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Wang Chou Vang 
fingers a Hmong 
flute which he 
era fted from 
bamboo. 

undergone changes in use. In the old country, Vang and young 

men like him relied on these instruments for courting. 

When you want to see a girlfriend, they never go out with you. 

They stay in the house. You stay on the outside. You cannot 

get in the house and stay with them. Their mother and father don't 

like it ... Then you have lo have the flute and violin lo play ... to 

tell the people that you are a good person, that you just want lo go 

looking for a girlfriend. 

Since the Hmong language is a total one, in which the meaning 

of syllables depends upon their intonation, it was possible 

for Vang to replicate monosyllables and tones through instru­

ments-to speak through music. 

During wartime he played the violin and flute when 

entering a village to signal his benign intentions. Nowadays, 

Vang has forgotten the songs he once improvised back home. 

Instead his flute tells us: "I left my mother and father behind, 

and I'm lonely in this country and nobody helps'.' 

SYMBOLS 

Despite his distress, Wang Chou Vang continues to make 

instruments, valiantly finding substitutes for the bamboo 

resonators of his violins and covering them with the tanned 

hides of deer and raccoon he now hunts. He wonders if his 

children will ever play them, and hopes that they will at least 

consider instruments important reminders of their cultural 

heritage, of the richness, mystery, and integrity of the world 

they have lost. Nor is Vang alone in his wanderings and his 

hopes. Wisconsin's makers of traditional instruments all recognize 

that their creations have a symbolic importance that extends 

well beyond the formal properties of objects and the musical 

genres for which they are intended. 

For many, the instruments are symbolic indicators of 

their own existence and artistry. Ray Polarski has made fiddles 

for each of his children as keepsakes. 'Tm going to keep making 

them as long as I can. The Lord has blessed me with a steady 

hand'.' Evidence of George Karpek's steady hand is abundantly 

clear on the shelves of his old store where gorgeously inlaid 

accordions, restored and maintained by his descendants, glitter 

on shelves for show but not for sale. 

Karpek's desire that his accordions would become personal 

symbols, not only for himself but for others, is reflected by 

his practice of inscribing each with the Karpek name and the 

name of its owner. Such customization went further in the 

case of Concertina Millie Kaminski, a noted figure in Milwaukee's 

old time music scene. Karpek serviced Millie's concertina: 

affixing a name plate, repairing a wire or a key. Once she 

told him about locking her keys in the car and lacking the 

change to call her husband. Karpek surprised her with a silver 

dime glued on the concertina as a reminder against future 

absent-mindedness. But today the coin reminds Millie of days 

past when Milwaukee's squeezebox players would gather to 

jam at Karpek 's on Thurday nights: "It was just like a George 

Karpek Club'.' 
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In contemporary Wisconsin, musical instruments have 

often become important public symbols of ethnic identity. The 

grand prize at Croatian community fundraisers in Milwaukee 

has regularly been a tamburitza crafted by Nick Vukusich. 

Young Latvian-Americans unable to speak the language use 

their ability to play the kokle as an expression of kinship both 

with their emigre parents and with those under imperialist 

domination in the old country. Meanwhile young Ojibwas under 

Joseph Ackley's tutelage learn to treat with respect the drum 

that connects them with their elders. 

And yet Wisconsin's traditional instrument-makers know 

that the cultural symbolism of their art means little if the 

culture itself is not protected. Scornful of instruments perpetually 

hung mute on walls, many instrument-makers refuse to sell a 

flute, a drum, a fiddle that will not be played. Many might 

paraphrase Joseph Ackley's Ojibwa dictum: "The old people 

say, 'When the drum stops, our race will be extinct'." 

James P. Leary 
Wisconsin Folk Museum 
Mount Horeb 
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The Milwaukee 
Accordion 
School ( Photo 
from "A Cata­
logue of Karpek 
Accordions;' 
1935, courtesyo 
Grace Karpek, 
Milwaukee.) 

Early Karpek accordions, 
carefully restored to 
their original condition, 
still line the shelves of 
the Sixteenth Street 
showroom today. 
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SAVING THE SWEDISH SOUND 

EDWIN JOHNSON 
Hayward, Wisconsin 

Fiddles, Nyckelharpor 

"The difference be/ween playing by ear and reading notes is like the difference 
be/ween reading a book and telling a story." 

As a boy in the parish of Rattvik in Sweden's Dalarna province, 
Edwin Johnson would go to weddings and listen to the fiddlers, 
learning their tunes by ear. He made his first fiddle at the age of 11, 
and he brought his second fiddle with him when he immigrated 
to Minneapolis at the age of 19 in 1924. When Johnson received 
Wisconsin's first Governor's Heritage Award in 1984 for his lifelong 
efforts at preserving Swedish traditional music, he played a fiddle made 
from portions of the old spruce woodbox he had filled so frequently 
at his grandmother's home in Rattvik. 

Edwin Johnson's later instruments might not have incorporated 
such symbolic materials, but they reflected their maker's expert 
craftsmanship and extraordinary knowledge of early Swedish music. 
Johnson's fiddles were often constructed using a special technique 
of lamination which yielded alternating light and dark stripes 
or rings in the carved tops of the instruments. He also built several 
nyckelharpor, large, lap-sized fiddles with mechanical wooden keys, 
believed to have originated during the Medieval period. 

An accomplished musician as well as a skilled instrument-maker, 
Edwin Johnson never forgot the tunes of his boyhood. Like his 
fiddle, he brought the tunes with him to the United States and he 
taught them to his children. Johnson's son Bruce began fiddling at the 
age of 10 and his daughter Nancy mastered the autoharp. With 
their father, and more recently with Nancy's son Paul, they have 
performed widely as the American Swedish Spelman's Trio, preserving 
and passing along some 200 old tunes and the old-fashioned chorded 
accompaniment which long ago faded or disappeared in Edwin's 

native Sweden. 
Following his immigration to Minneapolis, Johnson met and 

married his wife Elsie. He worked as a plasterer for most of his life, 
though he did serve the defense effort as a welder during World 
War II. Through the years, the Johnson family vacationed frequently 
in the area of Hayward, Wisconsin. Drawn by the muskie fishing 
he always enjoyed on their vacations, Edwin and Elsie moved to 
Hayward following his retirement in 1968. Edwin Johnson passed 
away in 1984. 
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COURTING FLUTES AMONG 
WISCONSIN'S WOODLAND INDIANS 

Historical Background 

Although drums of various sizes and functions played a central 
role in the lives of Wisconsin's Woodland Indians, melodic instru­
ments were less common. Among the Ojibwa, the wooden courting 
flute {bibigwan) was the only example of this type. Similar flutes were 
made and used for similar purposes by other Wisconsin tribes, 
including the Winnebago and Menominee, and at one time these 
instruments enjoyed widespread distribution among Native 
Americans generally. 

The courting flutes, or lover's flutes, of Wisconsin's Woodland 
peoples resembled recorders. They were end-blown duct flutes, 
the tones of which were regulated by movable blocks tied to them. 
Among the Ojibwa, the flutes ranged in length from fifteen to twenty 
inches, although smaller versions were made for children to use as 
toys. Most Ojibwa flutes had five or six holes, and the melodies 
played upon them were frequently love songs performed by a young 
man courting a girl's affection. The tradition of flute playing and 
its social use seems to have persisted longer among other Wisconsin 
Woodland tribes than among the Ojibwa. However, the practice 
all but disappeared until a recent revival of interest in association 
with the contemporary powwow movement. 

Frank James playing t 
Ojibwa courting flute 
at Lac Court Oreilles 
about 1941. (Photo by 
Robert Ritzenthaler. 
courtesy of the 
Milwaukee Public 
Museum, Department 
Anthropology, neg. 
no. 5762.) 
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Drums belonging to the 
Woodland Wood Ticks 
and the TRAILS youth 
group are stored at right 
angles to the floor in 
Joseph Ackley's home. 
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Two Bourantas 
bouzoukis with inlaid 
soundboards and 
fingerboards rest on his 
basement workbench. 
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