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Intro

Trauma has been garnering more and more attention over the past few years, with the rampant climb of 
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, and the understanding of what can cause it. Intergenerational trauma 
among American Indians is an area of study that has just started to generate attention from communities 
inside Indian country, academicia and the medical profession.

Mary Annette Pember has worked for several years to help bring this dynamic issue to the forefront 
of mainstream health. Her reporting for ICTMN, with the help of support from The Rosalynn Carter 
Fellowships for Mental Health Journalism and Annenberg School for Communications and Journalism, 
University of Southern California;  the Dennis A. Hunt Fund for Health Journalism has addressed the 
concept of intergenerational trauma at its core. By addressing breaking news, such as recent evidence that 
this type of trauma could be passed along through DNA, and by providing several ways of how American 
Indians are managing and coping with trauma, Pember helps put a human face on abstract theory and 
practice. Here she shares personal stories that are gritty, poignant and factual.
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The memories are coming back to her now in bits and 
pieces. Sometimes they emerge slowly and sometimes 
they engulf her bringing a terrible pain she describes as a 
tsunami wave of hurt.

When this happens she raises her arms up in the air. 
“I say, dear God in heaven, please help me, and I pray. 
Prayers keep you in a line of goodness,” said Kim Oseira, 
Alaskan Native and survivor of the Holy Cross Mission 
Orphanage in Holy Cross, Alaska. 

The boarding school, located along the Yukon River, 
over 400 miles from Fairbanks, was officially called 
an orphanage in church records. Holy Cross Mission 
was founded in 1880 near the village of Holy Cross, a 
community of Athabascan and Yupik Eskimos, according 
to the Holy Cross tribal website. The early mission 
included a day school, boarding school and church. 
Today, only a church remains, the Holy Family Catholic 
Church served by Catholic diocese of Fairbanks.

Oseira, 73, has come forward to tell her story because, 
she says, “It is time.” Over several hours and multiple 
interviews she takes us through her childhood years at 
the Jesuit orphanage, sharing memories that she once 
thought were “completely blotted out.”

Her history, she says, is the same as so many other Native 
children who were taken from their families and raised in 
religious mission boarding schools in Canada and Alaska.

“This [story] is for those who can’t speak up, for those 
who’ve died or gone off the edge into mental illness or 
addiction,” she said.

She is sharing the account in hopes that it will help serve 
as a memorial for those who have been silenced and 
guide them towards some form of catharsis and healing. 
And of course she is coming forward for Della Mae, 
always for Della Mae.

There are few adults in Oseira’s earliest memories. She 
seemed to be alone even at age five in Nome, Alaska, 
where she was the primary care giver for her sister, Della 
Mae, two years younger.

“I was responsible for feeding her, changing her diapers, 
teaching her how to go potty, everything,” she recalls. 

Later she learned that her birth parents, non-Native father 
and  Alaska Native mother, were chronic alcoholics.

Oseira was five years old in 1945 when her mother was 
sent to a TB sanatorium and suddenly everything changed.

Her memories are returning in a series of vignettes such as 
the following; she is on a plane and holding tightly onto 
Della Mae. There is a man wearing a uniform in the plane 
with them but he ignores them, speaking only to the pilot.

“All I remember is desperately holding onto Della Mae. 
For some reason we were each wearing new dresses and 
carrying dolls. We’d never had dolls before. Della Mae 
wore blue and I wore pink,” she recalls.

Frightened, she looks down at the ground as the plane 
begins to descend toward a huge, stark white cross. The 
vision of the cross is a mark, an ominous symbol that fills 
her with dread.

That feeling of fear dominated her childhood during 
the next 12 years that she and Della Mae lived at Holy 
Cross Orphanage.

After the plane lands, the man in the uniform takes the 
girls to a dirt road and points. “He told us to walk until 
we came to a building, “ she said.

The man gets back on the plane and she and Della Mae 
begin to walk the two miles to Holy Cross mission.

“Della Mae cried and cried. I just kept walking not 
thinking anything, pulling her along and holding onto 
the doll,” she said.

In Oseira’s memory, the doll represented a small defense 
against her fear and she clung to it as she approached a 
small door at the main orphanage building.

The first sight of the nuns, in their long black robes and 
starched white habits surrounding their faces, frightens 
them badly. Instinctively she follows the nuns’ orders, 
cleaning Della Mae who had soiled herself during the 
long walk.

In her next recollection, the fine dresses are gone 
replaced by mission uniforms. After searching repeatedly 
for the beautiful dolls she finds them later at the bottom 
of the outhouse.

The Last Orphans of Holy Cross
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 She and Della Mae joined the huge crowd of other 
Native children, engulfed by the grinding routine of 
orphanage life. Their lives followed a pattern of following 
orders without question for fear of beatings and other 
punishment at the hands of the nuns.

“We soon learned to be quiet and do what we were told,” 
she said.

The nuns put her to work in the garden where she pulled 
weeds all day long. The remainder of her time was spent 
caring for Della Mae and protecting her from the other 
children who liked to tease the little girl until she cried.

Although there were hundreds of children at the 
orphanage, Oseira has few memories of individuals. 
She and Della Mae were outsiders and always on guard 
against the other children. Although they shared Native 
ethnicity with the other students, she and her sister they 
knew nothing of their culture or language.

“We were the only ones who stayed at the mission year 
round and the other kids thought we were pets to the 
nuns,” she recalls.

The reality couldn’t have been farther from the truth. 
She and Della Mae were forced to remain at the school 
because their parents were unable to care for them. 
The other students returned to their homes during the 
summer months, retaining some connection with family, 
Native culture and language.

When the others would secretly whisper to each other in 
their Native languages, she felt a terrible loneliness and 
longing for a heritage that she would never know.

There were signs everywhere in the mission forbidding 
use of indigenous language. For Oseira, the signs carried 
a double message of shame, shame over being Eskimo 
and shame over not knowing her heritage.

“I learned that being Eskimo was like being garbage in 
the nuns eyes,” she said.

The nuns were constantly on guard against any intrusion 
of Native culture among the children, preventing contact 
between them and the villagers of nearby Holy Cross.

“We were so isolated from the outside world,” Oseira 
recalls.

She and Della Mae would never learn the identity of their 

mother’s tribe. According to Oseira’s birth certificate, her 
mother was born in the village of Egagik on the Alaskan 
Peninsula on the edge of Bristol Bay. She was adopted 
and raised by a non-Native family and was given the 
name, Ruth Virginia Morris. According to information 
from the Alaskan Native Heritage Center, there are at 
least two tribes living near Egagik including the Yupic 
and Alugtiiq Nations.

Oseira has no childhood recollection of her mother with 
the exception of a painful memory that emerged with 
a whiff of seal oil later in life. During Oseira’s last visit 
as a young woman to her mother’s home in Seattle, she 
recalls her mother eating food dipped in seal oil. “She 
told me that when I was a baby she got mad at my father 
and dropped me in hot seal oil,” Oseira said.

The smell of the oil brought back the pain of the burn. 
Although she had always longed for family and hoped 
to develop a relationship with her mother, she never 
contacted her again.

Her non-Native father, Jack Norris, visited his daughters 
three times during their years at the orphanage. “We 
were always so excited to see him, thinking he would 
take us with him,” Oseira said.

But he never did. After walking him to the little airstrip, 
she and Della Mae would be silent during their 2-mile 
trek back to the orphanage.

“Adults never explained anything to us, especially the 
nuns; we were just shoved around,” she said.

Her days at the orphanage were an endless routine of hard 
work and a few hours of school during the winter months. 
Life was run with military precision, each task performed 
with factory like efficiency as the children were marched 
everywhere in rows of two. The nuns punished the 
children violently for even the smallest infraction.

“I think they enjoyed beating us. They used rulers, sticks, 
whatever they could get their hands on,” she recalls.

Work, Fear and Hunger

“We were never served fresh milk or fruit. Sometimes 
the constant hunger would just bend me over,” she said.

The school and buildings were torn down when 
the orphanage was closed in 1956. The diocese of 
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Fairbank’s website describes the early days of Holy 
Cross mission;

“Holy Cross became the earliest training center for 
Alaskans living in the remote regions of the Bush. 
It was staffed mainly by Jesuit priests and Sisters 
of Saint Ann. Besides religion, reading, writing 
and arithmetic, boys were trained in mechanics, 
carpentry and gardening; while girls were trained in 
sewing, homemaking and gardening. Gardening was 
particularly important. Throughout its history, till 
the closing of the boarding school in 1956, Holy Cross 
Mission was forced to be as self-reliant as possible, 
especially in producing food for staff and students.”

The official description omits the human hardships 
endured by the children there as they labored in the 
garden, caught and dried fish, skinned beaver and sewed 
their own clothing and mattresses.

Her overwhelming memories of her life at the 
orphanage are hunger, fear, exhaustion and loneliness.

The prospect of punishment was so frightening that she 
froze her hands at age 6 rather than risk the wrath of 
the nuns. Each month, the nuns showed a film inside a 
large Quonset hut on the mission grounds. Usually they 
simply showed the same film over and over again but 
on one winter night there was a new film and everyone 
was excited, Oseira recalled. So thrilled to see a new 
film, she forgot to go to the restroom before the show 
began. Rather than risk punishment over her oversight, 
she snuck out of the hut and made her way back to the 
girls’ dorm. The doors were locked, however, and she 
wandered the mission grounds for quite some time 
before finding an open restroom. When some older girls 
finally found her, her hands were frozen. Angrily one 
of the nuns placed her hands over a wood stove. Oseira 
screamed and fainted from the pain. When she awoke, 
she began screaming again because her fingers had 
swollen three times their size. “The nun slapped me for 
crying,” she recalled.

Even today, her hands bear the scars of that night. 
“Doctors usually think I have rheumatoid arthritis when 
they see my twisted fingers,” she said.

Like so many other Native children, she was sexually 

abused by clergy during her years at Holy Cross. She 
received a modest settlement of less than $5k from 
the Oregon Province of the Society of Jesus; the long 
story of abuse, victims and the church’s response is 
described in a PBS news story, the Silence, by ICTMN 
contributor Mark Trahant.

Oseira doesn’t dwell on these memories but the 
experience has fed a lifelong bitterness towards 
organized religion.

“Fortunately, God made me ornery,” she laughed.

This orneriness or strength sustained her so she 
could survive and tell the truth about Holy Cross 
according to Oseira.

She shared another vignette;

She was forced to scrub the wooden floor of a large 
room for a now forgotten infraction of the rules.

“The nun said I had to scrub that floor until it was 
white,” she recalls.

On her knees, Oseira scrubbed and scrubbed. She was 
nearly finished when the nun announced it was time for 
dinner and ordered her to the dining room.

“ I only had one spot left to scrub and I told that nun, “No! 
I’m not finished yet! I threw that scrub brush at her!”

Oseira described a childhood vision that strengthened 
her and helped her survive.

“The nuns made us pick berries to sell during the 
summer. One day I wandered off and came to an 
opening in the bush overlooking the tundra. I put 
my buckets down and saw a beautiful tree off in the 
distance all by itself. It stood 20-30 feet high and was 
perfectly symmetrical. “Oh what a beautiful tree,” I 
thought to myself.  But I felt so sad that it was all-
alone; my heart went out to that tree. I think now that 
God showed me that although the tree was alone it was 
beautiful and strong.”

Although the boarding school closed in 1956, Oseira 
and Della Mae stayed on for over a year until they could 
be reunited with their mother. The last orphans at 
Holy Cross slept alone in the mission library, a lonely 
experience that still haunts Oseira.
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Once their mother, Ruth, was located, church officials 
dropped the girls off on her doorstep in Seattle.

Ruth was living in a small inner city apartment with her 
two infant daughters and a new man. She and the man 
were drinking heavily and soon abandoned all four of 
the girls for several days. Hungry and afraid, Oseira now 
16, sought help from neighbors who called the sheriff. 
She and Della Mae were placed in jail for several weeks 
until police could find homes for them.

The infants were returned to Ruth.

The sisters, however were placed in separate foster 
homes. Oseira’s foster parents were kind but Della 
Mae ended up with a family who used her as an unpaid 
servant. Della Mae became pregnant during her stay 
and was pressured by the foster parents to give them 
custody of her baby daughter.

Over the following years, Oseira lost track of Della Mae. 
Free at last of the nuns, she threw herself into life, even 
changing her name from Pauline to Kim. She blotted 
out her life at Holy Cross. Distancing herself further 

from her painful past, she moved often. Hard work and 
long hours kept the pain away. Married and divorced 
three times, she currently lives in Minneapolis near her 
two grown daughters.

“My daughters have complained that I was always 
married to my job. I didn’t really have any true 
knowledge of parenting skills,” she admits.

Recently, however, the sight of her 5 year-old grandson 
made the memories of Holy Cross especially poignant. 
As she tenderly watched him play during a family 
gathering, she realized she was the same age as the 
little boy when she was sent to Holy Cross.

“No child should ever be treated like we were treated,” 
she said chocking back tears.
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“Aww, here we go again, talking about the dang boarding 
schools!”

This was the first thought Chally Topping-Thompson 
had when the topic came up in her social work class at St. 
Scholastica College in Duluth. Topping-Thompson of the 
Red Cliff Band of Ojibwe had heard hushed talk about the 
bad times at Indian boarding schools all her life. The talk, 
however, was for her, part of a long ago past of trouble 
and hurt. As a single mom trying to raise a child and 
finish her degree in social work, however, she had more 
immediate problems of her own. “I thought the history of 
boarding schools didn’t really have any meaning for me 
or my generation,” she said.

The course, however, radically changed her perception 
about the impact of boarding schools on contemporary 
Native life in general and her own family in particular. 
She says the class was unlike any other she had attended. 
Rather than the typical college lectures and assigned 
readings, students learned parts of a reader’s theater play, 
The Great Hurt and later performed the play for the public.

The Great Hurt was written by retired artist and St. 
Scholastica College faculty member Carl Gawboy of the 
Bois Forte Band of Minnesota Chippewa. It contains 
eyewitness accounts, both historic and contemporary, of 
the Indian boarding school experience. Performers read 
aloud the words of people such as Captain Richard Pratt, 
credited with founding the governing philosophy of the 
schools. Pratt famously championed the idea that the 
schools should “kill the Indian to save the man.” 

Topping-Thompson said learning about the history 
of the schools and reading the play helped her better 
understand the experiences and actions of her family. 
Her grandmother, who attended Pipe Stone Indian 
school, was an alcoholic. She was unable to care for 
her children, so they were placed in non-Native foster 
homes. This angered Topping-Thompson, who blamed 
her Grandmother for being a poor mother.

“After the play, I was able to see and feel the pain of my 
grandmother’s experience. I came to understand how 
she never had her own needs met as a child and how 
this contributed to her being unable to nurture her own 
children, “ Topping-Thompson said.

Topping-Thompson was assigned to read the words of 
her Uncle Jim Northrup, a well-known Ojibwe poet and 
author from the Fond du Lac reservation whose work 
is included in the play. “I read his story in which he 
describes how the little boys would cry at night for their 

mothers in the dormitory. He said the crying would start 
with one boy, then move in waves through the children 
in their beds,” she said.

Gawboy wrote the play in 1972 while participating in 
a graduate internship. “No one wanted to hear about 
boarding schools back then so I threw the play in a 
drawer,” he recalls. Nearly forgotten, it languished in his 
desk for over 35 years.

A few years ago, his wife, Cynthia Donner, coordinator 
for tribal sites in the St. Scholastica Social Work Program, 
asked him if he had any suggestions for teaching 
students about historical trauma and the impact of 
boarding schools. He shared his long forgotten script 
with Donner and her colleagues, who immediately 
realized its value. Gawboy, Donner and Michelle 
Robertson, assistant professor of social work at St. 
Scholastica collaborated in updating the script.

“The Great Hurt brings history to life for students,” 
Donner said.

The play also helped social work students gain a greater 
understanding of how the impact of trauma, such as that 
experienced at boarding schools, can be passed down 
through the generations. “Researching the history of 
the schools and then participating in the play allows 
students to become directly involved in their own 
academic inquiry,“ says Donner.

Although the initial goal was to educate students 
and prepare them for work in the field, Gawboy and 
instructors in the Social Work Department soon realized 
that the play had potential that reached far beyond the 
classroom. They began receiving requests to perform the 
play in various Native communities in the region.

Native people wanted a way to talk about and process the 
grief and trauma from the boarding school experience.

The Great Hurt’s reputation has spread by word of mouth 
in Indian country. Gawboy, Donner and Robertson do not 
seek out venues for the play; they wait for communities 
to invite them and encourage people to create planning 
committees in order to determine how the play can 
best be presented in a way that is most beneficial. 
“People need to be ready to deal with historical trauma. 
Community members have to agree about how the play 
will be presented,” Donner said.

Some communities have opted to have a two-day 
workshop in which participants learn some information 
about historical trauma, how it expresses itself through 

‘The Great Hurt’: Facing the Trauma of Indian Boarding Schools
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the boarding school experience and then practice 
performing the readings. Typically, participants perform 
the play for the public immediately after the workshop.

Members of the Leech Lake reservation in Minnesota 
hosted the workshop and play as a collaboration between 
St. Scholastica and the Leech Lake Tribal College.

Students from both schools earned academic credits for 
attending an extended version of the workshop and later 
presenting the play for the community.

“The reality is that the U.S. has never acknowledged the 
trauma caused by the boarding schools. That made it 
harder for tribal communities to deal with the trauma 
and pain,” Donner said.

Gawboy and the instructors at St. Scholastica said that 
the play seems to take on the quality of ceremony when 
presented by Native people in their own community. 
“There is nothing greater than the power of story,” 
Donner noted. Members of the audience have often cried 
during the performance. “It was very emotional. People 
stood up [during the discussion period immediately 
following the play] and shared how that they’d never 
talked about their boarding school experiences, even 
with their families. It had just been too painful for them,” 
said Heather Craig Oldsen professor of Social Work at 
Briar Cliff University in Sioux City, Iowa.

Students and community members performed the play 
twice in Sioux City. “I still get goose bumps when I think 
of all the people who stood up with tears in their eyes,” 
Craig Oldsen said.

Non-Native people are also affected by the play. “The 
most common reaction from non-Natives is shock. They 
say that they never knew anything about this history,” 
said Gawboy.

There is growing awareness in Native communities that 
the high rates of suicide, depression and addiction are 
tied to unresolved trauma. “The Great Hurt offers a way 
for people to recognize and acknowledge the impact of 
historical trauma on their lives. For instance, one of the 
characters in the play, Carolyn Attneave, a social worker 
for a Native community guidance center in Oklahoma, 
describes the negative influences that boarding schools 
had on Native families. “I recall vividly how each year 
worried sets of parents would come to the clinic begging 
for help in securing placement in a boarding school for 
their 8 or 9 year old child. This puzzled me, and it soon 
became clear that although it was heartbreaking for them 
to part with their child they knew of nothing else to do. 
Neither they nor their own parents had ever known life 
in a family from the age they first entered school. The 

parents had no memories and no patterns to follow in 
rearing children except for the regimentation of mass 
sleeping and impersonal schedules they had known. How 
to raise children at home had become a mystery.”

Such dialogues provide an effective tool to bring 
people together to connect with something bigger 
than themselves, to see that trauma is more than their 
individual suffering,” Donner said.

Nitausha Williams agrees. A member of the Dakota 
Yankton Sioux Nation, Williams participated in the 
play while pursuing her degree in social work at Briar 
Cliff University. She described the experience as 
transformative. “I was raised with shame, anger, fear and 
isolation. The play helped me see how historical trauma 
was affecting my life,” said Williams who is a social 
worker with the Iowa Department of Social Services in 
Sioux City. She works as a tribal liaison ensuring that the 
state follows Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) policies.

She realized the cycle of abandonment in her family 
started generations ago. Williams, her mother and 
grandmother all attended boarding school and all 
abandoned their children. “We lost the bond and 
knowledge of family at boarding school. I see now how 
the behaviors such as the inability to show affection, 
the excessive cleaning were learned, “ Williams said. 
“I’ve made a whole lot of changes since that play. It has 
started a healing process for me,” she said.

Williams has decided that the trauma will stop with 
her. She makes a concerted effort to be affectionate 
with her children.

Many Native people who went to boarding schools have 
to relearn a connection to family, according to Williams. 
“At first my mother got angry when I asked her why she 
never hugged us or told us she loved us. But after awhile 
she apologized and now we hug. It’s uncomfortable for us 
but we’re getting better at it,” she said.

 Since the play was performed in Sioux City, community 
organizations such as local tribal members and leaders, 
the police department, schools and department of 
Human Services created a collaborative to discuss the 
health and welfare of Native families according to Craig 
Oldsen. “The greatest impact, however, is that people 
are finally starting to talk about their boarding school 
experiences,” she said.

“The Great Hurt has helped us move towards healing.”

This work is supported by the Rosalynn Carter Fellowships for 
Mental Health Journalism and the USC Annenberg/National 
Mental Health Journalism Fellowship.


