Prairie on the Potomac 

by

Eyes Right

Vienna, VA   -  I found myself, recently , sitting on a grassy hillside in a mass of white, middle-aged, liberals.  Most had picnic lunches of fruit, brie, and wine.  My wife and I had two Subway sandwiches and some cans of Diet Coke.  We were, obviously, at the annual stop of A Prairie Home Companion at Wolf Trap, the National Park for the Performing Arts, here in the Virginia suburbs just west of Washington, DC.
Garrison Keillor is the host and star of A Prairie Home Companion (APHC), and has been so for over 30 years.  On this particular evening, he was wearing his trademark red sneakers along with a dark suit and red tie.  [As one who prides himself on color-coordination, I was impressed].   Keillor appeared onstage exactly at 8 PM and began the show with his trademark song, with the lyrics, “It’s Saturday night, could we ask for anything more?”  He immediately followed the opening by asking everyone to join him, due to this being Memorial Day weekend, in singing The Star Spangled Banner, in as Keillor suggested, everyone’s favorite key, G.  Even the mass of liberal yuppies got into the mood and sang with gusto.
What followed was 2 1/2 hours of pure delight, all presented, as Keillor was quick to remind us, by Powdermilk Biscuits and the Catsup Advisory Board, - two longstanding gags of APHC broadcasts.  Keillor and his show have been a decades-long staple of National Public Radio.  On air, the show is 2 hours, broadcast live each Saturday evening beginning at 6 PM Eastern time.  Its home base is in the Fitzgerald Theater in St. Paul, Minnesota, but Keillor takes the show on the road for nearly half each year.  For the past several years, he has chosen to come to Wolf Trap on a summer weekend.
The Friday night show which we attended is essentially a dress rehearsal for the actual radio show the following evening.  However, it is such a smooth production that the casual observer would notice no difference.  The resident band is The Guy’s All-Star Shoe Band and is led by a wonderfully talented piano player, Rich Dworsky.  Since half of the show is music, Rich is a busy fellow and is on-stage for most of the performance.  On this particular evening, the guest singers were the Wailin’ Jenny’s – a trio of female singers and musicians, originally from Canada.  They were accompanied by a violinist, who, coincidentally, is from Vancouver.  The other guest was a poet, Billy Collins, who recited several of his selections, all humorous and poignant.  From these 2 1/2 hours, Keillor and his producers cut 30 minutes to form the finished 2-hour production for the next night.

Having seen several APHC shows over the past few years, I would have to rate this latest one as, by far, the best. The ensemble players whom Keillor as assembled, sound effects man, Fred Newman, and actors Tim Russell and Sue Scott, sat patiently in the wings until just before their spots, when they came to the front to read their lines in each sketch.  The sound effects created by Newman are classic radio; the man has never heard a sound he cannot perfectly imitate, and do so in rapid succession.  The writing was crisp and hilarious.  Keillor’s trademark piece, The News from Lake Wobegon, was themed on Memorial Day and included an emotional recitation of the Gettysburg Address woven into the 20 minute monologue, delivered, as always, without notes.
So the next time Keillor and APHC come your way, I strongly recommend that you do whatever is necessary to catch the performance.  You do not need brie;  Subway does just fine.

I thought you might like to know.
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