


Free Spirit Discovers Ancient Art
Resident Shares the Native American Flute

Fifteen years ago, while Nancy
McDowell perused the New Age
music section at her local book and music
store, a certain CD caught her eye. [t was Earth
Spirit, featuring R. Carlos Nakai, the world’s
premier performer of the Native American
flute. She bought the CD on a whim, not real-
izing the effect it would have.

The haunting quality and heal-
ing thythm of the Native American
flute reached into her soul and imme-
diately took hold. After one month of
enjoying the CD, listening to it just
wasn’t enough; she wanted to learn
the art of playing such a remarkable
instrument. As luck would have it,
she found an ad for a Native Ameri-
can flute in one of her clothing cata-
logs. Since prices can vary from $30
to $1,000 or more, she opted for an
inexpensive model for starters.
back-
ground, including years of playing the
guitar, fiddle, recorder, and tradi-
tional flute, provided the perfect plat-
form for her self-taught lessons on the

Nancy’s  instrumental

Native American flute.

There is no written music for the
Native American flute. Instead, throughout the
thousands of years that the Native American
flute has been played, songs and techniques are
passed on from player to player.

Nancy learned to play by listening to R.
Carlos Nakai’s CDs, as well as recordings of
other tribal flute players, and imitating the
sounds. Truly, it was a remarkable feat. The Na-
tive American flute typically has only five or
six holes and is controlled by a combination of
fingering and breath. Essentially, the sound is a
reflection of a player’s voice and breath as he or
she sing through the flute.

After six months of devoted practice,
Nancy realized she had a true talent. She also
realized she needed a better flute.

Finding the perfect flute became her next
challenge. Naturally, Nancy looked to R. Car-
los Nakai. All of Nakai’s flutes are handcrafted
by Ken Light, who lives on the Flathead Indian
reservation in western Montana. Upon locat-
ing Ken Light, Nancy placed an order for her
very own custom Native American flute — and
then she waited. Ken Light works alone and,
due to a long waiting list, customers usually

have to wait from a few months to a year for
their custom-ordered flute to be completed.
Nancy came to understand it was well worth
the wait.

The creation of each Native American
flute is an honored tradition and different types
of wood may be used; however, cedar is consid-

You can hear Nancy McDowell (Tellidora) play the Native
American Flute at her Coffee With A Neighbor presentation

Friday, September 19 at 2:00 p.m. in the Grand Cypress Room.

ered sacred among many tribes and is a favored
wood for construction, giving the flute a beau-
tiful tone. When a branch from the cedar tree
is selected to make the flute, the limb is split
down the middle. The red heart center is re-
moved and discarded, and the two halves are
allowed to dry. After the two sides are joined
together, the holes are drilled, and the instru-
ment is completed, it then becomes the re-
sponsibility of the flute player to put the heart
back into the cedar by using his own breath.
This process stems from the Native American
philosophy that whenever something is taken
away, in this case the life of the cedar branch, it
must be given back.

As her skills continued to develop, Nancy
discovered an opportunity to train personally
with R. Carlos Nakai and Ken Light. In the
year 2000, Nancy and her flutes traveled to the
Feathered Pipe Ranch in Helena, Montana, to
attend the Renaissance of the Native Ameri-
can Flute Workshop. For an entire week Nancy
and thirty other students were privileged to
train personally with Nakai and Light.

Throughout the years as Nancy has contin-
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ued to perfect her skills, she has practiced with a
variety of different flutes, even spending top dol-
lar for what she says, “Turned out to be a Black
and Decker flute. It was only useful for hanging
on the wall as a beautiful decoration.” While she
has learned that cost does not necessarily corre-
spond with quality, she has also learned to stick
with the best —Ken Light.

In fact, when Nancy moved in to
Tellidora at Shell Point in April 2008
with her sister and brother in law, Pat
~and Carter Boynton (Turban), she
celebrated the move by treating her-

self to a new Ken Light flute!
Nancy marvels at the way the Na-
| tive American flute can reach out to
others and connect on another level.
“The Native American flute brings a
calming rhythm to meditation, healing
tones to critical care patients, ministry
to church services, and even a sense of

freedom and exploration to youth.”

While Nancy, who has been
given the name “Walela” (“Hum-
: mingbird” in the Cherokee language)
by a Native American friend, has most
definitely found her voice through the
ancient instrument, the self-pro-
claimed “child of the Woodstock generation”
continues to maintain her youthfulness. She is
a retired, but still active, member of PepsiCo’s
corporate RISE Native American network,
which embraces non-Native friends as well as
its indigenous members.

Between practicing her flute, playing mah-
jongg, spending time with family, joining in a
game of chess, riding her bike, catching up on
e-mail, reading a British mystery, or watching a
DVD, Nancy can be found relaxing at the Is-
land beach chikee hut and taking in the scenes
of Shell Point with her iPod providing the ac-
companying soundtrack. Nancy has even en-
sured that anyone who calls her will be
entertained with a custom ringback tone (a
service created and provided by cell phone
companies, where songs are substituted for the
ringing sound you hear when you call some-
one) the theme song from The Good, the Bad,
and the Ugly.

You can meet Nancy and hear her play the
Native American flute as she shares her artistic
abilities with the community at her Academy
class on Friday, September 19.





