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A Princeton student publication of 1868 contained this line: 

He had hardly spoken two words when “Wah-hoo-wah, wah-hoo-wah, Chippy 
Chapin, wah-hoo-wah,” was howled out in united chorus from the back seats.1 

The existence of a yell almost identical to Dartmouth’s, ten years before the yell committee 
even formed, indicates that Dartmouth’s yell was not as original as is usually suggested. 
The following paper has not been updated to reflect this prior example. 

Introduction 

The phrase “wah-hoo-wah” does not stir up any controversy at the University of Virginia, 
but its appearance on bumper stickers and license plates and full-page Heineken ads in 
Charlottesville newspapers is startling to anyone familiar with Dartmouth College. At 
Dartmouth, the “Indian Yell” went out with the Indian mascot beginning during the late 
1970s.2 The yell has become taboo. 

Dartmouth student Daniel A. Rollins ’79 (1858-1882)3 wrote the yell as a member of an 
1878-1879 committee whose goal was to encourage college spirit. Greek Professor John C. 
Proctor ’64 (1840-1879)4 assisted in the writing. Apparently it was Proctor who proposed 
that the yell should have an “Indian” sound. The yell that Rollins created was: 

Wah-Hoo-Wah; 
Wah-Hoo-Wah; 
Da-di-di-Dartmouth, 
Wah-Hoo-Wah, 
Tige-r-r-r---5 

The yell became popular and well-known as Dartmouth’s college yell. In 1885, the New 
York Times reported that “The ringing cry, ‘Wah, hoo, wah! Wah, hoo, wah! D.—D.—
D.—Dartmouth! Wah, hoo, wah! Tiger!’ was given with vigorous zest during the evening” 



2 Dartmo. 

© 2004-2013 Scott Meacham | dartmo@ g mail.com 

as alumni gathered at Delmonico’s.6 William B. Forbush, who graduated in 1888, wrote 
“That college cheer,—how much it brings back to me! Its savage ‘wah-hoo-wah’ rings in 
my ears, even as I heard it when last I gave it to bid my classmates farewell.”7 

What makes the yell’s persistence at Virginia surprising is that it remains free of 
controversy despite being a pseudo-Indian phrase,8 obviously an invented war whoop. The 
Victorian romanticization of Native American customs that influenced Rollins as he wrote 
the Indian Yell is the same impulse that found its way into the Boy Scouts’ Order of the 
Arrow,9 the Y.M.C.A. Indian Guides,10 the Improved Order of the Red Men,11 Michigan’s 
“Tribe of Michigamua,”12 and a thousand Camp Kee-mo-sa-bes, with varying degrees of 
accuracy or respect. The commander of one New Hampshire unit at Antietam, for example, 
called to his troops to put on war paint and “give ’em the war whoop,” which the soldiers 
did, joining “in the Indian war whoop until it must have rung out amid the thunder of the 
ordinance.”13 (The author does not indicate how the whoop sounded.) Boy Scouts of 
America founder Dan Carter Beard (1850-1941), in his handbook for the Boy Pioneers, a 
1905 scouts precursor, gave instructions on conducting a "Kit Carson Snow Battle" in 
which “[t]he Indians attack in their own crafty way,” giving their war-cry as: 

Woo-woo hay-ay hay-ay! 
You-we-do! You-we-do!14  

Beard stated that this “is a real war-whoop of the Northwest Indians” and added that 
“[w]hen I was a lad in Kentucky the boys still signaled to each other with the Indian call, 
often adding the name of the boy they wanted, as, ‘Whoo-ah, Frank Woodall! Whoo-ah!’ 
Let the Indians use ‘Coo-wah!’ for a call and the Boone boys adopt ‘Whoo-ah!’ while both 
may cry ‘Wah! Wah! Wah!’ whenever they are pleased.”15 

Ernest Thompson Seton (1860-1946) also helped organize the Boy Scouts after founding 
the boys’ group called the Woodcraft Indians in 1902, in which he called himself “Black 
Wolf.”16 He wrote in one of his novels, Rolf in the Woods:  

Rolf had recovered his rifle from its hiding place and instantly both made ready for 
some hostile prowler; then after a long silence he gave the final wail line “hoooo-
aw” and that in the woods means, “Who are you?” 
Promptly the reply came: 
“Wa wah wa wah Wa wah wa hoooo-aw.” 
But this was the wrong reply. It should have been only the last half. 
The imitation was perfect, except, perhaps, on the last note, which was a trifle too 
human. But the signal was well done; it was an expert calling, either an Indian or 
some thoroughly seasoned scout; yet Quonab was not deceived into thinking it an 
owl.17 

The idea that college yells in particular were akin to war whoops was popular around the 
turn of the century. Students at the Carlisle Indian School yelled “Minnewa Ka, Kah Wah 
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We! Minnewa Ka, Kah Wah Wel Minnewa Ka, Kak Wah We! Carlisle! Carlisle! Carlisle!” 
when playing football at the University of Pennsylvania, a meeting that started in 1895.18 
(A 1904 story by O. Henry, probably referring to this yell, mentioned “the Carlisle war-
whoop.”)19 Vachel Lindsay (1879-1931) wrote a 1913 poem about a circus calliope that 
was to be read in “College yell fashion” and included the lines “Hear the leopard cry for 
gore, / Willy willy willy wah hoo! / Hail the bloody Indian band, / Hail, all hail the popcorn 
stand, / Hail to Barnum’s picture there, / People’s idol everywhere, / Whoop, whoop, 
whoop, whoop!”20 Dartmouth, which ostensibly was founded to educate Indians and 
graduated a few Native Americans through the eighteenth century and again beginning in 
the 1830s,21 was able to enhance its connection to Indians during the late nineteenth 
century largely by mimicking them.22 

The Indian Yell is Sung at Virginia 

The Indian Yell began to spread from Dartmouth. Students at the University of Illinois 
experimented with the Indian yell during 1895.23 The Mazamas, a Portland, Oregon alpine 
club founded in 1894 and named for the Greek word for mountain goat, borrowed the 
Chinook phrase “Nesika Klatawa Sahale” (“we climb high”) as its slogan24 and by 1896 
had adopted a club yell25 that a later chronicler rendered as “Wah, Hoo, Wah! Wah, Hoo, 
Wah! Billy goat, Nannie goat, Ma-za-ma!26 The group’s membership included alumni from 
21 different U.S. colleges and universities by 1905.27 By late in the century, a photographic 
negative depicting the tourist haven of the Cliff House in Manitou Springs, Colorado was 
associated with the phrase “Wah. Hoo Wah! Wah. Hoo Wah! Giddy Giddy Cliff House, 
Wah, Hoo Wah!”28 By 1919, Ohio State University was using “Wah-hoo-wah-hoo – rip, 
zip, bazoo – I yell – like Hell – O.S.U.”29  

The place that adopted the Indian Yell most fervently was the University of Virginia, 
where students had picked up Wah-hoo-wah within about fifteen years of its invention by 
Rollins.30 Students in Charlottesville had several ways to encounter the yell, including 
through fraternities and sports. U.Va. students printed the text of Rollins’ yell in the 1888 
Virginia annual, listing it as Dartmouth’s yell in a two-page chart of the yells of various 
colleges.31 Dartmouth’s baseball team visited Charlottesville on April 8 and 9 of 1891 and 
again the following year,32 and the team might have played in Charlottesville before then as 
well.  

By 1892, Virginia’s annual was giving the first position in its collection of U.Va. yells to 
one that soon would replace “Rah! Rah! Rah!” as the school’s official yell: “Wah! Hoo! 
Wah! Wah! Hoo! Wah! / Un-i-v. Vir-gin-i-a! / Hur-rah! Ray! Hur-rah! Ray! / Ray! Ray! U. 
V-a.!”33 Virginia fraternities also incorporated the yell into their own group yells.34  

What made the yell different at Virginia is that students also sang it. On January 30, 1893, 
at the Levy Opera House in Charlottesville, Natalie Floyd Otey sang a song whose chorus 
was the familiar “Wah-hoo-wah-hoo-wah-hoo-wah!/ U-ni-v! Vir-gin-i-a!/ Hoo-rah-rae! 
Hoo-rah-rae!/ Rae! Rae! U V A!”35 The song, which was sung to the tune of “Ta-ra-ra-
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boom-de-ay,” had the title of “Wah-Hoo-Wah” and began with “Oh, Charlottesville, 
illustrious name,/ The home of Jefferson you claim;/ The lap of learning, font of fame—.” 
Students apparently sang along to the popular performance.  

During the fall of 1893, a crowd of students awaiting the return of the victorious football 
team at the railroad station in Charlottesville spontaneously compoed a song that described 
the experience of singing and yelling the Indian Yell: 

The good old song of Wah-hoo-wah, 
We’ll sing it o’er and o’er, 
It cheers the heart and warms the blood 
To yell and shout and roar. 
We come from old Virginia 
Where all is mirth and glee. 
Let’s all join hands and give a yell 
For the team of ninety-three.36 

The 1894 annual picked up this song as well as that of Otey,37 and new lyrics started 
coming into the students’ “song of Wah-hoo-wah.” Students still yelled the yell as well as 
singing it, of course, and the 1894 annual gave a helpful clue in the final line of the 
students’ song: “Let’s all join hands and give a yell/ For the team of ’93. (Here give the 
yell.)”38  

The students’ railroad-station song became known, confusingly, after its first line. It is 
called “The Good Old Song” even though it is about the good old song, i.e. the Indian Yell, 
which it quotes. Contemporary songs confirm that the Indian Yell is the good old song, for 
example the pre-1904 song “Orange and Blue”: 

As we did in the days that are gone, 
Let’s all join in a Wah-Hoo-Wah, 
Lift your hats to the Good Old Song, 
Rah!! Rah!!39 

The railroad-station song, to the tune of “Auld Lang Syne,” become the school’s alma 
mater around 1900,40 and it retains that position today. The “Good Old Song” that is sung 
today is not the good old song of Wah-hoo-wah any more than “And the Band Played 
Waltzing Matilda” is the real “Waltzing Matilda.”41  

Dartmouth songs of the period between 1890 and 1925 reproduced the Indian Yell 
exclusively within lyrics about shouting and cheering. One such song was Dartmouth’s 
first Alma Mater, “Come, Fellows, Let Us Raise a Song,”42 and others were the 
“Dartmouth Touchdown Song” (“Come stand up, men, and shout for Dart-mouth...”),43 
“Dartmouth’s in Town Again,”44 “Dear Old Dartmouth,”45 “Hail Dartmouth,”46 “Here’s to 
the Team,”47 and “Fill up the Glasses.”48 
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The yell changed over time at Dartmouth, too. In 1914, historian Wilder D. Quint wrote 

Unfortunately, of late years the cheer has been all but ruined and certainly made 
unintelligible by an over-increased speed in giving it. It has lost its swing, its 
power, and its meaning, and has become a mere jumble of barks. We may hope, 
however, that the spirit of artistic fitness of things, which is now coming upon the 
new Dartmouth, may yet summon back the Indian ghost of old “Wah-Hoo-Wah”, 
and return him to his place at the head of all college cheers.49 

H.L. Mencken reprinted a similar lament more than a decade later in the American 
Mercury:  

Scholarly remarks of an eminent man of learning, as revealed in the Dartmouth, the 
college paper: 
“There is something inspiring," said Dean Laycock, “in hearing one's own college 
yell, but sometimes I think that the students have forgotten how to give it. When 
the ‘Wah-Hoo-Wah’ is properly given, there is something in it which appeals to a 
man’s loyalty and makes him feel a small part of something immensely large.”... 
With Dean Laycock as cheer leader, the students gave the “Wah-Hoo-Wah” twice 
as it should be given.50 

The Nicknames 

Again unlike the situation at Dartmouth, students at Virginia began to use a version of the 
Indian Yell as a nickname. Washington & Lee students apparently were the ones who 
originally derived “wahoo” from the utterances of Virginia baseball fans and applied it to 
those fans as a nickname.51 Virginia’s historian writes that by the 1940s, wahoo was in 
general use around the school.52 (Confirming the nickname’s obvious retention of some 
Indianness, the Cleveland Indians named their cartoon mascot Chief Wahoo around this 
time.)53  

It was not until decades after the 1940s that students began abbreviating the nickname to 
“hoos,”54 which is the yell’s most common iteration today. The term “hoo” now appears in 
a hundred places, including the Hoo Bus, Hoo’s Kitchen, and the bumper stickers 
requesting an answer to the question “Hoos Your Daddy?” Such uses are almost 
exclusively written, as students do not seem to describe each other as hoos without doing 
so unselfconsciously. The best example is the hoo license plate in its dozens of variations.55  

The terms wahoo and hoo also have developed unlikely folk etymologies. Some students 
are convinced that the nickname comes not from the familiar yell or the touchdown song 
but from the wahoo fish,56 because the fish, as the story goes, can drink twice its weight in 
water.57 Shirts bearing images of the fish are perpetually for sale in the shops bordering the 
University. Some etymologists go even further, reading a passage about the Whos in 
Whoville in The Grinch Who Stole Christmas (1957) as a reference to Thomas Jefferson 
looking down at his university outside Charlottesville.58 This myth ignores the facts that 
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wah-hoo-wah postdates Jefferson; that the hoo nickname might not even have existed in 
1957; and that Seuss, who knew the Indian Yell from attending Dartmouth59 and could 
have chosen either spelling, chose to spell the word “Who.” Seuss even scorned the 
apparently endless debate at Dartmouth about whether to drop the Indian Symbol, writing: 

The Indian symbol fanatics 
With their Wah-Hoo 
Wah-Hoo-Wahs 
Are beginning to give me 
a pain in the Aah-hoo-Aahs[.]60 

Conclusion: The Other Controversy 

While the Indianness of the Indian Yell stirs no controversy among U.Va. students, a 
different controversy has grown up around the “Good Old Song.” The Native American 
Student Union and the Student Council’s Good Old Song Committee lack a position on the 
yell, probably because U.Va. never had an accompanying Indian mascot to make clear its 
origins as was the case at Dartmouth, where the final line of the yell became “Scalp ’em!” 
Yet the Good Old Song Committee has attempted to alter the way students sing one of the 
song’s lyrics, the line “Where all is bright and gay” in the second stanza of today’s iteration 
of the song, which some students follow with “not gay!”61 So the Indian Yell remains at 
Virginia in several forms, and the sight of the yell emblazoned on the entrance of the 
University-owned Best Western Cavalier Inn62 does not fail to surprise a few. 
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