Popular Sisseton Sioux Singer—

Floyd Westerman Sings Both Indian and Country

By Richard La Course
AIPA News Director

Phoenix (AIPA)Y - “Both In-
dian and country™  that’s Sis-
seton Sioux Singer Floyd Wester-
man. who calls himself a “coun-
try  ballad expressionist™ —und
who sinee 1970 has become one
ot the most admired and sought-
atter Indian men i Americy

Westermun grew up orphaned
i Dakota Sioux. country . where
country muste blended i with
the land. Country was the music
he hieard i his boyhood. and
the music he heard in the bar
Now he likes the “pure sound™
ot the acoustic guitar and not
the electntied Kind. He has
FRAGILE™ signs pasted all over
his guitar case. which goes with
him whenever he on
concert and powwow trails

At 37 vears of ages with two
atbums behind himentitled ~Cus
ter Died for Your Siny™ und
“Indian Country™ and with the
experience of many hectic and
turbulent vears of new  Indian
history in his mind. Westerman
is staving plugged into the In-
dian scerie, seeing u lot ot
and turning it into music

Today  the tall. slender cand
craggy Sioux. whose bruids now

goes ©

reach down to his waist. says
he is “a transient I'm living
out ot osuitease.” He's i de-
mand - and - constantly - on - the
move. Lately he’s been getting -
across  the country - from one

Indian Awareness Week on one
college campus to anather. per-
torming  benefit concerts. and
visiting the  Eastern establish-
ment universities. “There in the
East.” says Floyd, “they have
more mythic teelings about us
there things like the
withdrawal of the Indian.
- “Sometimes (the travelling)
slacks off. I'm not really happy
taking @ place and calling it
home. I'm usually in and around
Denver looking toward Phoenix.™
He recently gave up a home in
deep south California only M
miles north of the Mexican bor-
der. where he lived with 4 bound-
ing shaggy dog

“Iwas born without a tumi-
Iy." he explains. He attended the
Bureau of Indian Attairs board-
ing schools in his Dakota boy-
hood. and at Wahpeton Indian
School there one of his triends
and - classmates was Dennis J
Banks, a Chippewa who is now
a national figure in the usggres-
sive American ITndian Movement
(AIM). Floyd has sung with pain
about the experiences of the In-
dian young people in the board-
ingschool lite

“Being without a home is not
hard for me to get along with.1
never tully enjoyed being in a
boarding school that was
something I had to resolve my-
self to. But now I'm no more
nomadic deep down than I'm
stationary. That's why I don’t

store

‘weeks  going  through

have too much of a contlict.”

He's not married so there’s
no wife to tie him to one place
=1 see chicks in several parts of
the countiy.” he admits
“They're similar.  maybe, but
really difterent from me. Tt helps
balance me out. They have dit-
terent understandings, a ditter-
ent intellect, and it Keeps me in

chech . Indian features are just
tantastic and heautiful and al-
wavs good 1o be around. A

world of white taces makes you
alad 1o be  Indian yourselt
Those whites want to he i halt
of one per cent Indian” them-
selves.”

Flovd says  “time has in-
creased the popularity™ ot his
tirst album entitled “Custer Died
tor Your Siny.” denved tiom
and named tor the book by iy
zood triend Vine Deloria

“But past history is one thing
‘Custer said it enough. Now
with Watergate, the power and
meaning of those songs has in-

creased. Now F'mogoing oty

to approach America trom all
sides from the John Birch
Society to the Liberal Lett, and

from the right and lett sides ot
the Indian community too
“1oguess Touse a Tot ot styles
inomy singing.” he muses. “Tra-
ditional Indian music Ising only
at powwows. I don’t record it
I oeuess P'moa country ballad ex
pressionist. [ find that most peo-
ple like Forty-Nine music. and
I'm turned on by the Indian
sound ot it Whatever Indians
hear. Flovd believes, they tradi-
tonalize. To him that points
out the “greater ability™ of the
Indian to learn the ways and

- language ot another culture, but

vet to make those his own

“Mostly Iuse country sounds.
I was intluenced by Hank Wil-
liams, Bob Dylan. Kris Kristo-
ferson -~ and Johnny Cash, un-
til recently.”

Around the country he some-
times uses songs to start people
talking. A lot of Indians get in-
terested in what I sing and that's
4 conversation starter. They stop
by and in 20 minutes we'll be
carrving on and relating ™ As @
public figure. he finds that peo-
ple often think they own a piece
of him. In crowds, people vell
at him to sing and play their
tavorite songs

“Everything comes out of ex-
periencing a mood.” he explains.
“I's not something that comes
automatically. More often than
not I will sing. and sing more
readily tor Indian people than
for others. Psychologically, we
have to come I‘ngclhcr tirst be-
fore we can make any kind of
real statement to non-Indians.”

He recently spent several
Mexico,
Yucatan and Guatemals where
his music provided a natural
bond. I saw the mysteries of
the Mayans. They have a dit-

terent
hunting

way ot lite lots of
and lots of planting.
They live by their ruins and we
live in ours. I saw some similar-
ities in the features between the
Mayans and the Plains Indians
Evervone was eager to learn
from cach other. They wanted
to meet this “Norte Americano
Indio.” The Mavans have their
own language and some speak
Spanish. They like to hear songs.”

He's also been up to Canada’s +
Stoney Reserve in the Provinee
ot Alberta north of Montana
tor the traditional “medicine™
gatherings there in the heart of
the summer tor the past few
vears. Tents are tires
are it and the sacred things
examined. “Any Indian who has
the feeling to inquire into spir-
wual beliets and traditional cere-
mony this would be some-
thing to try to get to see. the
deeper side of existence the
vood teeling.”

(There s a streak of the In-
dian blues in him. Earlier he had
said: “There’s an optimistic side
to existence. but I relate to alot
of things over which man has
no o control. Man iy i tar g
sudden and severe shock. Tt has
to do with man’s sanity and
stability. So many things are
pulled toward helplessness
things happen despite man’s will
Beneath it all, the basic establish-
ment of nature is reacting.”)

Westerman has been moving
comet-like across the country
and the things he's and

raised.,
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Indian artists i the country

seen
heard have struck him in a par-
ticular way. Tt does something
1o you to have notoriety.” he
confesses. “There's u lot of frus-
tration. Just like every other
American, I'm becoming increas-
ingly frustrated by the inaction
of the government to respond
and to respond correctly.

The more we America
fall apart, the more we look to
our own communities to see it
they are secure. But the white

increased  awareness of Indian
needs on the part o1 the non-
Indian public. The central ques-
tion about Wounded Knee is
what AIM asked. not what AIM
did. The issues are valid and
real. We must all pay more heed
to the issues. Now we have the
AIM  trails the issues of the
American Indian being taken to
court. A tood legal defense gives
us a better fong shot.™
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He admires “a great many

> class e lower cla & < :

mllddh class mldllhl I” Ll. kl S people.” but foremost amon
set poorer, and look what's hap

et g P them are the lawyer-hrothers

pening to Indians. Rural schooly
shut down. needed services are
being lost and inan almost
tragic state. There's a beliet that
the BIA will provide services
But the BIA is mutilated by
AIM and not yet back up on
their knees. The lite-needs and
necessities are just not there
There’s lots of repetition and
bureaucracy underncath a desire
tor something better. Between
guidelines and  innovation

Sam and Vine Delona, Fugene
Crawtord ta teJlow tnbesman to
boot) and LaDonna Harns ot
Americans tor Indian Opportun-
ity (ATO) 1 admire all those
Indians who believe in the co-
hesion of a stable starting point
and basis of Indian life.” he says.
“There's still some tutileness in
the Indian world.™

When he sings
receives the standard tees ot the
concert circuit. But” over halt
his time is now devoted to bene-
fit performances and those who
invite him to sing, expect him
1o play tor free. including the
provision of his own travel

“I wish benetits included a

concerts, he

that’s where Indian problems get
hung up.”

How does he feel about In-
dian activism and - Wounded
Knee?

Aot of people™ he re-
plies. “even in the Indian world
put down Wounded Knee, It was
by no means all negative it

COUNTRY BALLAD EXPRESSIONIST

Sisseton Sioux Singer
Floyd Westernian performed at the seventh annual Tundra Times

Westerman has become one of the most popular
during
himself as a country ballad expressionist

recent years and describes

Tundra Times staff photo

tare and a small tee™ he muses
“Mine are complete Ctreehies”
There are not enough dollars i
the Indian world and we have
to track white dollars. But g lot
of people think I make a lot of
money. I don’t. 1 have no steady
job. Tt comes when it comes
when I do a concert and such
And | have contlicts in a contro-
versy with Perception (over roy-
alties on his two recordings) for
which I've never been paid
Ihere have been breaches on
both sides, and you just make
an out-of-court settlement  1°d
rather get it said than see what |
can getout ot

Now he'slooking shead to the
recording ot his third album,
despite the problems “The first

album  maybe  had oo much

< meter and articulation. Maybe in

this next one 'l
slur style” which T think iy
more  relaxing and  better”

What does he think s the
hardest aspect ot fus national
prominence as one of the best
known Indian balladeers m A
merica’

“Saying the nght thing even
when I'm nervous and unpre
PAIL‘(];“

use my own



