Interview with the Arapaho Powwow Band:

Brian C’Hair, Eugene Ridgely III, Vincent Brown, Michael Willow

What is the difference between the Pow-wow music you play now compared with the music of the past?

The contemporary music is made up of words songs, which are longer than the old style that are really short two-minute songs.  There weren’t many word songs in the past.  There were a lot of straight vocal songs.  Today’s contemporary music is a lot longer. Most of the songs serve the same purpose but you can tell the difference between an old style and a contemporary song based on the length.

The drumming is basically the same.  But the pick up from a slow beat to a faster beat is a little different. But it’s basically the same.

We use this straight raw hide drum that they used in the past.

How is music passed down?  And how much do you influence the music?  How much personal interpretation is there? 

 I learned when I was pretty young.  My first cousins had a drum group on the reservation. They were pretty well known.  That’s how I got inspired.   My friends in high school, we started our own group.  

Our first cousins…it starts pretty much with family members. Some start as early as one or two. If you want to learn it, someone is there to teach you. It’s always there, but it’s basically up to you if you want to sing. I started when I was a freshman but I really didn’t get into it until like three years ago.

Have you ever been interested in contemporary music, ex. The rock band? 

When I was in high school I played in the high school band.  I played the drums and the electric guitar.  We sing our traditional style, but we’ve played in high school.  We listen to everything I guess.  

What is it about traditional music that makes you want to play it?  

I get more of an enjoyment out of it than playing the guitar etc.  We grew up with a music class where we had to choose an instrument.  But when it comes down to it. We get to travel and go to powwows with different drum groups.  

 Lyrics:  nothing like what you would hear on the radio.  It just repeats the same thing in a pattern.  Like simple words, say something like, “your happy to be at this gathering or dance.”  A lot of songs will talk about ideas of happiness, laughter.  Every word song is like that. 

Vocal songs: Like memorizing a pattern. Not singing words but a pattern.

We don’t write them down, we memorize them

I make some contemporary songs.  

Can you speak Arapaho?

We didn’t grow up being taught the language.  So many of us only know I few words.  We understand what we’re singing. 

I can’t speak fluent but I can converse just enough

There isn’t anyone our age that speaks fluent Arapaho.

I wish I were taught it.  My parents weren’t taught it.

My grandparents, during that time, they were sent to boarding schools by the government.  They had no choice.  That’s how they assimilated. When they spoke the language in school they were punished pretty severely.

My grandfather went to a catholic boarding school. He didn’t want to teach my dad or his other kids, because he was afraid that when they went to school they would be punished.  He didn’t want them to be punished for it.

My grandmother would speak it when he wasn’t around though.

We are the first generation to be taught it again in schools.  It isn’t enough where I can speak fluent.  Mostly just colors, animals, and numbers. 

Now, I/m teaching myself and trying to figure out the language myself.  I have an idea of how I would speak it.  I enjoy speaking it in the music.  There aren’t many other people on the reservation that makes songs out of the Arapaho language.

How/When did you start playing in pow-wows?

When we started singing we were a youth group now there’s another group that is all high school. Everyone else is between 18-25. Then we have our traditional groups, which are older.

If you go to a lot of the powwows, most singers are 18-25.

Who goes to pow-wows?

Powwows are mainly people from high school age up to 25 or 26.  Mainly young students.  After the powwow there are 49 songs. Nowadays it’s just like a big party.  Usually they sing the traditional music but it’s called 49 songs around those songs.  

It’s like a big party.  A lot of songs around those songs are like love songs.  Enjoyment of the songs like at a party etc. It’s mostly just a social thing for a lot of young people.

 Have all of you danced powwow? 

We’ve all grown up around powwows.  It depends on if you’re family, if they go all the time.  Some people don’t really dance or sing or anything. They just go to hang out or socialize with their friends.  But Arwin started dancing when he was five.  My whole family used to dance but I’m the only one in my family that dances now.  

13) The instrument itself?  Raw hide drum. You have to be really respectful toward the drum.  Don’t be careless with it and even with yourself, don’t be careless when you have the drum in your presence. 

You can leave it by itself but like at a powwow a lot groups hold the universal belief of how treat the drum.  When you’re at a powwow you don’t leave it sitting by itself. At least one person will stay by the drum at a powwow.

It just shows the respect for it.  It is a tradition. Even within tribe itself we don’t leave it by itself when it’s being used.  

In the mind and sense it has a soul. 

In our tribe I was taught that the drum is for everyone. If you have a group it’s not just for those guys. If anyone wants to learn they can.  The way I view it, it’s for everyone. 

Some groups have a certain person who will hold on to it.  Others trade off within the group.  In our group, I’m the one that holds on to it.

How do you name your groups? 

It’s not just the drum; the people that make up the group carry that name.  The drums do wear out but the same name will carry for the people that sit around that drum.  

We don’t really have a name because we sing with different groups.  A lot of singers will go with a traditional name given to the by an elder in the tribe.  

With other people, they make up the name.

Does the name die with the person?  

With the traditional eagle drum group, that name stays alive; it gets passed on. But some contemporary groups, if they want to carry the name on or change it they can.

Who are the songs intended for?  

There are a lot of songs with a drum group.  Ceremonial songs vary in how they sound.  Some songs used just in sun dance, not for anywhere else.  We have a ceremony called crow dance or dog dance, and there are songs for just that ceremony, which are only sang when it’s time for that ceremony, which happens once a year.  And then there are social powwow songs that are all similar but within the powwow there are different songs for a different types of dance.  They sound different depending on the style.

What types of songs do you sing at a Pow-wow?

The songs we sang on Friday are just social powwow songs.

Then there are honor songs that you sing to honor someone.  Or songs we sing at a funeral.  There is also a flag song, which is our version of the national anthem.

There are people on reservation that sing just ceremonial songs and you won’t see them at a powwow. Then there are others that just play at powwows. We do both.

What role do women play in pow-wow music?

 In our tribe women do not play. If you see a woman sitting by drum, it is disrespectful to men.  But they can sing behind the drum. Women singing at the drum, in our tribe, is disrespectful.  Some tribes though have women.  Women and men both sing but the men do the drumming.

Are there Arapaho traits of a powwow?  

Every tribe has it’s own style of singing.  Each tribe has it’s own trademark style.  Our style is probably just the words itself.

Is the Arapaho language carried on through music?  

Singing songs with Arapaho language is one way of using the language. Word songs, I would hear older people saying a lot of people on the reservation wouldn’t’ be singing Arapaho songs.  I would be singing other tribe songs.  Older people would say, “look they’re not singing their own language.” After hearing people say that, I thought maybe I should start making Arapaho word songs.  I began to make words songs and maybe at the first couple powwows, we started getting compliments on the songs.  They asked where we got them, and we told them we made them.  They were happy someone around finally using the language in their songs. There are only about two or three groups that do sing in Arapaho.

There would be a few that would criticize saying that they don’t’ know Arapaho. They shouldn’t be singing.  There is always someone that will criticize.  

But it’s like another way of learning the language.

How can you join a powwow group?

 Anyone can join a group. You just have to have the desire to sit down and catch on. It’s really easy to start singing.  You don’t have to sound pretty or anything.

Do you sing other songs from other nations?  

We would go to other reservations and I would hear people saying why are these people singing our songs.  I heard that a lot. I decided to give up singing those types of songs.  I decided to stick to my own type of tribal music.

I’ve heard other tribes sing straight vocal, but I haven’t heard others sing our word songs.

My family criticized me for singing songs that weren’t within my tribe.  But I wasn’t told to my face.  I just heard it, like a rumor.  But when I wasn’t singing. I would hear people say stuff about the group that was singing.  I wanted to show them that I could make songs with my language.

With my family, they criticized me for my safety.  Don’t say something you might be saying wrong.  You don’t want to offend another tribe.

Is there a lot of pride in your nation? What does it mean to be Arapaho? 

I have a lot of pride to say that I’m Arapaho.  When I was growing up I didn’t know the history of how we got to Wyoming, but as I got older, I began to ask questions. And when I majored in Native American. Studies, I learned a lot. It’s pretty sad, our history.  If someone just found out they’re Arapaho, they would be happy, but if they knew more, they wouldn’t want to say they were Arapaho.  Just from the way we were treated.  

 There are different people with different views.  Some people say they aren’t Indian.  They don’t even care if they are or not.  I think those people come from inner cities without culture and without knowing where they came from.

Knowing where I came from, it’s a pretty good feeling.  Our tribe is one of the highest tribes that other people respect.  Even when we were once fighting each other, they still had this respect.

We were the first people created. From us, all the other tribes were created. There are a whole lot of stories about creation. They are similar but different.

Black feet.  Small story where we came from the north and one group went one way and another group of Arapahos went the other. They walked through mud and when they came out of the mud there feet were black.

Another story is we traveled and we were coming across ice. The ice started to break.  People scattered from ice. That’s where other tribes came from, scattered from the ice.

Being in powwow band.  It’s a unique feeling. We are learning our language and a lot of other things.

Where did the name Arapaho come from?  

Another tribal name from the Pawnee.  I think it means trade.  But our name that we call our selves is hinanine.  That means “sky people,” that’s what we call ourselves.

Maybe because they say we were the first tribe and other tribes broke off, maybe because they say we came from the sky or something.  The true creation story, we came from clay, but I’m not sure why we call ourselves sky people.  The Cheyenne, the name they call us is similar, they call us cloud people. 

The drum itself represents something to do with creation-I was told that the top part of the drum is the land or earth because it’s round.  Then how the hide comes around the drum, these would be clouds, and then the straps that held it together would be like a village in a camp circle, or even mountains.  I wouldn’t know how the drum came about from creation but it represents a world or an encampment of people.

Can you tell us a little about the Peyote Ceremony?

 Well, every tribe has there own kinds of songs.  They share among other tribes too.  We have a lot of Arapaho Peyote songs. But different tribes have there own Peyote songs.  They run similar to each other.  I can’t comment on the process. I’m still learning.

It doesn’t matter if you’re Arapaho or not.  If you want to go you can go, if you get invited. 

Peyote Drum: it’s a water drum. Made out of kettle, filled half way with water

They soak the raw hide and tie it.  

It’ll probably take most of my life to learn about all that.

It probably will take a lifetime to learn all of the traditions and ceremonies.

We are the next generation that has to carry it on.  It’s part of our life.  You need to start at a young age. As we go on we have to keep learning.  There are only a handful that are willing to learn.  There are people that want to learn but they get busy and things.

Our elders say that we have to carry it out.  We have to hold on to it.  It’s the only thing we have left.  We’re young but we have to learn more and more about our traditional ways (singing and ceremonial ways). We have to keep it going and teach it to the next generation that is growing up.

