Some Thoughts about Home and Grandmas…

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1One of the wonderful benefits of being Lakota is that I can have several grandmas and all the aunties and uncles I want. I have especially fond memories of my grandmas at Wanblee and Hisle on the Pine Ridge Reservation.

There was Grandma Meat (Talo), Grandma Iron Elk (Hehaka Maza), Grandma Milk (Asampi), and my mother’s stepmother Grandma Randall, whose maiden name was Red Horse. I had always looked forward to coming home from the Mission school for summer vacation to be with childhood friends, relatives, and especially Grandmas. But by the time I came home from the army, they were all gone; all were dead.

I loved them all, but Grandma Meat was my favorite. She would come to our house to visit, always with her three-legged dog, Hooksa, and would often ask me to roll her a Bull Durham cigarette. From sneaking a smoke with my friends at Wanblee, I had become adept a rolling cigarettes, even though I was very young. “Takoza, chanlee wanzi miciyugmu ye,” Grandma would say. And I was always happy to do so. “Do you want me to light it for you, Grandma?” I would ask, and she would always say yes. I would light it and take a couple extra drags before handing her the cigarette, just to make sure it was lit, you understand. But she knew what I was up to and would laugh.

She lived with her daughter, Mary Bad Wound and Mary’s husband Joe. They had a daughter, Alberta, who was my age, and graduated high school the same year I graduated, but from a different school. She married a good friend of mine, Donald Zephier, but their lives ended tragically from a defective gas furnace, which killed them and their children in their sleep. I enlisted in the army with their only son, Ralph, and we went through basic training together. He was a good friend. I always remember visiting their home, which had a warm pleasant smell those traditional homes had, with wild herbs and dried foods and always a pot of coffee on the stove. The last time I saw Grandma Meat she was in her last days of life. I was home on furlough before going overseas. She cried when she saw me, and put two wadded up dollar bills in my hand. 

I don’t remember much about Grandma Milk, except that she was a kind woman, and very good to my brothers and me. Grandma Iron Elk was someone you couldn’t forget. She was tiny and bent in her old age, and limped along with a cane. But she was feisty, and I would not want to be on the receiving end of her wrath. Her cane was a weapon that she used against mean dogs and probably any man or boy who gave her trouble. I should have been afraid of her, but I wasn’t. She always had a few coins that she would give us when she visited. I loved her, not because she gave us things, but because I admired her so much in her independence and take-no-shit attitude.

My real grandmas, I didn’t know. My paternal grandmother was long dead before I came along, and my mother was an illegitimate child, and was raised by her grandparents. I had never met her biological mother. Her stepmother didn’t like my mother, it seems, nor did she like Mom’s children. After my father’s death when I was not yet two years old, my mother found herself having to stay with relatives because we had no money. I have mixed memories of those days.

However, I have the fondest memories of Mom’s half brothers and sisters: Uncle Jimmy Randall, Uncle Andrew Randall, and Aunt Gertie Hawkins. I also have great memories of my cousins from those families. Many still live in Wanblee, and some are scattered far and wide across the country. I would hope that, before I die – which may not be that far off – there would be a great gathering of the Randalls, and that it would be in Wanblee, with visits to Hisle, and to Allen, where the original Todd Randall is buried.

In Wanblee, we lived for years on a plot adjacent to the Catholic cemetery, next to the home of Aunt Ollie Young. My father built the house we lived in, and I was born there. I remember the funerals in the cemetery there, especially during WWII, when soldiers were brought home for burial. The sorrowful crying and wailing at those funerals would cause me to hide under the bed and cry along with the mourners. And it haunted me for many years. Come Decoration Day, my Mom and some of her friends would make hundreds of crepe paper flowers, and we boys would help decorate the graves at the cemetery, and take flowers to friends who had loved ones buried in the Episcopal cemetery on a hill North of town.

Memories of home make me sad sometimes, but they never fail to cheer me up when I need it; for there are warm memories of some of the nicest people I had ever met in my seventy five years on earth. 

These memories bring to light the true meaning of the words that close all Lakota prayers, “Mitakuye Oyasin,” which translates “All my Relatives.” Those relatives include so many people, special people who were part of Pute’ Tiospaye – Lipp’s Camp, or Wanblee.
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