SWEAT

Shortly after the first anniversary of my son, Jeremy’s, death, I had a healing. Many pursuits that in the past had filled my days now seemed empty and irrelevant. Although still grieving, I knew spiritual growth was the only reason compelling enough to live for. 


The following week I met Archie Fire Lame Deer, a Lakota medicine man. His coordinator took me aside at a party, and asked if I wanted to coordinate Archie’s visits when he came to Long Island four times a year. She asked if I would talk to my boyfriend Tony, suggesting we partner so there would be a balance of male and female energy. Most of the participants knew the rituals, but I had no experience. She suggested that Tony could help since he’d participated in many sweat lodges. 


I was intrigued with this invitation that came “out of the blue.” After talking with Tony, we agreed to become coordinators. His major concern was that he lived fifty miles away on the North Shore of Long Island. 


All my life I had longed for a deep connection that eluded me. No amount of food, possessions, entertainment, or distraction could satisfy that longing. The first time I crawled into the womb of the sweat lodge on hands and knees, sat sweating and weeping, stripped of all pretense and the outer trappings of my life beyond that clearing in the pine forest, I knew I had found what was missing. 

A sweat lodge (inipi) is constructed of supple willow saplings anchored into the ground in a circular pattern and then bent over and tied to form a domed structure. The lodge frame is covered with blankets and tarps until the inside is pitch black. An outer fire pit leads to a pit dug into the lodge’s center, where hot stones are deposited during the ceremony. After the stones are brought in, the medicine person closes the flap. There are usually four rounds to a sweat lodge and the flap is raised and lowered between each one. In a Lakota lodge, the women and men sweat separately.

Three weeks after agreeing to coordinate, I entered the lodge and sat before the fire pit. The firekeeper brought in glowing stones on a pitchfork and piled them up. Archie sprinkled sage on the hot rocks and they burst into flame, filling the air with their fragrance. Then the flap was lowered and we sat in complete darkness. Archie prayed in Lakota and we sang. Water was ladled from the bucket, then whoosh, it hit the rocks. The lodge filled with hot steam and my body was enveloped in stinging moisture. Gasping for breath, I tried to escape from the heat. With each round of rocks brought in, piled higher and hotter, it became a further test of my ability to stay present, to not bolt and run. The heat probed into my chest, prodding, insisting, until with a cry, I folded forward and let the tears tumble out. 


Each week my body told me, yes, we need to do this.


By Christmas, my beloved dog, Bonnie, was dying, though I sensed she would stay until after the holidays. On January 7, she was very weak and had stopped eating. I brought her onto my bed. As I slept, I had a dream. She and I entered the woods with a group of people. We walked with great purpose. I saw she was struggling to keep up and took her in my arms. A great feeling of love passed between us. She communicated that she could leave now. Her job was over. She was passing me on to the next phase of my life. 

The next day, Tony went to a sweat lodge run by a Dinéh medicine man named Melvin. I had a design project to complete, in addition to grieving Bonnie’s death. That evening Tony brought Melvin and a few others over to my house to meet me. I was busy working and didn’t want to be interrupted. At one point, Melvin looked at me and said, “There is a place sacred to my people called Canyon de Chelley where you can talk to the spirits of your loved ones who have passed.”


How did he know? 


I walked into the woods with this group. Every week Tony and I ran sweat lodges. People came from all over to participate. 


The first lodge with Melvin began late in the day. The fire was hot, and when the flap was lifted to let in more stones, smoke swirled out into the darkness. It had started to snow and the ground was white. Sparks from the fire shot upwards into the dark sky while fat snowflakes fell towards the ground and evaporated in the heat. Melvin knelt over one of the participants, holding a hot coal between his teeth, blowing smoke on the woman as she sobbed. He was a shadow against the fire, long hair hanging down over his bare torso. It seemed impossible that beyond the park and the safety of the trees stood the Webb Institute, expensive suburban homes, cars, families eating dinner, or watching TV. 

Some of my friends didn’t understand why I was compelled to sweat every week. Whereas in the past this might have affected my decision, what I learned from Jeremy’s death was that there were no guarantees in life, no awards for following the “rules.” 


There was mercy in spending time with people who didn’t know Jeremy, who sat with me as I wailed. Not once did anyone say, “Stop it” or “Aren’t you over that yet?” Each week I took my place around the fire pit and waited for the heat to probe its hot fingers into my body. Sweat and toxins from two years of extreme stress poured out and ran in streams into the Earth. Many times the heat was too much and I pressed my face to the cool earth, into the dirt, grateful for a moment’s relief. 


People asked why I sweated every week. As with African drumming and dance, I felt so much better after expressing my sorrow; lighter, as if maybe I could bear this, maybe joy still existed even if only briefly. I wasn’t isolated, the arms of my community held me up. I made prayer ties shoulder to shoulder with the women. We shared our stories. I felt safe, listening to the crackle of the fire; the smells of sage and wood smoke my only perfume. 


Slowly we took our place in line and circled the lodge, knelt in front of the doorway, put our heads down and kissed the ground. Mitakuye oyasin. All my relations, we spoke; then crawled into the lodge until we came to our place. We sat cross-legged on the earth, waiting for the ceremony to begin. How quiet.


There was laughter, jokes, and music too. We shared good food after a full day. Here I met Denise. One of our friends, Joe, had trouble breathing during a lodge. It was freezing and he had asthma. She and I drove him to the emergency room wrapped in a blanket with wet shorts underneath and mud caked on his body. The nurses eyed us in disbelief. “What is your relation to him?” they asked.


“He’s our brother,” we both said in unison. 


“What’s his last name and address?” a nurse asked, pen ready to fill out the admittance form.  


I turned to Joe, “What’s your last name?”


He told them between gasps. Did I want to explain? Denise shook her head. For weeks, every time we looked at each other, we burst into howls of laughter remembering that night in the emergency room. We became friends and later that year traveled to Rosebud Reservation in South Dakota for the Lakota Sundance.


At first I had no desire to go to Sundance. I was told that the best way to participate was with no expectations. I couldn’t take two weeks off from work, but Melvin suggested we fly, then we could make it to the ceremony. Denise and I flew to Denver, took a short hop to Rapid City, South Dakota, and a five-hour car trip to Rosebud Reservation.


Gun-carrying Lakotas greeted us at the entrance to Crow Dog’s Paradise. They had a list and checked our names off. The gate was opened and we drove to Melvin’s campsite near the Sundance grounds. “Hurry and make prayer ties, the tree is being brought in,” we were told. We jumped right into the flow, ran with the others to the road where a hundred-foot tree was being carried by a large group of men. They struggled under its weight. An eagle flew overhead, following the tree.


A hole had been dug in the center of the Sundance grounds and we watched as ropes were tied around the tree to guide it into the hole. Men surrounded it and hauled it up. It wavered, tilted, and with much teamwork, came to rest. Above the tree, the eagle circled. We decorated the tree with streamers of every color and prayer ties from the Sun Dancers and their supporters. The wind flapped them into a dance, snaking up and around the straight trunk. The sun was setting as we walked back to camp for the evening meal, the last the participants would eat for four days.


As we exited through the circular wooden bower, the sky was filled with thousands of dragonflies, darting and buzzing around us. About three thousand people were tucked into the trees and fields, and from all around arose the smell of campfires. Drumbeats, shouts and murmured conversation filled the dry August air. Still not sure why I was here, I turned and walked into Melvin’s camp.


Early the next morning we woke to drums echoing through the camp. An announcer greeted us and the first day of Sundance began.  We assembled at the bower and watched the Sun Dancers enter the arena for the first time—two hundred men and women, the youngest was around ten and the oldest looked in his eighties, all races and nationalities. 


The men wore eagle feathers in their hair and sage bracelets braided around their wrists and ankles. They had eagle-bone whistles hanging from their necks, and in unison the eerie high-pitched sounds pierced the air as the sun rose behind the mountains. The men were naked to the waist and wore handmade red skirts with embroidered designs and symbols. The women wore wraps that left their arms bare. 


The morning was still cool but I could feel the heat from the sun’s rays gathering power. As I looked around at the Sun Dancers, the hills and trees, and heard the low steady drumbeat in the background, I was transported into another time and place—not America at the end of the twentieth century, but an ancient native ceremony. A group of Lakota chiefs presided wearing full eagle headdresses. Archie Fire Lame Deer was among them. After the dancers circled the tree, they stopped. Many of them carried their sacred pipes. 


The Sun Dancers approached the chiefs, who waited under the tree with a bearskin spread out in front of them. The first man lay down and his chest was pierced by a scalpel blade under his muscle and a wooden dowel was inserted. Blood poured down and was staunched by clay from the ground. 


A rope was attached to the dowel and after he stood, he leaned back letting his cut muscle hold the full weight of his body. At first it was hard to watch but this was only the beginning. A man circled the perimeter dragging over ten buffalo skulls attached to the dowels in his back. Another man was attached by his back muscles to a hitching post that was taller than he was. The rock he was standing on was kicked out and he swayed in front of us. My stomach did flips. 


Melvin motioned for us seven women to enter the Sundance grounds. We entered from the east, turning full circle, before walking to where he stood. After he was pierced, he walked over to his own smaller tree and hooked himself to it. A dry wind blew across the trampled grass. He started dancing. It was twelve hours since the dancers had begun their fast but I had seen his woman bring him peyote tea and hide it under the arbor in the corner where he could sip it unnoticed.


When all the dancers who were pierced for that morning were in place, the drums began. It was as if we beat inside a great heart. The sun rose higher and hotter in the sky. I thought of the four-year commitment Sun Dancers made, coming each year to offer prayers of gratitude for promises fulfilled or help received. It had been four years since Jeremy’s diagnosis. For four years my heart had been pierced. I hung from my own tree of suffering. I understood that I was here to break free from the sorrow and claim my own power.

For four days I danced to support those who had made the four-year commitment. We cooked dinners—big pots of beef stew simmered on the camp stove. We drew water from spigots and carried it back to the kitchen tent. We washed dishes and cleaned up. I watched and didn’t say much, but much was happening. For the first two days, Denise and I fasted in support of the Sun Dancers. When Melvin found out, he chided us, saying, “You must eat, that way you give us strength.” We grabbed bowls of rich beef stew and wolfed in down. Food had never tasted so delicious.

By day three, I was running on adrenaline. During breaks in the ceremony, I collapsed on the blanket, thinking, I can’t get up one more time, but the drumming began and I rose with my friends. The heartbeat of the drums filled us with energy. My feet and body moved before my mind caught up and I realized I was dancing again. 


Each evening the seven of us piled into the car and drove to a nearby lake to wash and cool off. Throwing shampoo and bars of soap to each other, we dove and splashed while fish nibbled at our legs. We floated in the lake with the sun setting behind the hills. The fragrant smell of sage surrounded us.


At camp we kept the fire going late into the night while natives from tribes all over the Americas visited with their friends, sharing news and stories.


On the third night the women went to a yuwipi ceremony held in the basement of one of the reservation houses. The windows were draped with blankets to block out any light. We sat on the clay floor and leaned against the wall. The medicine man announced the ceremony had been called to heal our friend who was ill with intestinal cancer. A Lakota woman requested healing for her son who had been in a car accident earlier that day.


A square was staked out with rope and the medicine man was rolled up in a star-patterned blanket, tied, and placed face down on the floor. Denise and I looked at each other, not sure what to expect. We had been told that the spirits came in and picked people up or grabbed anything shiny. The lights were turned off and the second medicine man began chanting while shaking his rattle. The air become electric. 


Lights flashed around the room, rattles flew everywhere—first close to my left, and then in front. I heard wings flapping as if birds were circling the room—a tornado of movement. The effect was disorienting, being in the pitch-black dark and not being able to see what was happening. 


When the lights came on, the blanket was unwrapped and the medicine man emerged. First he talked with our friend, then told the Lakota woman her son would be all right. Then he announced that the spirits had a message for a woman here. “It’s time to let the relationship go and move on.” I felt this message was for me.


On our way back to camp, we passed the sweat lodge fires, kept burning all night for anyone who needed to purify. Embers shot up into the starlit sky. Lakota groups chanted in the dark. From different directions came hushed murmurs, the wind moving through the pines, and dogs barking. This ceremony had been passed down through generations long dead before my grandparents left Italy and Eastern Europe to sail in steerage towards the promise of America. At the same time, the last band of the Lakotas under Big Foot were rounded up after the Wounded Knee massacre and herded into Pine Ridge and Rosebud reservations. Their descendants slept together that night.

When the final day’s ceremony ended, the announcer asked us to line up outside the arbor. One by one, two hundred Sun Dancers filed past, thanking us for our support which had enabled them to complete their four-day pledge. Some were crying, some were stoic, some smiled, some embraced us, but from all I felt gratitude. And I in turn was humbled by their courage and endurance and honored to be among them. I looked each person in the eye and thanked them for their gift.


In a dream around this time, Jeremy came towards me in a garage as I was getting into my car. I was surprised to see him standing there healthy with no scar on his head or gaunt body. “Jeremy, how are you?” I asked. “I’m fine,” he said. “I’m in college studying.” He bent down to get into my car and I said, “Be careful of your head.” He feigned hitting it and laughed, “That’s not where I am now.” 


If he could move on, so could I.
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