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RADIO WAVES

Garrison Keillor

Airwaves’ Warm Prince
Of the Prairie

BY STEVE KETTMANN
CHRONICLE STAFF WRITER

OR ANYONE coutemplating
r the lost Golden Age of Radio

in the 1940s and '50s, when
the magic of the new medium fir-
ed imagination and creativity,
Garrison Keillor offers a pleas-
ant,undemanding bridge to the
past.

His whispery, familiar voice al-
most single-handedly embodies
the spirit of old-style radio, and his
weekly, two-hour “American Ra-
dio Company" is the first radio va-
riety show to be produced in New
York in 40 years.

Keillor, who brings his show to
the Berkeley Community Theatre
Saturday (KQED-FM, 88.5, 3 p.m.)
as part of a regular series of road
trips, has an inimitable style,
homespun and quirky, that tends
to inspire either lavish devotion or
irritation. Some might find it diffi-
cult totake Keillor's voice-from-
another-era persona at face value,
but a phone conversation with him
tends to remove doubt.

“I've been listening tolessra-
dio since my car was stolen about
three years ago,” he says softly. “I
like amateurish radio. I like to lis-
ten tostudent stations and I like
public radio, especially when they
talk to people who don't have their
message altogether, do you know
what Imean?

“Most of what you hear on ra-
dio sounds awfully canned to me.
For the most part the music has
passed me by, and I'm sort of em-
barrassed to be listening to oldie
stations. Somehow it just makes
me feel sheepish. And so what I
really like is talk shows and the
various kinds of haranguing that
radio does so wonderfully well.”

Keillor speaks as fluidly on the
phone as he does on the air, buta
question about what he thinks of
right-wing radio sensation Rush
Limbaugh draws an uncharacter-
istic pause.

“Rush Limbaugh?” he asks, the
genuine interest and curiosity in
his voice conveyed by his absolute
equanimity. “Who is that?”

There you have it. Limbaugh,
host of the most popular syndicat-
ed radio talk show in the country,
has attracted so much attention
that Republican Presidential aspi-
rant Pat Buchanan announced
that he would want Limbaugh in
his administration. But Keillor in-
sists, even when asked twice, that
he hasnever heard of him; heis,
however, happy to discuss Lim-
baugh once he hears who he is.

“I think the right-wingers are
great radio entertainment,” he
says. “They are real cut-and-slash
guys, so they at least sound inter-

portrait of the Rolling Stones

esting on the radio. I wouldn't care
toget to know them any better.
They are not people I would like to
goonalong car trip with.

“There is some sort of connec-
tion between right-wing radio and
rock and roll,” he says, chuckling.

Garrison Keillor, top: Familiar voice; below, Dezo Hoffman's

“And they really feel it them-
selves, Buchanan and David Duke
and Newt Gingrich really repre-
sent that impulse toward vandal-
ism that most people get over
about the time they are in their
early 20s, the urge when you go in-
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hink, and in eomparison to them,
“people of the left, counting myself
ong them, I suppose —no, I
don't think so —sort of sound like
your high school geography teach-
ier.”

Now that he mentions it, Keil-
lor does remind one of a certain
“kind of high-school teacher, loved
his

by
‘with teaching even as he is made
fun of for one or two personal ec-
centricities. But Keillor, to borrow
another image from him, definite-
1y comes you
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lowed for plenty of friendly, idle
musings on the passing scenery
and whatever else came up.
Keillor obviously understands
that people find him good compa-
ny, and that many look forward to
his weekly shows the way they
might look forward to a visit with a
treasured aunt or uncle. When he
discontinued his earlier variety
show, “Prairie Home Companion,”
after 13years, the disappointment
and dismay were widespread.
After some time off, during
which he got married, lived briefly

" ‘Alot of those

3 musicians loom

’ pretty large in
peoples’ lives’

inDenmark, then moved to Man-
hattan and published a new book,
Keillor has come back with his
new show, now in its third year. He
admits that he feels some sense of
responsibility to his fans —and
fans of his type of show, of which
heisone of the few remaining
practitioners.

“It'san odd position to be in,”
hesays. "I wish other people would
getin the field and relieve me of
the responsibility. It's a great little
forum for a show, the radio variety
show. We put the show togetherin
a couple days, and it usually hasa
nice, spontaneous feeling to it that
is hard to get in television, because
television just takes so darn long to
block out. I'm not sure anyone
doesalive show in television. Peo-
pletell me ‘Saturday Night Live'is
. live,butIdon't believe that.”

For the record, Keillor does not
watchalotof TV. In fact, he
doesn't watch any at all, he says.

“Wehad alargeradio when1
was growing up, and this was part
of the pleasure of listening to radio
then, listening to sound come out
of this piece of furniture,” he says.
“It was like a little cathedral there.
The tuning knob was as bigasa
grapefruit. It had many, many
bands onit.

“Theshows from all of these
different places sounded differ-
ent... These were voices that were
friendly and avoided controversy
and tried to hit right in the middle
every time, the middle of the road.
And you came to feel a real friend-
ship and affection with these peo-
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Available April 7th!

Children of ll ages will be captivated by this delightful
Disney classic. Join Pongo, Perdita, their human "pets" and
ninety-nine dalmatian pups os they face the sinister Cruella
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