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The Red River Valley

“The Red River Valley” is perhaps one of the best known and widely sung folk
songs in America. Although we often associate this song with cowboys and
cowboy life, it did not have its origins in the Old West. For many years it was
believed this song was based on a composed song by James J. Kerrigan titled “In
the Bright Mohawk Valley,” published in New York in 1896.

The Canadian folklorist Edith Fowke suggests that this folk tune has an even earlier
history dating back to the 1860’s, a time when the Canadian Government was
establishing the Province of Manitoba. In 1869 the Canadians sent soldiers to put
down a rebellion of the Metis (people of French and Indian blood) who had settled
in the area and who were afraid of losing ther lands. The Canadian soldiers remained
as an army of occupation, and many of the Metis fled south to the United States.
The Canadian version of the song is a lament about (and perhaps written by) a
Metis maiden in love with a British Soldier leaving for his homeland. The title
comes from the Red River that flows into Lake Winnepeg (not the Red River
bordering Texas and Oklahoma). In many instances the words. of the Canadian
version are similar to the familiar words “From this valley they say you are going, |
shall miss your blue eyes and sweet smile”; “Do not hasten to bid me adieu” . . .

The gentle grace and simplicity of the tune has made it an enduring and much loved
part of the North American folksong repertoire. For-more information, see “The
Red River Valley Re-examined” by Edith Fowke (Western Folklore, Vol. XXIII, No.
3). Additional information is available on the internet.

Performance Note

The Red River Valley affords a good opportunity to work on intonation, phrasing
and expressive playing without having to worry about the fingers getting tangled-up
in a lot of notes. Avoid getting overly loud even in the climactic passages. Divisi
sections and cues can be used ad libitum to accommodate skill levels,
instrumentation and balance of the ensemble. High flutes are doubled at the lower
octave.

* ok ok sk ok ook ok sk ok %k ok ok ok ok ok

Pierre LaPlante, of French Canadian descent, was born in Milwaukee and grew up
in Sturgeon Bay, Wisconsin. He attended the Unviersity of Wisconsin at Madison,
where he received his Bachelor and Master of Music degrees. He recently retired
after thirty-two years of teaching public school music which included classroom,
vocal, and instrumental K-12. He resides in the Madison area and continues to
compose and play bassoon in the Madison Wind Ensemble.



THE RED RIVER VALLEY

Conductor
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