
GINGER: (transitive verb) \ jin-jer \ to make lively: pep up. 

Hello. This is the latest Ginger newsletter by me, Justin Maiman. If you haven’t read last week’s 
roundup yet, you can learn about whale afterlife, leaving work at work, and a short history of 
standing ovations right here. 

This is what’s inspiring me this week: 

“We’ll meet again. Don’t know where, don’t know when.” 

WHOA. The internet really surprises me, still. Here’s why. 

Let me start at the beginning. This week I’ve been thinking a lot about Louella Mae “Sweet Lou” 
Snider. She sat behind the piano bar at one of my favorite Minneapolis institutions, Nye’s 
Polonaise Room. (The place was demolished in 2017 but has now reopened on top of the 
bones of the original.) The era: the mid-90s. Back then, I was just a punk kid as they say. I had 
a ponytail for awhile. Then I didn’t. I wore all my clothes too big, but not on purpose. I did enjoy 
going out to bars and Nye’s was one of my favorites, conveniently located between the 
University of Minnesota campus and my apartment. Nye’s itself was incredible. A Polish theme 
park in some ways. It had at least three bars. A restaurant. Two different rooms for live music, 
including “The World’s Most Dangerous Polka Band” tucked away in one dark corner. All the 
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banquettes were gold. The carpet and walls were deep red. The place felt decadent. And it 
served some really downhome Polish fare, including bar food like green-hued pickled eggs that 
floated heavily in a giant glass jar behind a secondary bar. Corky, one of my first favorite 
bartenders, worked behind the main bar. He had an incredible moustache and always 
remembered my name and drink, which came in handy on busy weekend nights. I was partial to 
vodka on the rocks back then. But they also served this tremendous Polish beer called Zywiec. 
 
Anyway, I went there a lot. And across from Corky’s main bar was a piano bar run by this force 
we all called “Sweet Lou,” or just Lou. She was a human karaoke machine. Lou was short, 
under five feet, like Prince of the Polonaise Room. But you didn’t notice her height because she 
sat so tall behind the piano. There were song sheets piled up on her bar and anyone could put 
in a request and sing along with her (or alone) as she sang and played piano. She was so 
chatty and inviting that I asked her if I could interview her for my new internship at Minnesota 
Public Radio (MPR). (Separate thought that I’d like to circle back to in the future: this was back 
when internships didn’t pay.) She was game. MPR didn’t say no. I also don’t remember them 
saying yes, but I interviewed her anyway one afternoon when Nye’s was quiet. And then I 
brought my fancy DAT recorder back to the bar for a few nights when she and her fans were in 
full drunken singing splendor. Eventually I edited together a 3-minute piece using Pro Tools 
(yup, it’s true), and MPR put it on the air! It was my first act of journalism that was actually 
broadcast. 
 
Who cares, right? What’s with all the moping? Well, I cared a lot for her. Lou was great. She 
knew how to work a crowd — that really impressed me. Lou was outgoing, lively, gracious and 
full … of ginger. Yes, ginger. I kept going to Nye’s, of course, up until I moved to NYC. She was 
still working in the 2000s a bit. And when she died in 2016, at the age of 81, someone in 
Minneapolis passed the news along to me. 
 
So here’s the beginning of the end of the story. As I’ve been thinking about her this week, I 
remembered that I have, in a box, in a dark upper corner of my crowded bedroom closet, all of 
my work for MPR, including DAT tapes and cassette tapes. I thought I should share the piece 
with all of you. Here was my plan: I’d bring the tape with me upstate so I could play it in our old 
‘87 BMW — yes, it has a working tape deck — and record the piece with an iPhone app. Then 
I’d embed it here, in my Ginger newsletter. Sounded like a great plan. A plan in which I could 
emerge victorious after overcoming all the terribleness of old versus new technologies. 
Compatibility writ old school. 
 
Just before that all happened, I Googled Lou. And guess what: MPR had rebroadcast my piece, 
without my knowledge of course, when she died. Good for them. Though I would have 
appreciated a producer credit. Anyway, here, in all her glory, is Lou. (Spoiler: at 2:24 you’ll hear 
the golden voice of 1996 Justin.) 
 
“Sweet Lou” Snider Interview 
 
Hear that at the end? “You’ll get over it,” she counters to a drunken fan. 
 
I thought this would be the end of this story. But in the Star Tribune obit I found this past week, I 
discovered something that revealed so much more about Lou. Here’s the paragraph about her 
childhood: 

https://www.mprnews.org/story/2016/03/03/sweet-lou-snider-from-mpr-archive-1996
http://www.startribune.com/sweet-lou-snider-nye-s-piano-bar-maven-dies/370836251/
http://www.startribune.com/sweet-lou-snider-nye-s-piano-bar-maven-dies/370836251/


 
“Snider’s mom was dying of cancer and her father spiraled into depression, worried he couldn’t 
care for the couple’s four children. So he shot them and killed himself … Remarkably, the 
children survived. Shot in the back, Snider endured three surgeries and wore leg braces as a 
child. In her later years, she used crutches, leaving them near the piano bar, where few gave 
them a second look.” 
 
I had seen her on those crutches all the time — coming out from behind the piano bar, arriving 
for work, heading to the bathroom. I met her when she was about 60 so it just didn’t seem that 
odd to me. Now that I think back to our interview, I remember asking about her life, her family, 
her jobs. But Lou revealed nothing about this tragedy, while not seeming reticent at all. What 
sticks with me is the reason that I was thinking about her this week: she was savoring life at all 
moments, even at work! And despite everything. 
 
I miss you, Lou. A lot. And, maybe, I miss 1996 Justin. A little. 
 
 
The Trans-America Footrace 
Endurance competitions came to define the Roaring Twenties. People entered contests for 
flagpole sitting, eating, drinking coffee, dancing the jitterbug and swimming. Then, the ultimate. 
91 years ago this week — on March 4, 1928 — 199 people took off from Los Angeles on foot. 
Their goal: to run to Madison Square Garden. Coast to coast, baby! I just Google Mapped it: 
that’s roughly 2,800 miles. But they took Route 66, so it was actually 3,422 miles. Almost three 
months later, 55 people made it to New York,  which is 55 more people than I would think could 
run that far. The guy who “won” — Andy Payne — did it in 588 hours. He won $25,000.  
 
Newspapers at the time called it the Bunion Derby. I feel great after running 5 miles. They ran 
… at least a marathon a day … for months. Anyway, use this as inspiration for your workouts 
this coming week. And check out the definitive write-up of the race, and of the times, in “C.C. 
Pyle’s Amazing Foot Race” by Geoff Williams. (I have the only New York Public Library copy but 
will return it soon.) 
 
Also, if you’re in to long runs, watch this Outside video about a Gwich’in ultrarunner’s 4,600 
journey across Canada to raise awareness for Indigenous Women. 
 
 
Other things worth checking out 
 

● America’s love of soft toilet paper is no good for Canada’s forests 
● Teju Cole: “If everyone’s so woke, why are things so terrible?” (“If you’re not mad, 

you’re not paying attention.”) 
● New song from Tank and the Bangas 
● Just feed prisoners better food already 
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This week in goats 

Meet Hermione. 

Have a great week. jm 
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