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Winnetou, now retired at the Hollywood Home for Retired Actors, 
gives his first interview after decades of silence. He speaks of his 
origins in Central Europe and his concern for social causes. 
VARIETY: Mr. Winnetou, tell me about your background. How is it that a Central European came 
to be known for his portrayal of American Indians?  
WINNETOU: It’s a long story, but to cut to the chase, as they say in the movie business, I am the 
last of the so-called Venetes, an Indo-European people located in what is today northern Italy. My 
name means “one belonging to the Venetes”, in a form borrowed from an early Slavic dialect, that is 
*vьnetovъ. Most likely, the form entered Slavic through a Vulgar Latin form *vinetu(s), assuming all the 
usual sound changes. As I was the last of the Venetes, my original language, which one might call 
“Venetic”, was hardly useful, so like many of the last Venetes I picked up a little Vulgar Latin, a little 
Common Slavic, and later, during my association with Karl May, a Saxonian dialect of German. I did 
odd jobs here and there, a little subsistence farming, beekeeping, and even a stint as a tour-guide. My 

friend Karl, whom I met while he was vacationing in the Julian Alps, 
was fascinated with my Venetic language, particulary its Indo-
European archaisms, such as the laryngeal sounds, *h1, *h2, and *h3, 
which to his ear seemed to evoke the “throaty” sounds produced by 
the American Indians. We fooled around with ergative constructions, 
which are allegedly an archaic Indo-European syntactic pattern. Hell, 
what do modern Germans know? Venetic, Indo-European, Dakotan, 
Shuswap, Algonquian, it’s all the same to them! Well, I was out of 

work, and, for that matter, a figment of Karl’s imagination, so I let him run with the idea and he 
worked me into a number of his stories about the American West. It was easy work, lots of 
adventure, and I enjoyed the popularity. Moreover, in those days before unionization, you could 
keep all your wages. Sure you worked long hours, but fictional characters, such as myself, don’t have 
difficulty with overwork and fatigue.  
VARIETY: Recently there has been a movement in Europe in which the Slovenes have tried to 
connect themselves to your people, the Venetes. What is your opinion of this movement?  

 

WINNETOU: Well, of course I am flattered, but the theory is laughably 
simplistic and doesn’t hold water. Sure, there was lots of intermarriage 
between my ancestors and the newcomers, the Slavs, as well as various Latin-
speaking types who were taking over all the best neighborhoods. We all got 
along reasonably well and spoke each others’ languages. It was only during 
times of external threat that we retreated to our so-called “roots”, that is, our 
ethnolinguistic communities narrowly defined. Like the time those mental 
cases, the Avars, started making trouble. Now those are a rude, uncouth 
people. We cursed them and the horses they rode in on, if you know what I mean. But by that time, 
there were only a few of us who still spoke primarily Venetic, so we kept to ourselves and traded 
with the Slavs, you know, the Slovenes, and those Latin folks, the Friulians, as needed. But language 



is a complicated matter – I won’t bore you with the sociolinguistic details; when you’re an old fart, 
like me, you have some time to read up on this stuff. Basically, we were all the same folks – we all 
look the same, for heaven’s sake – we just spoke a little different. When it comes to creating 
theories, one can come up with all sorts of plausible-sounding “evidence” for consumption by lay-
persons. Let me give you and example: Slavs call themselves Slovjane, from the word slovo “word”, in 
other words, people who are “speakers”. Then along came some city slicker public-relations type 
Slovjane who decided that the word slava “glory” would be much for fitting term for an economically 
challenged group, you know, to raise their self-esteem. So some of them started calling themselves 
Slavjane, “glorious ones”. Maybe they were right, who knows? But then the Venetes come along and 
call themselves, in the English way, Vainglorious, basically with the same meaning as Slavjane. Then we 
get the equation of “glorious ones” and, voilà, people start making simplistic equations about 
common national origins. It’s all silly. You know the expression “No man is an island”? Well, 
anthropologists would say that no group is an island. But I see that you are falling asleep with all this 
technical detail. What other questions do you have for me? 
VARIETY: What have you been doing these days, now that your movie career has waned? 
WINNETOU: Listen, you young whippersnapper, I was in books before the movies. That’s when 
people still knew how to read! Nowadays the only thing anyone reads are those damned IMs. Well, 
nowadays, I figure, I’ve earned my leisure. I’m interested in Amerind and Aboriginal rights. As a 
character constructed for fiction I assert my right to choose my allegiances. I’ve had enough of 
Europe and its obsession with racial theories and ethnic domination. I’d prefer to help out the little 
folks who’ve always gotten the short end of the stick. Who knows, maybe the future belongs to 
them! After all, today’s Europeans, who were once hunter-gathers themselves, are intent on navel-
gazing, rather than engaging with reality, Amerinds and Aboriginals are going through the processes 
of survival against difficult obstacles, precisely the conditions that gave rise to Europe’s intellectual 
creativity.   
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