A Prairie Home Companion
By Rod Fraser

I first heard about ‘A Prairie Home Companion’
during the 1990s, when friends started talking about
this unusual radio show, broadcast live by Minnesota

-2Public Radio on Saturday nights from 1974 to 2016.
It was an old-time variety show with lots of music
(especially folk), radio drama, and skits full of laidback humour. In Canada, I believe it was broadcast
on CJRT when it was part of Ryerson University.
The show was created and hosted by Garrison
Keillor, whose segment, ‘News from Lake Wobegon’
was a favourite. I recall it opened with Keillor
quipping, “Welcome to Lake Wobegon, where the
women are all strong, the men are good-looking and
all the children are above average.” A funny line for
a segment that proved to be very popular.
Another popular segment was one featuring Guy
Noir, a private detective, voiced by Keillor. These
skits parodied the

movies of the old, tough

detectives who always caught the criminal and
solved the crime. Guy Noir worked on the 12th floor
of the Acme Building in “a city that know how to keep
its secrets”. You can imagine the fun Keillor had in
making a larger-than-life character to parody the
detectives of the past.
The radio show inspired a film in 2006 of the
same name, also written by and featuring Garrison
Keillor. Meryl Streep and Lilly Tomlin were two of the
other talented people to contribute to its success. If
you haven’t watched this movie (or remember the
radio show), you should be sure to watch the DVD.
It's a great film. I found it at my local library and I

-3also noticed it for sale at Amazon for $29.30.
Garrison Keillor (now age 80) has had an amazing
career as a short-story writer, author and columnist,
as well as the creator and host of ‘A Prairie Home
Companion’. He writes well and can carry a tune. In
a recent appearance on stage in Newark, Ohio, he
was able to impress the crowd with a very good
rendition of the song ‘Ohio’, from the Broadway
musical Wonderful Town. Here are a couple of lines,
“Why oh why,

oh why, oh why / Why did I ever

leave Ohio?” A fitting tribute to his audience in that
same state.
Keillor was born and brought up in Minnesota, in
a family of six children (two girls, four boys). His
father was a postal worker, as well as a carpenter.
Keillor’s grandfather was from Kingston, Ontario. His
mother’s family came from Glasgow, Scotland.
During his early years, Keillor graduated from
Anoka High School, and then obtained an English
degree from the University of Minnesota. This is
where he received his start in broadcasting, working
with the student-operated radio station.
Some time after graduation, he began work with
Minnesota Public Radio and this morphed into his
hosting ‘A Prairie Home Companion’ in 1974. It
seems a little unclear, but from what I can gather,
there was a morning show with a similar name

-4around 1971, but in 1974, MPR decided to broadcast
a Saturday night version of ‘A Prairie Home
Companion’ with live musicians. Here is how
Wikipedia described the show (slightly edited):
It debuted as an old-style variety show before a
live audience on July 6, 1974, featuring guest
musicians and cast members doing musical
numbers and comic skits, replete with elaborate
live sound effects
The show was punctuated by spoof commercial
spots such as Powdermilk Biscuits, the Ketchup
Advisory

Board,

and

the

Professional

Organization of English Majors. It also included
parodic

serial

melodramas,

such

as The

Adventures of Guy Noir, and The Lives of the
Cowboys. Keillor voiced Noir, the cowboy Lefty,
and other recurring characters, and provided
lead or backup vocals for some of the show's
musical numbers. The show aired from the
Fitzgerald Theater, in St Paul, Minnesota.
In the second half of the show, Keillor delivered
a

monologue

called The

News

from

Lake

Wobegon, a fictitious town based in part on
Keillor's own hometown of Anoka, and the other
small towns of Minnesota.
During his early years at MPR, Keillor submitted
a number of fictional stories to the New Yorker
magazine. This led to a solid additional career as a
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believe), he wrote articles and short stories for a
number of magazines, as well as writing more than
a dozen books. His website, GarrisonKeillor.com,
shows numerous examples of his stories and other
writings.
Keillor finally retired in mid-2016. His final episode
of ‘A Prairie Home Companion’ was recorded live in
front of an audience of 18,000 fans and was
broadcast the next day. Then the show was
continued by MPR under another name, with Chris
Thile as its host.
Unfortunately for Keillor, ‘cancel culture’ caught
up to him. In November of 2017, MPR announced it
was severing all contracts with him, due to
allegations of inappropriate conduct. Here is how
Peter Tonguette at ‘The American Conservative’
described the allegations and resulting controversy
(slightly edited for purposes of clarity and length):
In November 2017, Minnesota Public Radio
(MPR)

announced

it

was

terminating

its

contracts with Keillor due to allegations of
inappropriate behavior with an individual who
worked with him.
Keillor had voluntarily relinquished the show a
year earlier to make room for his successor.
Unable to kick Keillor off a show from which he

-6had already retired, MPR scrupulously ceased
rebroadcasts

of

the

earlier,

Keillor-hosted

episodes of ‘A Prairie Home Companion’ and
terminated

its

distribution

of ‘The

Writer’s

Almanac’.
It was left to Keillor to explain what he had done,
“I put my hand on a woman’s bare back”, Keillor
said in a statement to the ‘Star Tribune’. “I
meant to pat her back, after she told me about
her unhappiness and her shirt was open and my
hand went up about six inches. I sent her an
apology later and she replied she had forgiven
me and not to think about it….. We continued to
be friendly right up until her lawyer called.”
Later, Keillor sensibly defended the blurring of
the personal and the professional that often
takes place in workplace environments as
inevitable, and something that gives life a little
spice.
Alas, this is what this world has come to. As
Keillor himself concluded in an interview with CBS
Sunday Morning, “You should not be friends with a
female colleague ─ it’s dangerous, given the risk …
in our current culture of puritanism, safe spaces and
litigation.”
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