
BROWN UNIVERSITY 
LIBRARY. 



uiicaL <ExfiZ£±±Lom 

°f  

tZaxty c^hoclz Lfiland jJndi Lam 

By Mrs. Carl W. Kaiser 

as told by Princess Red Wing 

E)he Cjreat Spirit 

•3a Everywhere ! 

REPOR T SPONSORED B Y THE R HODE ISL AND 
STATE FEDERATION OF  MUSIC  CLUBS 





£ j t  
EARLY INDIAN MUSIC OF RHODE ISLAND 

1(3 

The f i rs t  music  of  Rhode Is land was the chant  of  the red men who 
l ived in  the hi l ls  and val leys  adjacent  to  the shores  of  Narraganset t  
Bay.  There are  Indians l iving in  South County to-day who s t i l l  s ing 
some of  these songs which have been handed down to  them through the 
centur ies .  Legend has  i t  that  music  was the gif t  of  the Great  Spir i t  
to  a  young brave as  he s tood on a  verdant  h i l ls ide with a l l  of  the 
glor ies  of  nature  around him.  His  hear t  thr i l led to  the great  beauty 
and he fe l t  i t  beat  one great  thump.  Grateful ly  real iz ing the gif t  of  
a l l  nature  to  him,  he heard the s t rong hear tbeat  of  Mother  Nature--
thump-thump-one,  two.  He was aware that  a l l  of  the natural  wonder  around 
him had been created by a  great  unseen spir i t  which he named '  'The 
Great  Spir i t ' ' .  As he l is tened he heard the throbbing hear tbeat  of  
"The Great  Spir i t ' ' - - thump-thump-thump-one-two-three.  After  he had 
recognized the Creator  of  the Universe,  he looked beside him and saw 
that  a l l  men were h is  brothers  and heard their  mighty hear tbeats--
thump-thump-thump-thump--one-two-three-four .  Then he made a  drum on 
which to  beat  these different  rhythms and his  feet  moved in  t ime with 
the beats .  As the young brave hunted in  the forest  one day,  he pul led 
his  bow and as  the arrow was wafted into the a i r ,  he heard a  sound-
turn.  When he shot  an arrow from a  larger  bow, he heard a  lower pi tched 
sound.  in  this  way he found his  harmony and created his  songs in  
unison with his  own hear tbeats .  His  f i rs t  musical  instrument  was a  
f lute  which he made f rom a  wil low branch.  On th is  he played his  f i rs t  
plaint ive songs.  

I t  is  almost  impossible  for  c ivi l ized man to  conceive of  the im­
portance of  song in  the l i fe  of  the Indian.  To him song has  ever  been 
the breath of  the Spir i t  which consecrates  the acts  of  l i fe .  There 
was no important  personal  experience nor  any ceremonial  where i t  was 
not  essent ia l  to  the expression of  emotional  or  re l igious feel ing.  
Long before  the white  man came to  Rhode Is land the Indian t r ibes  who 
were l iving here  held Counci l  Meet ings every moon.  According to  the 
Indians there  were thir teen moons during the year ,  which extended from 
one harvest  to  the next ,  and the moons were counted by the thir teen 
squares  on the tur t le ' s  back.  The tur t le  is ,  therefore ,  one of  the 
special  totems of  many d i f ferent  t r ibes  of  Indians.  The people  were 
cal led together  for  a l l  Counci ls ,  fes t ivals  and ceremonies  by the beat  
of  the drum, which a lso heralded the beginning of  each ceremony and 
was the s ignal  for  quiet .  

At  every ceremony Fire  Maidens brought  the kindl ing wood and the 
Medicine Man kindled i t .  As the Fire  Maidens brought  the wood they 
chanted this  Fire  Chant :  
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Ceremonia l  f i res  were  l ighted  according to  the  s ize  of  the  crowd.  
I t  i s  sa id  tha t  when Roger  Wil l iams and Queen Wawaloan wi th  the i r  
par ty  v is i ted  Governor  Winthrop in  the  Connect icut  Colony to  se t t le  
d i f ferences  between the  two Colonies ,  two hundred Counci l  F i res  were  
l ighted .  Great  h is tor ica l  s igni f icance  i s  a t tached to  the  peaceful  
se t t lement  reached around the  Counci l  F i res .  

The Counci l  F i re  was  the  hear t  of  every  Ceremony and Fes t ival ,  i t  
embodied the  great  v i r tues  which were  advocated by the  var ious  Indian 
Tr ibes .  
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The Counci l  opened wi th  an  appeal  to  The Great  Spi r i t  to  come in  
and every  Counci l  Circ le  had an  opening through which The Great  Spi r i t  
could  enter .  The fo l lowing chant  was  used a t  the  beginning of  a l l  
Ceremonies .  

NARRAGANSETT GREETING SONG 
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Every moon was  the  occas ion of  a  Ceremony or  Fes t ival  of  thanks .  
Al l  of  the  able  members  of  the  t r ibe  par t ic ipated  in  the  s inging and 
dancing which accompanied the  many ceremonies ,  which were  the  Indian 's  
way of  ta lk ing to  the  Great  Spi r i t  and were  prayers  f rom thei r  hear ts  
to  the  Great  Spi r i t  for  ra in  or  sun,  a  bount i fu l  harves t ,  good hunt ing,  
de l iverance  f rom i l lness ,  drought  or  pes t i lence  and success  in  war .  
The Indians  bel ieved tha t  the  moon,  sun,  s tars ,  f lowers ,  animals ,  and 
even the  s torms were  The Great  Spi r i t ' s  way of  speaking to  and main­
ta in ing mankind.  

The songs  or  chants  were  not  too  precise ,  a l though the  manner  of  
s inging i s  impor tant .  The downward melodic  progress ions  occur  twice  
as  f requent ly  as  upward.  There  i s  much use  of  the  major  second and 
the  minor  th i rd .  There  i s  cont inual  s lur r ing of  the  voice  from one 
tone  to  another  which produces  an  impress ion of  out  of  tune  s inging.  
There  was  no harmony as  we know i t  to-day.  Some of  the .  Fes t ivals  were:  

1 .  THE HARVEST FESTIVAL.  This  Fes t ival ,  which was  the  larges t  of  
a l l  the  Fes t ivals ,  was  he ld  in  September  dur ing the  MOON OF THE HAR­
VEST.  Somet imes  three  or  four  t r ibes  congregated together  to  observe  
th is  great  event .  Time was  marked on the  t ime s t icks  and the  ages  of  
the  chi ldren recorded.  Time was  f igured so  many harves ts  back or  so  
many harves ts  in  the  fu ture .  

Somet imes  the  s inging did  not  take  a  formal  pa t tern ,  but  consis ted  
of  happy sounds  of  two sy l lables- -hi  ye--shouted as  spontaneous  ex­
press ions  of  joy  or  sorrow,  in  low voices ,  h igh voices ,  s t rong,  weak,  
young and o ld ,  each one s inging the  way he  fe l t .  Maybe i f  one  had had 
a  poor  harves t  he  would  not  s ing so  lus t i ly ,  but  i f  a  man had become 
the  fa ther  of  a  son or  caught  a  bear  he  was  ext ra  happy and sang joy­
fu l ly .  

t - i  S ignal  was  a lso  chanted by young braves  a t  th is  large  Fes­
t iva l  where  so  many young men and maidens  met .  When a  young Indian 
g i r l  became mature ,  her  fa ther  gave a  Fes t ival  of  Pure  Maidens  every  
moon unt i l  she  was  chosen to  be  the  mate  of  some young brave .  At  tha t  
ceremony a  large  whi te  s tone  placed in  the  middle  of  the  Counci l  f i re  
was  spr inkled wi th  b lood.  The young g i r l  was  g iven an arrow which 
she  p laced over  her  hear t  wi th  one hand and put  the  o ther  hand on the  
s tone  whi le  she  took a  vow of  pur i ty .  Only  the  pure  could  par t ic ipate  
in  th is  Fes t ival ,  so  a l l  the  maidens  were  anxious  to  be  v i r tuous  so  
they would  qual i fy  as  the  mate-  for  some young brave .  At  the  Harves t  
Fes t ival  many a  pure  Indian maiden received the  song of  love  f rom the  
l ips  of  an  Indian youth .  
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2.  FESTIVAL OF FALLING LEAVES AND THE GATHERING OF THE HICKORY NUTS 
occurred in  October  dur ing the  Moon of  the  Fal l ing  Leaves .  In  the  
morning the  crowd danced to  the  l iv ing and in  the  af ternoon to  the  
memory of  the  depar ted .  A grea t  death  dance  was  performed by a  boy 
accompanied by drums.  At  f i r s t  the  boy lay  prone on the  ground,  and 
then he  personif ied  h is  sp i r i t  awakening in  the  land of  the  hereaf ter  
by a  dance  of  amazement  and wonder  as  one in  a  s t range land.  Usual ly  
members  of  the  t r ibe  chanted a long wi th  the  drum.  

The Harves t  of  the  Hickory Nuts  was  ce lebra ted  by a  specia l  chant  
dur ing th is  par t icular  moon as  the  women brought  in  baskets  of  nuts  
and herbs  for  winter  s torage .  Nuts  were  widely  used for  food in  the  
winter  when there  was  a  scarc i ty  of  smal l  animals .  The Chant  of  the  
Hickory Harves t  was:  
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The English translation for this chant is: 

We're gathering hickory nuts, 
We're gathering hickory nuts, 
Walnuts, butternuts, hickory nuts. 
We're gathering hickory nuts, 
Hickory, hickory, hickory nuts. 
We're gathering hickory nuts 
Our baskets are filled, our baskets are filled. 

3. FESTIVAL OF INDIAN SUMMER was held during the MOON OF THE HEAVY 
FROST in November. The Indians believed that at that time the Great 
Spirit turned back the cold winds and gave the less ambitious and 
energetic of the tribesmen a few more days to gather in the harvest. 
During this time every one was careful to do everything he could to 
please the Great Spirit before the dreaded Moon of Darkness was upon 
them. There was much hunting at this time, and as the men returned 
from the forest they would sing the following song, which Roger Wil­
liams recorded. 
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4.  FESTIVAL OF NISQUANEM. This  was  a  solemn ceremony which was  
he ld  in  December  dur ing the  MOON OF DARKNESS.  When the  f i r s t  snow 
covered the  f i r  t rees ,  the  Indians  moved f rom the i r  homes a long Nar-
raganset t  Bay back in to  the  fores t .  They bel ieved tha t  Nisquanem,  the  
Spir i t  of  Mercy dwel t  in  the  f i r  t rees  and tha t  the  f i r  t ree  would  
protec t  them.  The ceremony held  a t  th is  t ime corresponded,  in  a  sense  
to  our  Chr is tmas .  Every  one brought  an  offer ing for  the  less  for tu­
nate  of  the  t r ibe .  As they sang and danced in  a  c i rc le ,  each one 
placed h is  donat ion of  food,  to tems,  lea ther  c lo th ing,  amulets ,  wam­
pum be l ts  and shel l  beads  on the  medic ine  s tand.  At  th is  t ime prayers  
were  of fered to  the  Great  sp i r i t  for  protec t ion from the  evi l  sp i r i t s  
of  cold  and darkness  dur ing the  winter  season when many of  the i r  num­
ber  passed in to  the  Hereaf ter .  Roger  Wil l iams recorded one of  these  
ceremonies ,  and repor ts  having counted one thousand Indians  par t ic­
ipat ing in  i t .  Singing was  of ten  extemporaneous .  

5 .  FESTIVAL OF JANUARY. The ceremonies  accompanying th is  fes t iva l  
occurred dur ing the  MOON OF THE GREAT WHITE SILENCE,  and were  s imi lar  
| to  those  of  December .  
6 .  FEBRUARY FESTIVAL.  This  fes t iva l  took p lace  dur ing the  MOON 
OF STORY TELLING. At  th is  t ime the  bes t  s tory  te l lers  to ld  long 
s tor ies  around the  individual  f i res  or  in  the  Counci l  House .  

7 .  MAPLE SUGAR FESTIVAL.  This  fes t iva l  was  he ld  in  the  month  of  
March dur ing the  MOON OF THE HEAVY WINDS.  The maple  t rees  were  tap­
ped and the  fo l lowing chant ,  accompanied by a  dance  was  performed.  
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"The maple trees stand tall and straight 
They are the friend of man, their roots caress dear Mother Earth. 
Their branches give to little things, a sweet and lovely birth. 
The shade is cool in the Thunder Moon 
They sway and sway in the Wind and Rain 
They gather nectar all day long which later man may drain. 

The Indians were the first to make maple syrup and maple sugar, 
and today their original process is still used commercially. 

8. FESTIVAL OF SPRING THANKSGIVING. This seasonal ceremony of 
thanksgiving in the spring of the year celebrated the conquest of the 
powers of light over those of darkness and was an expression of grat­
itude to The Great Spirit for deliverance from the long cold winter. 
It occurred during the MOON OF MANY RAINS. Among the traditional 
songs at this festival was "Mother Earth". 
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The t rans la ted  chant  i s :  

Mother  Ear th ,  thy  chi ldren tend,  whi le  
To Heaven our  thanks  we send,  
To you whence comes the  daybreak,  
To you whence comes the  daybreak.  
Great  Spi r i t ,  brea the  on us  
North  Wind,  cool  our  fevered land.  

9 .  FESTIVAL OF PLANTING. In  the  month  of  May was  he ld  th is  fes­
t iva l  dur ing the  MOON OF PLANTING. The dances  and chants  used for  
th is  ceremony were  very  dramat ic ,  especia l ly  the  Corn Dance.  The 
movements  i l lus t ra ted  the  plant ing of  the  seed and pat t ing  the  ear th  
and the  prayers  for  ra in .  At  th is  t ime of  the  year  the  Indians  moved 
to  the  open country  a long the  Bay where  they could  p lant  the i r  crops .  

10.  STRAWBERRY FESTIVAL.  This  took p lace  in  June a t  the  t ime of  
the  MOON OF STRAWBERRIES.  This  ceremony not  only  commemorated the  
harves t  of  the  wi ld  s t rawberr ies ,  but  was  a lso  a  fes t iva l  of  renewed 
f r iendship ,  based upon the  t radi t ional  s tory  of  a  l i t t le  Indian boy 
and g i r l  who l ived wi th  the i r  grandmother .  One day a f ter  a  quarre l ,  
the  g i r l  walked eas t  and the  boy west ,  wi th  the  sun a t  h is  back.  The 
g i r l ,  sorry  for  her  unkind words  to  the  boy,  ca l led  on the  Great  
Spir i t  to  forgive  her ,  and asked for  a  peace  offer ing,  which she  might  
present  to  her  brother .  Suddenly ,  a t  her  fee t ,  she  saw tha t  the  
ground was  covered wi th  br ight  red  s t rawberr ies ,  -and ever  a f ter ,  th is  
fes t iva l  was  ce lebra ted  wi th  the  Wuttominneck Moon Dance Chant .  The 
t rans la ted  chant  i s :  

l < J  J  J n J  J \ 

m 
Give me a  pat  on the  shoulder  
Give  me a  pat  on the  shoulder ,  f r iend 
Give me a  pat  of  the  shoulder  
And a l l  evi l  fee l ings  wi l l  end 
H - i i  -  i  -  yu -  Hi  -  u  -  yu.  
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Squaws have gathered the strawberries 
Squaws have gathered the strawberries, friend 
Come and feast to your heart's content 
And all evil feelings will end. 
Hi - i yu Hi - i - yu 

11. FESTIVAL OF FLOWERS. This Festival was held in July during the 
MOON OF FLOWERS AND BERRIES. Some of the tribes on the eastern sea­
board of the United States still observe the Thanksgiving of the String 
Bean, accompanied by the String Bean Dance in which everyone follows 
the leader and all join in the happy sounds of Hoo, yonna. 

J J  J l  l  
12. FESTIVAL OF SUMMER. This important festival occurred in August 
during the MOON OF THUNDERS and was a large gathering which featured 
religious ceremonies, water sports and ball games with as many as 
a hundred on each side. Everybody sang his own spontaneous chant 
describing something he or she had done, or presenting a picture of 
a great bear, a deer, an eagle or the trees or grass. Each time one 
tried to make up the better dance or chant. This August ceremony was 
also a time for resting from work, and prayers for a good harvest. 
Sometimes at this ceremony the following Corn Song was sung. O / l  1  I  1  I. / / . 
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The English translation of some of the verses of the Corn Song is 
as follows: 

Oh hasten. Behold with four roots I stand. 
Behold me) 
Oh hasten. Behold with one leaf I stand. 
Behold me! 
Oh hasten. Behold with one joint i stand. 
Behold me! 
Oh hasten. Behold with clothing (leaves 
wrapping aroung the corn) I stand. 
Behold me! 
Oh hasten. Behold with light glossy hair I stand. 
Behold me! 
Oh hasten. Behold with yellow hair I stand. 
Behold me! 
Oh hasten. Behold with dark hair I stand. 
Behold me! 

Another important ceremony was held when a new baby was named, at 
which time the mother and godmother sang the following chant from the 
hilltoo at dawn. 

j  i  i  ^  i  ^  J "  i  i  u  

Little Indian babies were sung to sleep with this quaint lullaby, 
the translation of which is: 

Oh, great sun, 
Shine to-da;y! 
Morning Star, fade away. 

My child I name to-day. 
My son, I name to-day. 
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The following song was used by Indian children in a game where one 
child was ' 'it'' and had to catch the others. 
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The English words of this song are: 

Crooked ear, crooked ear, walking at night. 
Crooked ear, crooked ear, walking at night. 
Stop, little old one and run not away. 

Another game song enjoyed by Indian children in Rhode Island was 
the Life Song in which the children dramatized the four stages of the 
life cycle: the baby, the child, the youth and the old man. 
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The Engl ish  words  of  th is  song were:  

Li t t le  ones ,  c reeping,  creeping,  l i t t le  ones  creeping.  
Li t t le  boys ,  running,  running,  l i t t le  boys  running.  
Young man i s  s t ru t t ing ,  s t ru t t ing ,  young man i s  s t ru t t ing .  
Old man in  l imping,  l imping,  o ld  man i s  l imping,  l imping.  

At  the  t ime Roger  Wil l iams came to  Rhode Is land,  the  Narraganset t  
t r ibe  of  Indians  occupied the  whole  of  what  i s  now Washington or  South  
County  in  the  southern  par t  of  the  Sta te ,  except  the  country  between 
the  Pawcatuck River  and Weekapaug,  possess ion of  which appears  to  have 
been a  f requent  subject  of  content ion between them and the i r  western  
neighbors ,  the  Pequots .  The land of  the  Narraganset ts  extended a lso  
to  the  nor th  in to  the  area  which i s  now Kent  County .  Nor th  of  the  
Narraganset t  t r ibe  were  the  Cowesi ts ,  who occupied the  eas tern  par t  
of  Kent  County ,  whi le  in  the  nor thwestern  por t ion of  the  Sta te  l ived 
the  Shawomet  or  Warwick t r ibe ,  and a long the  f resh  water  ponds ,  the  
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Nipmucs.  The pocassets  were es tabl ished on the north-eastern part  
of  the mainland and the Niant ics  in  the western par t  of  what  i s  now 
known as  South County.  The Aquidnecks l ived on the is lands in  Nar-
raganset t  Bay.  Al l  of  these t r ibes  were t r ibutar ies  of  the Narragan-
se t ts .  The present  county of  Bris tol  was occupied by the Wampanoags 
and their  t r ibutar ies ,  such as  the Sakonnets .  

Ear ly  white  se t t lers  found the Indians of  Southern New England 
s inging a  hymn presumably known only to  the white  man.  Tradi t ion 
has  i t  that  the Indians of  th is  area had heard the song in  the hea­
vens.  However ,  no one real ly  knows how the Indians were able  to  
learn i t  before  the coming of  the white  man.  I t  i s  bel ieved that  
th is  song was the fol lowing one,  recorded in  the seventeenth cen­
tury by Samson Ockum, a  Mohegan missionary to  the Narraganset t  In­
dians.  
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Princess  Red Wing i s  descended through her  mother  f rom the  Royal  
House  of  Pokanoket  of  the  Wampanoag t r ibe .  She a t tended the  publ ic  
schools  of  Burr i lv i l le ,  R. I . ,  the  Teacher  Tra ining School  a t  Westown,  
Pa . ,  and the  School  of  Indust r ia l  Ar ts  in  New York Ci ty .  She i s  an 
his tor ian ,  wr i ter  and teacher ,  having taught  Indian lore  and c raf ts  
in  ch ' i ldrens '  summer  camps for  28 years .  Pr incess  Red Wing i s  a lso  
a  lec turer  on Indian Art ,  Indian welfare  and Indian Miss ions .  She i s  
Head of  the  Chi ld  Guidance  Commit tee  of  the  League of  Nor th  American 
Indians  and has  received Honorable  Ment ion for  her  work f rom UNICEF.  
She has  a lso  been a  member  of  the  Speakers '  Research Commit tee  of  
the  Uni ted  Nat ions  s ince  1946.  

ROYAL HOUSE OF POKANOKET 

WAMPANOAG NATION AND THE 
NARRAGANSETT TRIBE 
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