MEMORIES OF A LAKOTA WOMAN

A Lakota word much used at home was “tiyole” (tee yo lee), which means, roughly, going to someone’s house with hopes of getting something to eat there.

In the Pine Ridge Reservation village of Wanblee, where I was born and spent most of my youth, there was a certain older woman who would always come to our house just before noon, and my brother and I would gripe under our breaths and sometimes make fun of her. My mother would feed her, and they would visit, all in Lakota. Sometimes this woman would bring some little nicety to my mother, and my Mom would act surprised and pleased. After the meal, the woman would leave with wateca (wah te cha), food to take home, wrapped in a dishtowel she would usually bring with her. My Mom would sometimes lend her a bowl for the wateca, which gave this woman a good excuse to return the next day for tiyole.

We asked Mom one time, “Why do you always feed this woman, you know she’s just mooching off us?” Mom’s answer was simple and memorable: “Because she’s hungry, and she doesn’t have anything to eat at home.” It was simple. She didn’t say any more; she didn’t have to. That said it all. It was like Mom took it as her own personal responsibility to feed this poor woman. It was a lesson that stayed with me for life, and I’m sure, with my brother as well. It’s the Indian way – the Lakota way.

Mom’s way, I think, is much the Indian way of passing on wonderful customs, and those special values like generosity which are so important to the people. We didn’t sit at her knee for lessons, her actions were her lessons, we learned them by watching her.

At Christmastime, toys and other gifts from Mom were only lent to us, it seemed, for she always urged us to give them to someone else – someone who she knew didn’t get any presents because they were poorer than we were. We boys griped about it, but in the end, we learned great lessons. Our family was poor but we learned that, regardless, we should always share. 

At the University of South Dakota a few years ago, I met a young Lakota woman who was studying for a Master of Business Administration degree, an MBA, which would give her a promising future. It turned out that she is the granddaughter of the poor tiyole woman who would come to our house so often. I didn’t tell the tiyole story to the young woman, but told her how much I had grown to love her grandma. But it gave me some joy that perhaps Mom’s generosity helped this young woman too, in some way.

Mom was known around Wanblee as Aunt Lucy to most of the townspeople, Grandma Lucy to many of the children, and even Aunty Grandma Lucy to a few. She loved the children, and took in four other children who were orphaned. I still think of these adopted siblings as brothers and sisters. All of them are doing well, or have done well.

I have undoubtedly been derisively called a Mama’s boy somewhere along the way. I don’t remember, although I would have to admit with pride that, indeed, I was a Mama’s boy. I was the last of thirteen children she gave birth to – seven girls first, then followed by six boys in line. One girl died in infancy, and a boy died as a toddler. Eleven of us passed through adulthood. I am the only sibling left. Mom was forty-six years old when I was born in 1935, and my entry into the world was difficult for both of us. It seemed that I would not make it through my first day, and my uncle John Fast Wolf baptized me into the Catholic faith. He was a respected Lakota holy man, as well as a Catechist in the Catholic Church. Like old Nicholas Back Elk and others, who were both traditional holy men and Catechists, he saw no conflict in himself or in what he preached. 

My father, John Guy Trimble, was a white man from Iowa who came out to western South Dakota as a cowboy at the turn of the century. He married a Lakota woman and their marriage produced two girls and a boy. When his wife died, he later married my mother. Our half brothers and sisters from his first family were very close to us and to our mother. My father died in 1937, one month before my second birthday, so I have no memory whatsoever of him. For a Christmas present to me in 1991, my sister Shirley sent me twelve legal sized sheets of paper, in which she wrote vignettes of my father. She said that it had occurred to her that I had no memory of him, so she took the time to write the stories. She told of his wonderful sense of humor and his kind treatment of animals. He was close to our Lakota relatives, and proud of our mother. It was my best Christmas present ever.

Mom died at the old Pine Ridge hospital on a cold blizzard day in February 1964. Most of us siblings were there at her bedside when she died, and I was holding her hand and felt precisely when life passed from her. 

At her funeral Mass, the priest choked up as he gave her eulogy, and one sentence has stuck with me, “If sometime I were to do a kicilowan (kee-chee-low-wan – song of memories and praise) at Lucy’s grave, I would be singing for a long time.”
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