Love, affection and Lakota custom…

I had heard it said that one of the syndromes of intergenerational trauma afflicting great numbers of Indians includes not being able to show affection toward one’s own children. This, according to IGT believers, results from the lack of experience in parenting, which in turn results from being away from the traditional family and virtually raised in an Indian boarding school.

I cannot vouch for that, although I spent all twelve years of my elementary and high school education in an Indian Boarding school. In fact, it was the love and affection of my widowed mother that helped me endure in boarding school. She put me in the school when I was four years old because she had to, and she kept me there. I knew it was her belief that I would get a good education, and that a good education was essential to a good life. 

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1When I was about eight years old at that boarding school, we had a teacher who took every opportunity to “civilize” us boys in the ways of gentlemen. He was a scholastic, a young man who was studying to become a Jesuit priest, and was assigned to the school for two years to test his teaching skills with the young savages he would later be sent out to save. The experience was also to test the mettle and stamina of those young candidates for ordination.

For example, when we would sit down to start the class, he would have each of us shake hands with the boy at the desk on our immediate right, and greet him with “How do you do?” or “I am happy to meet you,” or some other nicety. He wanted us to grasp the hand firmly and give it a good shake. Some of the bigger boys in our class took advantage of the opportunity to crush the blood out of some smaller boy’s hand and bring him to his knees, pleading for mercy. 

The scholastic had noticed when he first came to the reservation that Lakota people had a very soft or limp handshake, which he referred to as a “dead fish” handshake. He wanted us to break that habit and to show our new confidence with our assimilated firm handshake while looking the other person square in the eye. It felt strange because it was not the Lakota way.

In our relationship with our mother, we were not a “huggy” family, and even when I first met the parents and relatives of my wife, I only shook hands, and never hugged or responded to hugs. I had always attributed my reticence to Lakota custom.

Now, it seems, things have “opened up” for me, relative to showing affection. In my returns home back on the reservation, almost always for funerals, since all my siblings are gone, I notice more embracing between people. Even among men, which before was a no-no. 

I always thought that the Spaniards and Italians had it right, when they use the term abrazzo for the word embrace. Although both words mean the same thing, abrazzo sounds more masculine – even macho. So, two hit-men from the Mafia can abrazzo, but don’t ever say they are embracing, at least not in front of them.

Later in life I am learning many good things about love and affection, and care for siblings and relatives and friends. Several years ago I drove up to Sioux Falls to see my brother Dave, who was dying. I knew it would be the last time I would see him. Hospice givers, but was alone at home were caring him for when I saw him. I was shocked when I saw how he had wasted away, and described our meeting in a letter to relatives, “There wasn’t much left of Dave but that wonderful big mischievous smile of his.” 

We talked for a long while, about our brothers and sisters, who were mostly all passed away, and about funny things we remembered. We laughed and wheezed, both of us being asthmatics, and we shed a few tears too. When I left, we both knew we wouldn’t see each other again, ever. I embraced him and he held me, and I told him I loved him, and he responded likewise. It was the first time I had ever told a brother that I loved him, or any of my sisters for that matter. But it felt good; it helped as I drove back home to know that I told him that. He died the next day.

I think that it loses something when you tell someone too often that you love him or her. But it should be done. After all, love is the greatest gift one can give and receive. Although we may think that they already know it, grandparents, parents, brothers and sisters, and tiospaye should be told that they are loved.
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