Known best for her antiwar anthems and work for
Native American rights, folk music legend Buffy
Sainte-Marie has influenced everyone from Elvis
Presley to Courtney Love. Here, she talks to BUST
about the ’60s, her songs, and Sesame Street
by michael levine
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Buffy at the Newport
Folk Festival, 1969

Buffy Sainte-Marie could arguably
be called the first really challenging woman
in pop music. Born on a Piapot Cree Indian
reserve in Saskatchewan, Canada, in 1941
and orphaned as an infant, she was adopted
and raised in the U.S., where she burst onto
the Greenwich Village folk scene of the
early 1960s like a bolt of lightning. Sporting long black hair, tight colorful dresses,
high heels, and an unforgettable vibrato,
she forged a career not only as one of pop’s
first successful female singer/songwriters,
but also as an artist, educator, activist, and
electronic-music pioneer. And thanks to
her provocative antiwar lyrics and rabblerousing on behalf of Native American civil
rights, she was even blacklisted from the
airwaves during the Nixon/Johnson years,
giving her time for a memorable career
shift as a cast member on Sesame Street
from 1976 to 1981.
Throughout her 47 years in show
business, Sainte-Marie has always done
things on her own terms, and she has
piles of awards to show for it, including
an Oscar and a Golden Globe for her most
widely recognized songwriting credit, “Up
Where We Belong,” which she penned
for the 1982 film An Officer and a Gentleman. And despite her unwillingness to fit
into the rigid girl-pop mold of the ’60s,
she was a success from the very beginning, nabbing Billboard’s Best New Artist
award for her first aptly titled album, It’s
My Way! in 1964, which famously featured her playing the mouth bow. As the
’60s progressed, she wrote iconic protest
anthems like “Universal Soldier” and had
hits with “Co’dine” (one of the first pop
songs to openly reference drug use), and
“Until It’s Time for You to Go,” a love bal-

lad unabashedly written from the point
of view of a woman in a noncommitted
relationship. The latter was covered by
Cher, Barbra Streisand, and Elvis Presley,
and her material is still being performed
by such varied artists as Courtney Love
(“Co’dine”), Neko Case (“A Soulful Shade
of Blue”), Dean & Britta (“Moonshot”),
and Oakley Hall (“Co’dine”).
Sainte-Marie met with me in New
York recently to discuss her first release
of new material in 13 years, Running for
the Drum (Appleseed Recordings). It’s a
collection of powwow, protest, club remix,
rockabilly, and, of course, love songs, packaged together with a DVD documentary
that will knock the socks off of fans and
Buffy newbies alike. Dressed in a black
top, black stovepipe jeans, pointy boots,
a white jacket, and a beaded breastplate
necklace (given to her by photog Annie
Leibovitz), Sainte-Marie looks so amazing, it’s impossible to believe she’s actually 68. But she is, and she’s still rocking.
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You’ve said that you grew up “a tan
girl in a white community.” What was
it like growing up with your adoptive
parents in Massachusetts in the ’40s
and ’50s?
It was bad. There were predators in the
neighborhood. There were predators in
the house. Sexual predators and bullies. So
I kept to myself. When I first saw a piano
when I was about three, that became my
toy. I didn’t play Barbie dolls, didn’t play
ball, none of that. Music and art were my
toys, and I think that’s true of a lot of kids.
Some of your songs feature you playing an unusual instrument called a
mouth bow. Can you explain what it
is and how it’s played?
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Showing off her mouth bow on the
Johnny Cash Show, circa 1969

ing like I did, because I looked really unusual, and I got a lot of attention and I had
a figure. You know, the first singing dress I
had, I ordered from the Frederick’s [of Hollywood] catalog! [laughs] I thought that’s
what pretty was. But feminism didn’t start
until a little bit later. I can’t say that I was a
part of it, but I loved it.

On Sesame Street, 1978

What was it like when you first came
to New York in the early 1960s?
Well, I had just graduated from the University of Massachusetts in Amherst. My
major was in Oriental philosophy, and I also
got a teaching degree from the University of
Massachusetts and later, a Ph.D. in fine arts.
Around 1962, I came to New York figuring
that I’d just get music out of my system.
The early ’60s were about coffeehouses.
They made it possible for students to go
out at night and hear each other’s music.
The scene had everything—Joan Baez was
singing genuine folk songs, Bob Dylan was
writing his own songs. Then there would
be flamenco players and blues players, so it
was everything at once.
That was one of the reasons I’ve always
felt comfortable making all different kinds
of music. It comes out of that broad perspective, instead of being like the Supremes
with songs that are all a certain style. Usually that’s the way it’s done. It makes it easy
for record companies to figure out what bin
to put you in. I mean, who the heck knows
what bin to put my music in?
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It comes up as folk on iTunes….
That’s it. They call it folk. [laughs] Anyway, in the ’60s, I started playing my songs
at the Gaslight, and everybody liked it, and
Robert Shelton of The New York Times
came down and heard me play. He gave me
this great review, and the Gaslight blew it
up into this big sign and put it outside.
So, how did you get signed to
Vanguard Records?
Well, they heard me at the Gaslight and
they wanted me to record. The first time
I got an invitation to go to Florida in
February, [I thought] “I love show business!” For me it became about the travel.
Something that made me different from
the other singers of the time was that I’d
use my airplane tickets to get me to indigenous areas and then I’d hang out. So if I
had a concert in Sydney, Australia, I’d be
out with aboriginal people. If I had a concert in Stockholm or Copenhagen, I’d be
up in the Arctic with Sami people and of
course with Native American people in
North and South America too. But I was
kicked out of the U.S. [market] pretty early, when Lyndon Johnson came along, and
recently, I found out that I was on Richard
Nixon’s enemies list.
Were you blacklisted by the government more for your anti–Vietnam
War views or for being vocal about the
mistreatment of Native Americans?
I don’t know much about that. They don’t

tell me. Lyndon Johnson had FBI surveillance on me, probably because of my [antiwar] song “Universal Soldier.” And during
the Nixon years, it would have been about
Indian rights because we were kicking up a
lot of truth. That was when native land was
being transferred in secret to the U.S. government, especially the parts that included
uranium, and I was out there talking about
it on television. But I didn’t find out about
my FBI surveillance until the ’80s, and I
only found out about Nixon a couple of
years ago. I got my FBI papers and they’re
all blacked out. I continued to do concerts
in the rest of the world. I just thought the
U.S. didn’t care anymore.
What role does feminism play in your
life and philosophy?
When I came to Greenwich Village in the
’60s, I was really green. I was afraid of men,
really. I didn’t know that it was customary
to kiss a businessman on both cheeks, and
it creeped me out. I didn’t drink so I didn’t
hang out at bars. The only reason I’m even
on the peripherals of show business is because of coffeehouses. I was uncomfortable with men drinking because I knew
what came next. Feminism wasn’t happening in those days. When I was hanging out
with the founders of the American Indian
Movement, they were pretty disrespectful
to young women. I really loved them, but
they didn’t have their heads together, and
certainly, show-business people didn’t.
Especially around a young woman look-
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I make them. You find a bent stick, and you
attach a guitar string to both ends. The
mouth bow is probably the oldest string instrument in the world. It’s based on a hunting bow. You put it up to your mouth, and
your mouth becomes a resonating chamber
like a guitar. As a matter of fact, you know
Mick Jagger’s first movie, Performance
[1970]? I multitracked mouth bows in that.

In your travels, meeting with various aboriginal people, which culture do you think offers women the
most equality?
I think I’ve learned the most about femininity and the effectiveness of women
from my friends in the Iroquois Confederacy from upstate New York, on the Canadian border. That whole Iroquois Confederacy was made up of matriarchies, and
their government used 100 percent of the
brain power available, not just male, sexually aggressive, testosterone-based brain
power. They used the feminine side as
well, and there’s a big difference in legislation by women. In the Iroquois Confederacy, the clan mothers make many of the
important decisions, including who gets
to be a legislator. A lot of the U.S. government’s [etiquette] probably comes from
the Iroquois Confederacy’s idea that one
diplomat speaks at a time. That’s very female, and that’s very, very Native American. You know in Europe, you can watch
Parliament and those boys are still yelling
at each other, “Blah! Blah! Blah!” It’s just
silly, old-fashioned, and immature. [The
Iroquois Confederacy also developed] the
whole idea of a caucus, where people get
together at home so when you meet you’ve
already come to a consensus. Caucus is
not a Latin word; it’s a Mohawk word. So
there’s a lot of influence still from women
in the Iroquois Confederacy.
Ovation Guitar
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In 1974 you released an album called
Buffy with a revealing photo of you
on its cover. Was this shot approved
by you, or was it the label using a sexy
picture to sell records?
No, I wanted it. It was about feminism. I
was standing up for a woman’s right to
take her own shirt off. Everybody said,
“No, you can’t do that!” Of course, Sears
put a pastie on it. Some of the people I was
involved with thought it was a terrible
thing to do, but I feel as though breasts
are personal and sexuality is personal and
I have a right to talk about it. There were
a lot of people burning bras in those days,
and there were a lot of women going topless. I think breasts are beautiful, and I
don’t like the idea of them being considered smut. Also, a couple years later, I was
breastfeeding on Sesame Street, so they
kind of go together. It’s the same attitude.
That’s right, you actually breastfed
your son Dakota in front of Big Bird!
What a thrill that must have been!
Big Bird was just sitting in his nest and I’m
alongside him breastfeeding my baby, and
Big Bird says, “Whatcha doin’ Buffy?” And
I say, “I’m feeding the baby.” And he says,
“Well, that’s a funny way to feed a baby.” I
explained to him that the baby was getting
everything he needed and I got to cuddle
him, and [Big Bird] went back to playing,
which is what children really would do.
No titillation factor at all. For me, to move
from being gagged and thought suspect for
speaking out about Indian rights to getting
a job on Sesame Street was perfect. I was
being denied an adult audience because I
couldn’t get airplay, but I got to speak to
kids before they got into stereotyping and
could speak to caregivers and tell them
the simple message: Indians exist. B
The controversial cover of
the 1974 album Buffy
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Famous fans of Buffy Sainte-Marie
speak up about her musical legacy

“I hear Buffy’s influence in the macabre
lullabies of Diamanda Galas and the
sagacious song stories of Mariee Sioux.
She’s the archetype of the unwavering
warrior, the protector, the mother.”
Devendra Banhart
“When I was a little boy in kindergarten
in the late ’60s, my teacher brought in a
Buffy Sainte-Marie record and asked us
to watch Ed Sullivan that night because
Buffy would be on, which I dutifully did.
It was the first and most informative
instruction in my memory.”
Thurston Moore of Sonic Youth
“When I attended a Buffy Sainte-Marie
concert, I observed a vibrato technique
which had the timbre of an intensely
and rapidly bowed viola.”
Jarboe of Swans
“Buffy Sainte-Marie somehow reconciles
a true believer’s folkie sincerity with this
really bonkers experimental side, particularly on her album Illuminations. That
voice is so expressive and indelible, and
she can really scream! ‘Co’dine’ is undeniable. With its incessant refrain, it’s one of
the best songs about addiction there is.”
Pat Sullivan of Oakley Hall
“‘Moonshot’ is a protest song that juxtaposes the hubris of space travel with the
celestial wisdom of Native Americans. I
love the line, ‘I know a boy from a tribe
so primitive he can call you up without
no telephone.’”
Dean Wareham of Galaxie 500, Luna,
and Dean & Britta
“Buffy is one of my favorite songwriters
and singers. ‘He’s a Keeper of the Fire’ off
the album Illuminations has got a wicked
groove, and the way she belts it out on the
vocals is truly unhinged and inspiring!”
Amber Webber of Black Mountain
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