JOHN BRYDE, a Remarkable Life…

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1I received news recently that Dr. John F. Bryde is on his deathbed, and it took me back many years to when I first met him. It was in 1945 at Holy Rosary Mission, and he was a Scholastic, studying to be a priest and serving an internship there. Scholastics were sent to the Indian missions to challenge their commitment. If a young wannabee Jesuit could make it through a couple years at Holy Rosary, or Saint Francis Mission on the neighboring Rosebud Reservation, he probably had what it takes to be ordained. It was a big hurdle in the fifteen-year educational process leading to ordination in the priesthood in the Society of Jesus. Several Scholastics had dropped out in the years I was at the Mission, for which I can probably assume some of the blame.

I have good memories of John Bryde, although early on I didn’t think that this would ever be the case. It was when I was in seventh grade that one day he shoved me up against the wall outside the classroom and held me there as he slapped the holy stuff out of me. But I later decided that I probably deserved it. As I recall, he made me angry and I suggested that his birth was not legitimate. I learned then and there that I should never call anybody a bastard unless I was willing to take a hit for it.

Bryde was an Irishman from Kansas. He was short, good natured, and had a quick wit. He loved to laugh, and he found much to laugh about, for he enjoyed life. But, living up to the Irish stereotype, he also had a quick temper, and although flare-ups were not a regular thing, it was wise not to try his patience. He would overlook mistakes and rule-breaking, handing out demerits or chewing out the offender; but he would not tolerate insolence. Some of the biggest high school athletes learned this first hand. 

Bryde was an extremely intelligent man, and very talented. He was also very competitive and aggressive. Our school baseball team, for example, played adult teams from around the reservation. Against these teams, we would use Scholastics and campus workers on our team. Bryde was a catcher, and would squat behind home plate chattering encouragement and taunts, all in Lakota. He would go after any pop fly near home plate, and if you were the pitcher or any infielder you learned to stay out of his way when he went after one. Cars parked along the baselines were merely inconveniences to him, and most of them carried cleat marks on fenders and hoods where he would climb going after a pop fly. Short and short-legged, he had to make up in aggression what he lacked in speed, and running bases he would make Ty Cobb seem meek by comparison.

He was especially adept at music, and would entertain us students with his banjo. Deciding to take over the school band when its aging director left, he learned to play the trumpet so that he could better learn the music of other instruments. The band he directed was loud and confident and put new life into school events and games, and was a big hit on its concert tour of towns throughout the reservation.

Early on, he took an interest in the Lakota language and began keeping a pocket sized spiral notebook in which he would write down new words and their meanings. He learned much from the students at Holy Rosary, and had his own method of learning. For example, he had the responsibility of making the popcorn for movies, which were held in the school gymnasium on Sunday nights for both students and the public. The popcorn was made in the basement of the faculty building on Sunday afternoon and the paper bags of popcorn were put into large cans to be taken to the gymnasium for sale that night at the movie. It was a much sought-after chore to be asked to help do this, because one could eat as much as he wanted while making the stuff, and take bags of partially popped kernels (old maids) to friends. But the job was always reserved for full-blood students, because it gave Bryde a chance to learn from them pronunciation and nuances of the Lakota language. 

As he became more adept at the language he would tell the stories of the Aeniad and the Odyssey with a mixture of English and Lakota, and with much comical improvisation. Full-blood kids especially enjoyed them, and we mixed-blood kids had to ask those friends to translate words for us. But we learned a lot of Lakota in the process as well. 

When he returned to the reservation after his ordination in 1952, he gave most of his sermons in both Lakota and English at Mass in the community churches. He spent considerable time with tribal elders, much of it as they sat visiting in front of village trading posts. He gained an especially good knowledge of the old Lakota language, and an appreciation of how the language was changing among the younger generations. He was considered an authority and was asked by the Oglala Sioux Tribe to teach the language to members of its police force. 

He leaves a significant legacy in Indian education as well. Although his “New Indian Psychology” came under criticisms, it must be admitted that he opened the door for important changes. In the late 1950s, while he served as Principal of the Mission, he began studying the results of achievement tests of the students, and comparing them with those of students in nearby schools in white communities. In these studies he noticed that, consistently over the years, Indian students out performed white students up to the seventh grades, and from there they fell increasingly behind the white students. He decided to study this phenomenon more, and went back to college for doctoral studies.

He called this phenomenon the “cross-over theory,” and he set out in his studies to determine the cause and to propose measures to address the problems. These measures he put in place at Holy Rosary, including recognition and teaching of Lakota values. From his studies he determined that Indian youth suffered from disorientation and frustration as they progressed in white dominant education, and this he felt was from the fact that their entire Indian world was belittled or completely ignored in the education process. He set out in very basic steps to try to correct that, and to bring the cross-over to an end.  In a short time the school, now Red Cloud Indian School, incorporated Indian studies into the curriculum. 

His self-published autobiography “Himself: Living in Four Worlds,” gives an excellent account of his life, and it is told with anecdotes and much humor. Bryde sent me a copy of the book many months ago and I have finally begun to read it. It ought to be published for wider distribution, for it gives an excellent background on a Jesuit’s 15-year preparation for ordination, again told with much humor. Although it doesn’t try to belie the notion that, as in all education, it is the underlying purpose of the mission school to acculturate the youth with the dominant society, it shows how Lakota values and culture have deeply influenced the thinking of the Jesuit order, relative to education.

Even as this column goes to press, John F. Bryde may have passed on into the spirit world. If so it marks the end of a remarkable life, dedicated to humankind, especially the Lakota people.
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