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Once Again, a Guy in the Sky
by John Grimm, Publisher
I've often been accused—with some legitimacy—of being
a bit on the eccentric side. Glaring evidence of that for
the past five years has been my compulsion to build an
elaborate tree house. One of the reasons for doing so
has been to put my Mechanical Engineering degree to
use before my brain atrophied (that degree was
mothballed for my entire adult life, as I chose to pursue
a flying career).
The primary challenge was to suspend the tree house
between two large oak trees, such that they—but not the
house—could sway in the wind. Thankfully, so far it's
working. Another challenge was to equip the structure
with all the standard household amenities, such as
running water and a septic system; that, too, is working.





ROB RYDEN IN CONCERT
FRAD’S FAVES: AN OLD FRIEND
THE ROYAL WE: “VIRTUAL
FAMILY” REMAINS A BLESSING
WENDY’S MUSINGS: ABOUT FACE
HOW WELL DO YOU KNOW US?
LOUISE MAKES A MOVE

However, once again revealing my
eccentricity, I must shamefully admit to a
recurring thought from my boyhood:
How exciting it would be to pee off a
deck that's suspended thirty feet in the
air. Thus far, as a testament to my
advanced age and resultant maturity, I've
resisted that perverse temptation. I
cannot guarantee, however, that said
resistance is permanent.
With the tree house currently near
completion, I'm happy to invite any or all
of you (not at the same time) to tour this
product of my imagination. Soon I'll
once again be "a guy in the sky."

Hilltop Happenings a popular variety show that has been presented regularly in Montgomery, MN
since March of 2012. With events in 2020 (and early 2021) cancelled due to COVID-19 concerns,
this “varietyletter” was conceived as an attempt to keep performers in touch with their loyal fans
and to introduce the series and troupe to those who have yet to see a performance.
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John’s Jottings
by John Grimm, Publisher
During the past year of forced sabbatical,
I've managed to write a few songs; here
are the lyrics to one of them. I eagerly
await the opportunity to sing it for you as
soon as the Hilltop Happenings shows resume.
Two Thousand Years
’Twas two thousand something, A.D.—
a time of disappearing honesty
A powerful nation writhing in its pain,
wounded by a few who sought to gain
Will time correct the errors of these men?
Will it ever be the same again?
Two thousand years in which to learn—
still we cannot see the way to turn
’Twas two thousand something, A.D.—
a time of energetic gluttony

Depleting that which cannot be replaced—
creating that which cannot be erased
Will corrective measures come too late?
Is life in a barren wasteland our fate?
Two thousand years in which to learn—
still we cannot see the way to turn
’Twas two thousand something, A.D.—
a time of social disparity
A few with assets far beyond belief,
while others are left crying for relief
Can the lowly rise from poverty?
Is a bread line their only destiny?
Two thousand years in which to learn—
still we cannot see the way to turn
Is there any hope—can there be peace?
Will violence and turmoil ever cease?
Can we put aside our selfishness and pride—
or will we mark the day our nation died?
What’s the answer? How are we to know?
Listen to the words—from two thousand years ago

Live from the Guild…
If you go to the website for Northfield Arts
Guild (northfieldartsguild.org/arts/music)
and click on the link to Live from the Guild
Theater, you’ll be able to see troupe
members Craig and Maren performing in
a half-hour concert that took place at 7:30
p.m. on Saturday, January 16.
According to Maren, they and their
friend Rob Ryden had only done one gig
together before this livestream, and it was
outdoors back in late August. This time it
was a much shorter set, but equally as
fulfilling—even though it was odd not
having an audience. Since it was live, she
says, people were able to comment in real
time and, it was fun to watch back and
see reactions as they were playing.
They did a couple of songs each, and had
chosen tunes with fun harmonies and
“good feels.”

The Arts Guild is doing new concerts each month. It's not all
just music, either—their calendar is full of other creative
outlets to partake in and enjoy these days. It's a different way
to fill that void, even if it is still just from your living room."
Live from the Guild Theater is a series of 30-minute live monthly
concerts streamed to you from the Guild Theater between January
and May, 2021. This concert series, organized by Ray Coudret, in
collaboration with Guild staff, provides a platform for accomplished
area musicians to share their music with their community.
This activity is made possible by the voters of Minnesota through a
grant from the Southeastern Minnesota Arts Council thanks to a
legislative appropriation from the Arts & Cultural Heritage Fund.
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Frad’s Faves:
This Old Guitar
by Wade Fradenburgh

The rest is history. I was smitten by this beautiful
woman who had a beautiful singing voice.
We were married a couple of years later, and she
and I and this old guitar have played and sung at
weddings, funerals, parties, dances, church
services, nursing homes, senior high rises, and
yes—Hilltop Hall. All three of us look forward to
being with you all again in person.
John Denver wrote a song which sums up my life
with this Gretsch. I have tried to practice singing
this song, but I get choked up every time. If you
get the chance to listen on YouTube, you will
know why …

I bought this Gretsch acoustic guitar in August of
1974. I was 17 years old at the time and wanted a
guitar that would serve me well. My favorite
guitarist was (and still is) Chet Atkins, and he
teamed with Gretsch to design the Chet Atkins
Country Gentleman.
My uncle was a window dresser in downtown
Minneapolis, and one of his clients was Groth
Music. My dad, uncle, and I went to the store one
night after hours and met Chester Groth, who
allowed us to tour the store and buy anything we
wanted at a 35% discount. There I was, staring at
the Gretsch guitars—and the Country Gentleman
was calling for me to buy. All of a sudden it dawned
on me that if I had the Country Gentleman I would
have to have an amp and electricity. I would not be
able to play at a campfire unless there was a current
bush nearby. Then I tried out the acoustic next to it
and it felt and played like the guitar of my dreams.
As you can see by the pictures, this instrument is
well-traveled. It has served me well and given me
hours of pleasure learning new techniques—and it
helped me find my lovely wife, Mary Lou. We
worked at the same company, and one Christmas a
mutual friend of ours asked me to bring my guitar
to accompany this lady she knew who sang
beautifully during our Christmas lunch break.

“This Old Guitar” by John Denver
This old guitar taught me to sing a love song
It showed me how to laugh and how to cry
It introduced me to some friends of mine
And brightened up some days
It helped me make it through some lonely nights.
Oh what a friend to have on a cold and lonely night
This old guitar gave me my lovely lady
It opened up her eyes and ears to me
It brought us close together
And I guess it broke her heart
It opened up the space for us to be
What a lovely place and a lovely space to be.
This old guitar gave me my life, my living
All the things you know I love to do
To serenade the stars that shine
From a sunny mountainside
And most of all to sing my songs for you
I love to sing my songs for you
Yes I do, you know
I love to sing my songs for you …
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The Royal We
by Pastor Mark
and Lynn Wilms
Royal, Iowa

having a teenager in the house, and it wasn’t
always easy for her or for us—but through lots of
love and the grace of God, we made it through
the year and were sad to see her leave. Lena
from Germany, Julie from Denmark, and Julie’s
younger sister Laura also blessed our lives. We
ended with Dasha from Russia.

We’ve been
married almost
49 years and have
We have so many stories we could tell you, as
any parents could. We weathered the challenges
no children of our own. But when God doesn’t
—like one of them leaving a screen off a
allow something on one hand, He always
window so her boyfriend could visit her
provides something else with the other. In our
(without our knowing), or
case, it’s five ladies that were
Mark losing his cool with one
associated with us as foreign
over something she promised
exchange students. They
not to do again, Mark and she
became like daughters and
making up and hugging, then
still call us Mom and Dad;
her doing the same thing days
and we’ve been privileged to
later! We made many misgo to their weddings in
takes; and they learned a lot,
Europe as well as welcome
too. But the joys were bigger
them as they’ve visited here in
than the challenges. To have a
the U.S. They keep in
child tell you that they love
constant touch. Now that they
you and really mean it can’t
are marrying and having
be beat. The activity of their
children, we revel in the joy of
comings and goings, friends
being called Grandma and
calling, having them tell you
Grandpa (in Russian,
Lynn with Christina
all about what happened that
German, and Danish!).
day—it just makes life so rich.
Up until around 2005, we
We do love them so. Mark
never entertained the slightest
has nicknames for all of them:
thought of hosting foreign
he calls Christina his “Special
students. Then a German
Tochter” (daughter); Lena he
exchange student, Christina,
calls “Bunny,” after the
visited our church. Because
Energizer Bunny on TV
Mark’s parents came from
because she’s so industrious;
Germany and she was
Julie is the “Happy Dane,”
interested in music, we both
after Danish Lutherans in the
wanted to know her better.
U.S. who were known for
She needed a new host home
their celebration of Danish
and asked if we might be
culture; Laura is “Wild Child”
interested. We said “Yes,” and
because of her off-the-chart
the adventure began. We
exuberance; and Dasha is his
didn’t know anything about
Lynn with Lena
“Little Russkie.” (cont. on p. 5)
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Hilltop Hall
was built in
1892. Also
that year:
• The Coca-Cola
Company was
incorporated in
Atlanta, Georgia.

Mark with Laura

A special experience for Lynn was the
girls’ love for art and music. Hours
and hours they and Lynn played
piano, violin, and flute and sang, for
the pure joy of making music
together. They loved to share their
music with the church at worship.
Julie could draw amazing sketches of
fascinating subjects, Christina painted
pictures, and art was one of Laura’s
favorite subjects. Dasha sang and did
liturgical dance.
Today, Christina has fulfilled her
dream of being a wife and mother of
several children. Lena writes articles,
edits, and does internet work for a
German company; she’s married and
has just welcomed her first child.
Julie, also married, is a microbiology
research scientist in Denmark and has
given us much helpful information
about Covid. Laura is an office
worker, married with two children.
Dasha returned to the U.S., went to
Gustavus then the University of

Julie

Minnesota, married, and is now a dentist
in St. Paul.

• John Philip
Sousa's band
made its first
public appearance
in New Jersey.
• Grover Cleveland
(D) was elected
24th United
States President.

We learned and experienced so much
with them and look forward to watching
their lives unfold in the future. Our
• The first concreterelationship with these wonderful women
paved street was
has shown us that you never know what
built in
great things could come to your life if you
Bellefountaine,
reach out and experience something new.
Ohio.
• Book matches
were patented by
Diamond Match
Company.
• The first
commercial longdistance phone
line opened
(Chicago-NY)

Dr. Dasha at her graduation

• Peter Ilyich
Tchaikovsky's
ballet "The
Nutcracker"
premiered in
Saint Petersburg,
Russia.
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Wendy’s Musings
by Wendy Zaske, Editor/Designer

I sure do miss seeing faces.
With most people making the
prudent choice to wear masks
in public places even when not
required, we’re all safer—but a smile from a
stranger is often like a ray of sunshine, and
somehow the “crinkly eyes” we’re learning to
interpret as concealed grins just aren’t the same!
It’s odd how the Zoom screens and cardboard
characters now replacing television audiences are
beginning to seem normal. Meanwhile, those of us
accustomed to performing in theaters like Hilltop
Hall are patiently waiting for the luxury of live
smiling faces to become commonplace once again.
If there’s any upside to it, I suppose I’m saving a
lot of money on lipstick! While I usually apply a
little bit of eye makeup when I venture out these
days, any effort beyond that seems unnecessary.
And this change is really an “about face” for me!
Anyone who has seen a Hilltop Happenings
variety show is aware that I prefer to perform in
costume. Since John first gave me the okay on this

“Edith Piaf” (9/17)

“Linda Ronstadt” (9/18)

“Barbra Streisand” (3/15)

“Cher” (5/16)

back in 2012, I’ve put together over 150 of them!
While at first I concentrated only on clothes and
accessories, in recent years I’ve gotten into
“tribute acts”—attempted impersonations of my
favorite artists. Using makeup techniques such as
contouring and coloring combined with facial
expressions and gestures, I do my best to capture
the essence of a particular performer. I have three
California friends who have done impersonations
professionally for many years, and I learned from
one of them that showing slides of the original
artist in the background serves to enhance the
illusion that they are actually appearing on stage.
Eventually, studying photos, video clips and
biographies became almost as much fun as the
singing itself! In doing this research, I’ve learned
quite a lot about the artists’ backgrounds, and I
always include a sentence or two about them in
my on-stage introduction before I “go into
character” with their songs.
My husband Tony has taken photos of my
portrayals from the very beginning. And since it
may still be a few months before we can all meet
face-to-face again, I thought I’d share a few of my
former “feigned faces” with you here!

“Patsy Cline” (5/17)

“Cruella DeVil” (10/19)

“Connie Francis” (3/19)

“Gracie Allen” (11/18) “Catherine Zeta-Jones” (4/19) “Frances Langford” (3/19)
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How well do you know the Hilltop Happenings Troupe?
All 12 of our performers were recently asked to list three things: a proud accomplishment, something unusual that
they’ve done, and something that they’ve never done.
All of their answers are below. Can you match the answers with the performers?
We’re making this a contest for our fans. If you’d like to play, simply list your guesses as follows: 1 - performer’s
name, 2 - performer’s name, etc., then either e-mail or drop them off as instructed at the bottom of this page. We’ll
publish the winners’ names (if any!) and invite them to share their own answers in the May-June issue.

Here are the troupe members (in alphabetical order by first name):

Chuck

Craig

Hank

Howard

John

Louise

Lynn

Maren

Mark

Mary Lou

Wade

Wendy

And here are their answers (obviously, in no particular order):
1- Played with premier Twin Cities bluegrass band Monroe Crossing; spent a week rafting down the Snake and
Salmon Rivers in Idaho; and has never been in a hot air balloon.
2- Left home and lived independently at age 18; first got a driver’s license at age 45; and has never done any line
dancing.
3- Has a music degree; lived on another continent for a few years; and, although Norwegian, has never prepared
lutefisk.
4- Raised two stepdaughters who love them after all these years; went scuba diving in the Caribbean; and has
never sung at Carnegie Hall.
5- Drove the Goodyear Blimp twice; paddled a kayak on the river where “Deliverance” was filmed; and never
piloted a Phantom jet during 'Nam.
6- Played a piano solo at Northrop Auditorium in 1973; went skydiving at age 40; and has never changed a diaper.
7- Has a Master of Science degree in Management; was an extra in a Leann Rimes music video; and has never
ridden a horse.
8- Is proud of having 3 very successful grown children; used to weld plastic; and has never been scuba diving.
9- Earned a Ph.D.; was a TV weather forecaster; and has never ridden a rollercoaster.
10- As a youth, built a canoe using left-over lumber, canvas and roof patch material; launched a canoe that sank on
its maiden voyage; and has never built a canoe that floated.
11- Is proud that children have grown up to be responsible citizens and are Christians; went snorkeling a few times
in the Caribbean on a cruise; and has never been in a small plane or parachuted out (nor will they).
12- Self-taught on five instruments; held the hand of a person as they passed away; and has never gone to a nudist
resort.
While some troupe members see each other outside of the Hilltop Happenings shows, most of us only get to
socialize during our practice time prior to the performances. It’s been fun learning new things about each other in
this time of social distancing. This might be a game you’d want to play with your own friends and family!
Please e-mail your guesses to Wendy at HilltopUpdates@gmail.com or drop them off at Posy Floral & Gifts (206
1st St. North in Montgomery, below Hilltop Hall—hours are Mon. 9-2, Tues.-Fri. 9-4, Sat. 9-12; or you can use
their drop box). Be sure to include a name and phone number so we can notify the winners and obtain their
personal answers (if desired). Deadline is April 10, 2021. Good luck!
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Louise Relocates!
Even though this is the first
time she’s done it in 52 years,
Louise has recently become an
expert on moving!
She and her husband Milton bought their house
on 3rd St. SW in 1969, and she stayed there
after he passed away in 2010. But even though
she still enjoys the exercise of shoveling, mowing,
and weeding, she realizes that it might become
harder over time—so she decided to get on the
list for a senior apartment a couple of years ago.
In late January, she finally made the move.
Louise is very resourceful herself, and she picked
up some valuable tricks along the way. First, she
had the foresight to hold a garage sale along with
Wendy back in 2019. Combining their items,
they attracted a good crowd and sold almost
everything! It helped to offer coffee and cookies,
have music playing, and put some humorous
signs in strategic places.
Good friend Betty Bruzek suggested that to make
boxes easier to lift, holes can be cut in the sides
to use as handles. Wendy recommended using
Styrofoam plates between dishes, and layering
towels in between glasses to avoid having to wrap
them all separately.

A few days before moving, Louise washed her
bedding and linens so as to have this already done
when she arrived. Finally, she packed her most
essential daily items into a large purse so they
wouldn’t get lost in the shuffle.
She admitted that she did feel a bit sad and
overwhelmed, since she’d been in that house for
so long—but she also realized that it’s natural to
feel anxious during a major change like this, and
that worrying doesn’t really help (it just causes a
person to lose much-needed sleep)!
Louise is especially grateful to her relatives, the
Hartwigs, for assistance in everything from
paperwork to the actual move. She has settled in
nicely, and her two parakeets enjoy their new
second-story view! It’s a lovely community, even
in these times of social distancing. About a week
after she arrived, she was about to lift a large box
of groceries from her trunk when a neighbor
appeared out of nowhere with a cart, and the two
went up together in the elevator. When Louise
thanked her, the friendly stranger simply said
“We’re here to help each other.”
Whether the neighbor meant “here at the
apartment” or “here on earth” is unclear—perhaps
it was both. In any case, it was a sign that Louise
has indeed made an excellent move!
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Hilltop Hall is located in Le Sueur County, 60 miles southwest of the Twin Cities Metro area
at 206 First Street North, Montgomery, MN 56069. For more information, contact John Grimm at
jgrimm.hilltop@gmail.com. To join our bulk email list, contact Wendy Zaske at HilltopUpdates@gmail.com.
Previous issues of Troupe Talk, a link to our 15-minute excerpts video on YouTube, and more information
can be found at our new website address: hilltophall.wordpress.com (Larry Pint, Webmaster).

