I spent Christmas in New York and returned to Washington DC to find the city still enjoying balmy spring weather. There were couples dining al fresco outside cafes and I saw a guy in a t-shirt driving around of an evening in an open-top convertible.
I am generally cool with warm weather but that it’s supposed to be the dead of winter. In the wake of weird weather and the Al Gore film Americans are starting to tune into the possibility that there might be a problem here – flood insurance premiums for the exclusive real estate along the Atlantic coastline have trebled in the last two years pummeling property prices.

Anyway, I didn’t come this far to experience mild winters. So against advice I set off in the middle of January for a four day tour of Minnesota, the legendary “North Country” Dylan installed in my dreaming where the rivers freeze and the ‘winds hit heavy from the borderline’. 
Apart from Bob and Prince, Minnesota’s most conspicuous living son is author and radio personality Garrison Keilor. 
Sixty-five year old Keilor presents a highly popular radio show every weekend called “Prairie Home Companion” broadcast on National Public Radio – the closes thing they have here to Aunty. 
It’s a kind of mock old time radio show performed on stages around the country with a live house band and sketches with silly sound effects, concluding every week with a sermon from the whimsical and wise Keilor. He is funny, can turn a phrase, and does not pull his punches with the neo-cons.
Keilor’s books are funny too and they conjure the Minnesota of Keilor’s childhood, a land so flat that no-one can build their castle on the hill. Arctic winters, mosquito infested summers, a land of balding men in check shirts and brown shoes. In contrast to the utopianism that defines the American psyche Keilor suggests ‘my people are not paradise people’.

Minnesota was settled by dour Lutherans of German and Scandinavian origin, many of whom were Socialists in the days before Socialism disgraced itself. The combination of Lutheran responsibility, egalitarian ideals and harsh conditions meant that Minnesota was founded on principles deeper than ‘bugger thy neighbour’. 

The state has a solid public education system and health system and it remains the case that if you dial 911 anywhere in St Paul-Minneapolis you are guaranteed to have an ambulance at your door within four minutes, regardless of your health insurance status.
Interestingly, there are more millionaires per square mile in the twin cities than any other city in the US. This may be because it is so inclement up there that there is nothing else to do but toil, or perhaps, surprise surprise, because social infrastructure is good for business. In any case most of the Minneapolis millionaires are said to be of the Warren Buffet check shirt and brown shoes variety, Prince being a notable exception. 
All of this is not to say there are no crack pots in Minnesota. I picked up my hire car at St Paul airport and set off North West in the direction of my first gig in St Cloud. The car radio was tuned to AM1280 Patriot Radio, the Michael Medved Show “Where we are proud to say we are not victims”. The topic of conversation was Bush’s forthcoming State of the Union address promoting an increase in troop numbers in Iraq – the single biggest issue baffling the mind and tearing at the heart of this nation. 
Right wing radio is the same wherever you go:  Medved cuts off anyone who mounting a sensible argument against him and launches into the historical revisionist line that Vietnam was lost because the left made the country loose its nerve, not because the intervention was a bad idea badly executed. “And now the Left wing ‘Losertarians’ would have us make the same mistake twice”. Too late some might say.

Medved then slipped seamlessly from argument to advertisement for the Minnesota Pet Cremation Services – “cremating your pets one at a time so the ashes you get are your pets and only your pets”. 
Anyway, I listened to this with fascination on the one hundred mile drive to St Cloud.   When I got to the gig it was fifteen degrees outside, and I’m talking Fahrenheit. My host, Charlie Roth, said this was nothing and that although it had been a weirdly mild winter the first cold snap for the year was due on the weekend.

The gig was a split bill at the Granite City Folk Club with an old Iowa bluesman, Joe Price. Joe had to leave shortly after the gig cause he had an engagement the following day playing at the inauguration of Iowa’s newly elected Democratic governor Chet Culver. Culver began his career as an environmental and consumer advocate in the Iowa Attorney Generals Office. His home page reads, inter alia, “It’s time to make Iowa the national leader in renewable energy and alternative fuels”.  

The gig was great, sixty-five Minnesotans packed into a small restaurant. I mixed up my comic material with a few songs from Bougainville and the Solomons. 
After the show a woman came up and started speaking to me in PNG Pidgin. She had grown up in the Western Highlands of New Guinea where her parents were missionaries. Another guy told me he had written a masters thesis on James Jones, the mid-Western author who wrote From Here to Eternity and The Thin Red Line from his experiences as a serviceman in the Solomons during the second world war. 

After the gig I drove home to Charlie’s place and we sat up with beers and tea talking into the night. As the conversation flowed we became more comfortable with one another to the point where, at about 1:30 in the morning a sad look came across his face and he confessed to me that as fine a woman as his wife was and as much as he loved her, he didn’t care much for her pet ferret. 
I inadvertently met this animal in the dark hallway later on and declare that I don’t care much for Charlie’s wife’s pet ferret either. 
Then at 2am the phone rang. Charlie picked it up: “Hello … Sorry can’t help you” and hung up. “I’m listed in the yellow pages under ‘Entertainers’” he said, “people keep calling in the middle of the night looking for a stripper.” 
Thou a small town entertainer needs to be able to do it all Charlie’s physicality is more suited to moonlighting as Santa Claus than stripping so I was relieved to know he was not attempting to diversify into this field. 
The following afternoon I drove out to Fergus Falls on the Western border with North Dakota, about 50 miles from the town of Fargo made legendary by the Coen Brothers film of the same name. As I sped west past frozen rivers and lakes the car’s outdoor thermometer kept dropping and by the time I got to Fergus it was minus 10 Fahrenheit which is a completely insane temperature.

Despite the cold snap a good number of the citizens of Fergus fronted to a local theatre for a short gig followed by the screening of the film ‘Bougainville Sky’. They sat through an hour and a quarter of me and my Bougainvillean mates whipping around the tropical bush in out shorts and asked pertinent questions afterwards before bustling out the door praying that their cars would still start.
I stayed the night at the house of my mate Dave Stoddard, his wife Molly works at a local Wetlands Environmental Education Centre teaching kids sustainability in the “Land of 10,000 Lakes’. We went out sledding in the snow the following morning and I did some damage to myself trying to stand up on a moving toboggan- its not like surfing.

After the toboggan fiasco I drove south for four hours to a small rural town called Windom where I played for the Prairie Wind Folk Club in a huge auditorium of a closed-down school. My host, Bruce, cruises around to folk festivals all summer and spends his winters driving a truck around delivering propane to farmers.  His wife Jen works at the local Toro Factory producing domestic snow blowers for markets in North East USA. At the time of writing, no snow had fallen all winter in the North East and she was troubled by rumours that the plant might soon close.
The next morning I set off for St Paul and Christian environmentalist Sol de Wit was being interviewed on NPRadio -‘Caring For Creation’ was his catch cry.

Along the road amidst factories spewing smoking there were a number of wind farms which are increasingly being used to generate electricity in wind swept Minnesota. And amidst the four wheel drives and tracks were a good number of Prius Hybrid cars which middle class folk with environmental sensibilities or common sense are driving with increasing numbers.
At 11am my man Garrison Keilor came on the radio and with the sun streaming through the car window I was warmed by the feeling that there are sane people in this country who recognize that climate change is more of a threat to their children’s future than Medved’s “Islamofascism”.

I got back to Washington in time for Bush’ State of the Union address which apparently this year “drew more TV viewers than American Idol”. It was the usual theatre of national self congratulationism – a sequence of inspiring platitudes followed by rapturous applause from the diminished Republican presence in the Congress. Only this year, sitting across from Cheney behind Bush on our TV screens was a skeptical looking Nancy Pelosi, the new Democratic House Speaker.


As expected, a lion’s share of the speech was devoted to selling the new Iraq strategy to America and imploring Congress to “give it a chance to work”. But there were concessions to the Democrat’s agenda including promises on health care and education and a brief mention of the environment.

For the first time Bush acknowledged “the serious challenge of global Climate Change” all be it in the context of a national security-based plea to reduce dependency on oil imports. But it marks a clear departure from denial and the doctrine articulated by Cheney that conservation is a private virtue. So maybe the penny is beginning to drop.
