and the children are well above
average, every single one of ‘em.

The time: within our memory.

The setting: Lake Wobegone High
School, which Is up the road from
Ralph’s Pretty Good Grocery Stare (if you
can't find it at Ralph's, you probably can
get by without 1t), and around the corner
from the Chatterbox Cafe (which ts fust
like home, assuming you were brought
up the right way), and a block or two
from Our Lady of Perpetual Responstbil-
ity Church, where the flock is tended by
Fr. Emil, the ultratraditional pastor who
is likely to stand up in the midst of con-
Jession and say, “You didn't!" and his
‘hip counterpart, Fr. Bill, whose sermon
last Easter included a picture of Jesus
on water skis with the (nscription, “He's

pThe narrator: Reminiscing from the
stage at Mead Chapel on the campus of
Middlebury College last weekend Is Gar-
rison Ketllor, a tall, middie-aged man
with horn rim glasses and a jaw that
makes him look like a fat Dick Tracy.

a

Lake Wobegone had three churches,
the Cathalic Church, the Lutheran
Church, and my church, the Brethren

Church, which was the true church,” he

sa

Y_ﬁ_m believed in the absolutely pure lit-
eral Interpretation of the Scriptures, and
as a result, the Lake Wobegone Brethren
Church was a very tiny church. It tended
to get smaller as the years went by, as the
congregation became splintered with an
ever-growing number of absolutely pure
literal interpretations of the Scriptures, so
ithat in the end, the Brethren Church - the
really true church — had only eight mem-
i

TS,
In a voice deep and gentle, he weaves a
tale about bygone days in rural America,
about church suppers of meat loaf and
mashed potatoes; about school lunches
made up of yellowish gravy on white
bread they called chicken-a-la-king, fol-
lowed by 1i Jell-0; about children
who try to talk their mothers Into letting
them eat cold cereal for breakfast when
everybody knows that mothers think oat-
meal is the vital sustenance of life, and es-
pecially about the high school choral
teacher, Miss Falconer, who wore glasses
with precious gems, and who yelled about
rhythm as she drilled the choir for the All-
District Choral Concert every spring.

“But rhythm was not the problem in
the tenor section,” Kefllor says softly.
“The problem was that each boy was sing-
inga little slower than the bay next to him
in hopes of getting the right note, and ev-
ery boy also sang a little softer than the
boy next to him so that in the end. the
music sounded like wind blowing in the
rigging, a faint moaning sound.”

ides, the boys were flustered. They
were singing a madrigal by Thomas Mor-
ley, “April Is In My Mistress" Face,” and
no one could sing the word “bosom" with-
out thinking of Miss Falconer in her un-
derwear.

O
Mead Chapel Is jammed, standing room
only.

They're leaning over the balconies, fac-
ulty, students, senlor citizens, boys and
girls and middle-aged hippies. Some wait-
ed in line four hours. Others drove five
hours from the seacoast of Maine. Before
the night is over, Garrison Keillor and his

musicians will have them joining rever-
ently in “America, the Beautiful"
then even the staid t of
schools in E.Ir"ll‘lﬂl! and the internation-
ally renowned t of Middiebury,
Olin Robison, will be among those clap-
ping and stamping their feet In a way
Mead Chapel has not heard since the rock
concerts of the 70s.
Kellor, mlhehmunpd:qmnglnn—
that will bring him to New York this week
and to Boston next, will remind them
of their childhood and make them laugh
and cheer and sing and whistle and pon-
der traditional American values so that
when they file out of Mead Chapel and
down the shpl lawn past the dogwood
‘and lla, r heads will be filled
with his music, thH.f hearts with his mus-
ings.

m]

Well, who s Garrison Kellor, anyway.
this Truman Caj look-alike from the
Midwest who's achleved something on
public radio that has eluded
parents for a generation — the nbﬂlly to
make young people turn off their televi-
sion sets and listen to radio.

Since 1974, Keillor has been hosting
A Prairie Home Companion,” a two-hour

of music and humor from St.
Paul, Minn., broadcast live every Satur-
day night at 6 on more than 200 public
radio stations, including WGBH-FM In
Boston.

At a time when Hollywood has made a
desert out of much of television, the Mid-
west, ironically, ma; to produce the
most popular radio show in America.

Across the nation, scenes reminiscent
of America In the ‘40s and ‘50s are re-cre-
ated at dusk Saturday nights when two
million people tune their radios to “A Prai-
rie Home Companion,” and while they
cook dinner or read the newspaper or
dress for a Saturday night on the town,
they listen.

Keillor's music Is, to say the least,
eclectic, ranging from jazz and bluegrass
and Country and Western to Norweglan
folksinging, Irish reels and Scottish
dances. On the same program, a classical
PRAIRIE, Page 64

Wit, wisdom
from the
prairie

Gleanings from the Public Radio
:::I""' “A Prairle Home Compan-

“This portion of our show Is
brought to you by the Chatterbox
Cafe, where steamed-up windows

the good cooking that goes
on inside even If it may not be one of
your fanciest restaurants and not
dark and dim inside with menus In
foreign languages and mind-bending

“Iseea lot of my friends sitting in
expensive restaurants in the

over the candle trying to pretend
they have taste as good as what this
place is supposed to have. They ask
Is the sole fresh today? ‘Do y
have house dressing?’ and | feel llkc
going up and shaking ‘em, and say-
ing, ‘Wayne! What's wrong with
you? What's wrong with the meat-
loaf?" Well, eventually, they want to
come back to the Chatterbox and
have good home cooking. There's no
food so gobd that It makes up for eat-
ing a meal with people you don't
care for.”

o
“This country pays a high cost
for shy persons. Milflons of hours
are wasted every year by shy per-
sons standing around and saying.
“You decide. It's up to you. Either
way is fine with me. I'll be happy
with whatever you want to do. It's
Just fine with me.’
“'Peaple point to the millions of
gallons of water wasted every year
by shy persons who always run wa-

COMPANION, Page 65
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B PRAIRIE
Continued from Page 61
violinist might be followed by a spoon player.

writer, having recently published a book, “Hap-
py to Be Here.” a collection of essays most of
which appeared in The New Yorker.

Imagine writers like Mark Twain, James
Thurber, Robert Benchley or E.B. White sud-
denly available tonhllmadﬂnqnls on radio
andywhnv:and “A Pratrie Home Com-

mmﬂcﬂtmmdu:mm!s?uw
dcrmlltahuntu.mlde.aasd]h'says,l‘romthc
whole wheat grown by bachelor

farmers that gives shy persons the strength to
pluplnmemumlnganddowhlthastohe

Stuﬂ:s in St. Paul report that tourists some-
times ask for Powdermilk Biscuits in the big
bilue box with the picture on the cover or else irf
the brown bag with the dark stain that indi-
cates

Other fictitious sponsors are the merchants
from Lake Wobegone, like the Home Defense
Hardware, where you can buy a table lamp that
fits the odd floor in homes where all the lines are
not perpendicular, where the doors are shaped
liked trapezoids, and where people are afraid to
take down the wallpaper because that's what's
halding up the wall.

“Part of his appeal is his lack ofprﬂmslnn.
said Robison at a party following the show. “He
takes ordinary experiences, mostly drawn on
childhood memories set in the rural class, and
it's not the cutting humer you hear so much on

. television. It's gentle. It doesn't attack. There's

not a hint of cruelty, and it's mixed with a mor-
al homily that reminds us of when we were chil-

GARRISON KEILLOR
TV's not in his plans

dren. Why, | remember being terrified of a cho-

“A Prairie Home Companion™ has a family
feel in the Keillor reads each week.
With jaze planist Butch Thompson playing
something soft like “Pennies from Heaven,™
Kelllor delivers news about births, graduations,
anniversaries or secret loves.

@ “Hello to Bruce and Ellen and Allegra. It
was hard to put the high chair away. We're real-
ly looking forward to your next visit, signed,
Grampa and Grandma and Aunt Toni.

@ “'Here's a note from Allyson with love from
Nicholas, who just says, ‘Wait."

@ “And hello to Tom, ‘the artichoke' in Taco-
ma from someone who says the jasmine is in
blossom, and the limes are ripening, waiting for
you and the margarita-filled days. Love from
Edna.

® “And Jane would like Dr. John in Seattle
to know he'd be nice to come home to."”

Public radio’s companion to millions

® “And a note to Dick from Melody. "Honey,
Mysmnm Meet you at the
Pasadena Courthouse. and don't forget the ring

this time."”

® “Happy lﬁthmmml‘rmwm
his wife Donna in

Asked about the appeal of “A Prairie Home
Companion,” Keillor thinks a long time.
“1 think people enjoy the unlikeliness of it,”
I\eaid. “Public radio gives you some freedom to
r.hmpymunld:m Commercial
television, the main arena for comedy. is run by
a lot of very nervous people, very skittish people
who have a hard time

changing things.”
mdhlapupu.hnly network television
Kelllor.

tive for “A Prairie Home Companion.”

“And they talk about a movie with Dennis
Weaver playing Garrison, but people in Minne-
sota resented it when he went to national radio,
and people who listen to him on radio would be
resentful if he went to television. He won't,
though, because he knows where his strength
is. He knows that radio is his medium."”

The idea seems silly to Keillor.

“It would be too hard on us,” he said. “We

But Keillor seems unruffled.

"The audience that comes to hear us in New
York is not the big problem,” he says softly.
“The big problem is the public radio audience,

the,audience in New York doesn’t laugh,
well, that's not the end of the world.”

DR. NEIL SOLOMON

Dear Dr. Solomon:

Suppose a woman examines herbmasts reg-
ularly and finds a lump, isn’t it too late to do
anything about it? | don't see how this guaran-
tees against dying from breast cancer.

= C.G., Chicago.
| suggest you not look for guarantees because
there aren't any.

A breast mass can begin to be felt when it is
about one centimeter (a centimeter is 0.39
inches). At that time, there is a 50 percent likeli-
hood that the cancer has already spread. Never-
theless, the American College of Surgeons esti-
mates that almost one-quarter of deaths from

breast cancer could be eliminated if the mass
was detected at one centimeter.

Dear Dr. Solomon:

What would cause a person to gl dizzy?
= Fran, Jersey City

1 wish 1 could answer your question as sim-
ply as you ask it, but there are so many answers
to your question that this is not possible. To
name just a few, dizziness can be the result of a
heart abnormality, anemia, a metabolic
lem such as diabetes, drugs and alcohol, and
neurologic disorders, among many others.
Sometimes the cause of the problem is
while at other times it is not uncovered until
there has been extensive exploration.

-
E
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Continued from Page 61

ter in the sink whenever they go to the bath-
room. People point to the millions of gallons of

worth living in if all of us were like that.”

o

“lcan't think of any big celebrations in Lake
Wobegone.

“There was a Flag Day celebration back
about 1958, when Yalmer Ingfes organized a liv-
ing flag. They got 400 people to were red, white
‘or blue caps, and they lined them up on Main
street in the form of 1 flag.

*1 think the idea came from a traveling cap
salesman. Once they lined up the stars and
stripes and everything. there were not many
people left to appreciate it.

“There were a couple of guys on top of the

a white cap on because she was part of a
star, and she said, ‘No, that’s all right. I don't
need to see it,” and they said, ‘GO.
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