2009 Convocation---125th Commemoration---Haskell Indian Nations University

Thank you for that introduction and thanks to Alex and John for sharing just a little bit of their time at Haskell. I would also like to thank the Commemoration Committee and Dr. Warner for honoring the Tuckwin family at this Convocation.  Thank you. 

Tracing 125 years of Haskell history is difficult but the Tuckwin family is very honored to be a part of this historic event.  Let me say up front, I am not very comfortable about talking about our family at Haskell because I am sure there are numerous other families who could be honored this day, as well.  But we are honored.  Thank you.  As a footnote, I would also like to say that I was here for the 75th, the Silver Anniversary year as a high school senior in 1959, and the Centennial Anniversary in 1984 as a coach and faculty member.

As Alex mentioned, my grandfather, Joseph Tuckwin and my great aunt, Theresa Tuckwin were some of the very early students here in the fall of 1884.  They studied mainly farming, harness making and housekeeping as did most of the kids here.  And they were kids; some of the students from 3 years old to 15.  My grandfather, Misho was about 9 and Theresa was about 7 when they arrived.

My father, Louis Tuckwin then arrived around 1911 and stayed for nearly 3 years.  Since he was a Potawatomi from KS, he came and went as many KS tribes did. Because I was orphaned at age 7, I really never knew my father and mother and did not learn until the Centennial Year that my dad attended Haskell.  It was then that I also learned my grandfather was here when the school opened; it did make me proud.

As I have heard and read stories about Haskell’s early years, I cannot help but marvel at how tough, strong, and persevering those early students were.  What with no heat, no running water except from the Wakarusa and KS Rivers, and the diseases that followed, they faced obstacles, difficulties, and problems we cannot image.  They saw classmates die from pneumonia and tuberculosis, some buried on the SE part of the campus at the Haskell cemetery.   

However, they persevered, were dedicated, and gradually gained great endurance, the toughness to go on.  And as they saw students come and go through these difficult times, they gradually developed great courage...the courage to get up, take a few more trying steps.  It was through these trying times, major homesickness, and long cold nights and days that they could only hope for better days.  My time here, my children’s time here, and now my grandchildren’s time here is all the result of all those difficult  times, the same for many of you students sitting in the audience today.

I’ve had trying and challenging times, like many of you have had, but really nothing compared to the life on campus before the turn of the century. As I mentioned earlier, I was orphaned nearly 60 years ago.  When I arrived on campus in 1956, I was in for a rude awakening.  I was raised on the Potawatomi Reservation here in KS but I really never thought much about being Indian.  When I arrived on campus I saw the many tribes from across the country arrive, I can remember thinking, and “these are real Indians”.   It was major culture shock.  

School started just before Labor Day and I thought I will stay until then, and then I’ll hitchhike home.  I got scared when it came time for hitchhiking so I thought I could make it to Veteran’s Day, then maybe Thanksgiving, maybe Christmas, etc….four years later I graduated from Haskell Institute, the first Tuckwin boy to graduate from any high school.

I have had a great life as a result of Haskell.  It was my home for 4 years, really the first place where I knew I had a bed, 3 meals a day, some good teachers and coaches, and all I had to do was study; keep my room clean, do my 2-hour detail daily. I also got fully involved in athletics, mainly track and field, which later afforded me a track scholarship to attend the University of Wichita. 

 Being a half-breed, I had my fisticuffs now and then my freshman year, but after that I was accepted.  They accepted me for who I was.  Believe it or not, but I didn’t want to leave upon my graduation.  Little did I know, I would be back here as a coach just 5 years later.  And with the exception of my 4 years in the US Air Force and my work with the Prairie Band Potawatom Nation, I have spent most of my professional career here at Haskell. I had a great life as a coach, instructor, and administrator here for over 30 years.  I saw us being called Haskell Institute, Haskell Indian Junior College, and now Haskell Indian Nations University.  I love this place regardless of what it’s called.

I would now like to introduce my family.  My wife Terry of nearly 43 years, my son John, whom you’ve met, his wife, Cheryl, their two kids Ava and Jackson; my daughter Shannon, also a Haskell Indian Junior College graduate, and now the Charge Nurse at the Haskell Health Center, her three children, Alex, Anna, and Sam; my brother, and my great friend and classmate from the Kickapoo Nation, Russell Bradley, a graduate of Haskell in 1960.  All of us owe a lot to Haskell.  I would also like to introduce one of those great supporters of the Tuckwin kids and students like us, my high school coach, Coach H.E. Lew Llewellyn, also a retiree from Haskell; two of my longtime friends and fellow coaches, Benny Smith and Phil Homeratha.  Would you three please stand and be recognized.

I would like to wish you the very best this new semester.  That’s the beauty of education; you get begin anew with each new semester.  Have the willpower to learn, be passionate about who you are and what you are all about, and you will also look back at Haskell with great pride.  

Finally, I would challenge you to overcome obstacles and difficulties, for you will experience them, but you, too, will gain the endurance and courage to find hope, and hope will not disappoint you. 

Onward Haskell!

