Wanblee: Reflections on My Hometown…

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1When I think of Wanblee, I always think of Christmas or barefoot summertime, for those were the only times I spent there during most of my growing-up years. The rest of my time from 1939 to 1952 was spent at Holy Rosary Mission boarding school in faraway Pine Ridge. After graduating in 1952, I went away to college in Oklahoma then to the University of South Dakota. In those years I visited home often, but in 1957, after graduating from USD, I enlisted in the army, and have been away pretty much of the time after that.

To the few old timers who remember me there, I am still Wobby Trimble. Likely, you won’t find anyone who’s every heard of Chuck Trimble. Several years ago, after the burial of my sister Emma in the cemetery south of the town, we had a dinner at the Crazy Horse School. One of my cousins came up to my wife Anne and said, “You must be Mrs. Wobby.” 

My memories of home are precious to me, but with some sadness of friends and relatives who are gone now. 

Wanblee was a place of boyhood dreams, warm friendship, and much mischief. The old men in my memory – Pete Crier, Richard Lipp, Herbert Holy Elk, Ellis Chips, Sam Moves Camp, John Red Willow and others – it seems were always sitting in front of the old Lee store on main street, or later in front of Shrader’s or Livermont’s store. In the winter, the gathering place was the post office, and the place was crowded and smoke-filled at mail time, which was a time for visiting while people waited for letters from their sons in the service, or checks perhaps. Some people never got any mail, but always came to see other people.

And special people in my memory were the grandmas – Grandma Meat, Grandma Iron Elk, Grandma Milk, Grandma Randall, and old Mrs. Russell, the town mid-wife who delivered me and most of my generation out there. 

One who always stood out in my memory was a man named Weyasa (Waya sha), old Red With Blood, but everybody knew him as Wanbli Hohpi, Eagle Nest. He lived alone in a tiny log cabin with dirt floor, one small window, and a sod-laden roof, on the far south edge of town on the road to Wanblee Dam and Hisle. He would walk around town every day, always with his hands clasped behind his back. He spoke very loud because he was deaf and figured everybody else had difficulty hearing him, and he spoke only Lakota. We boys were afraid of him, and would hide when he would come to the house. And we would throw rocks at any outdoor toilet he went into. 

My mother always shamed us for doing that, and told about what a good man he was. She would invite him in and feed him, and they would visit; a one-way visit, to be sure, because my mother did not know sign language. This was fine with Wanbli Hohpi, I’m sure, an old warrior who probably figured that that’s the way things should be with women anyway.

We came home from the Mission school one Spring and learned that old Wanbli Hohpi had been found dead in his home after a bad blizzard that winter. We missed him.

Boyhood friends were Darrel Dillon, Buzzy Young, Buzzy Iron Elk, Arthur Chips, Louie Boy Winters, Chopa White Bull, Doug Shrader, Chief Day Boy, Ralph Bad Wound, Vincent Wolf Guts, Elijah Whirlwind Horse and Donald and Harley Zephier. And the pretty girls, whom I won’t mention here by name, still have a place in my memory and my heart. It seemed to me sometimes that whenever I took an interest in a girl, my mother would always remind me the girl was a cousin. I hated the fact that I had so many cousins, at least among the young girls. 

There were two Christian congregations in the town, Catholic and Episcopal, and the churches were separated by the length of the main street – with the Gethsemane Episcopal church on the North end and St. Ignatius Catholic church on the South end. But there was always friendship between the congregations, and whenever a death occurred, there was no difference. People were there to help. 

But among the boys, there was teasing that sometimes led to harsh words or even fisticuffs. The Episcopals called us Catlickers, and we responded by calling them Pisslickers. But we never did this in front of the grown-ups, especially our parents. 

There were a number of people from Wanblee who gave great service to the United States and to the tribe, in the military and in civil service. The town produced at least four Tribal presidents that I know of -- Enos Poor Bear, Al Trimble, Elijah Whirlwind Horse, and Wilbur Between Lodge. And there were fine educators, including the Whirlwind Horse brothers. Later on came Mario Gonzales, whose father Gabe owned a pool hall in town. Mario (whom we all called Mahito), was a good pool player even when he was very little, and even though he could barely see over the rail, we older boys were reluctant to take him on. Mario might be the first attorney produced by Wanblee, and has made a name for himself nationally. Several others from Wanblee, men and women, have succeeded in national politics, in industry, and in business.

Indian, white and Iyeska kids got along fine, and there was plenty of fun. Some of the kids spoke Lakota fluently, although I cannot remember a single one who could not speak English. Full blood kids got their kicks from us Iyeskas trying to speak Lakota, and we would make up words to entertain them even more. These included such things as “tio chirp chirp” to mean cricket, and “unze blink blink” (blinking butt) to mean firefly. The full blood kids got a special kick out of my use of Lakota, and I never understood for the longest time why. My mother taught me what I knew of the language, mainly from listening to her visit friends. But she never explained to me that there is a female way of saying things, different from the male. My friends didn’t tell me because they were having too much fun making fun of me.

Racial relations were generally good between whites and Indians, and in the WWII years basketball games would be played between the old men of the two races. The games were shorter for obvious reasons, and some ended up with the winning score 11 to 9 or even less. 

Many of the young men enlisted in the military at the outset of WWII, and a few never came back. I do remember a woman who beaded the uniform jacket that her son had forgotten at home when he went back after a furlough. The stripes, unit patch, and the campaign bars were removed and replicated with beadwork. The jacket, as far as I know, was buried with the young man’s casket when he was killed in action. And I recall the terribly sad funeral of Freddy Bald Eagle, who was killed in Korea. He was the son of respected elder Peter Bald Eagle Bear. The funeral procession was led by a wagon carrying the flag draped casket, and was trailed by his favorite horse, a beautiful pinto. I had never learned if the horse was killed, as traditional burials of warriors called for, but I never saw it again.

Reading the account of a 1976 Goon raid on Wanblee in Joe Starita’s book “The Dull Knifes of Pine Ridge,” I realize how much the town has changed. Social problems of drugs and alcoholism, domestic abuse, gangs, and violent crime reflect the problems that plague the entire reservation as a result of prolonged dependency, and cultural alienation. These are problems we never thought could invade that peaceful community. And I am saddened. But Wanblee will always be my hometown, and I will be buried there beside my father, Guy Trimble, my sister Emma Nelson, and my brother Gene when my time comes to go home again.
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