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Larry Dunn talks to 7-year-old Amelia Lone Elk about the art kit she picked as her gift at Our Lady of Lourdes Elementary School in
Porcupine, South Dakota. Amelia said she wants to use it to paint gifts for everyone in her class.

We're just trying to do something good: Toy Drive for Pine Ridge
Omaha World-Herald







PINE RIDGE RESERVATION, S.D. — Lash LaRue handed the girl a box of art supplies. Then he turned and wiped his eyes.
“Damn it,” he said, maybe a little surprised with himself, maybe a little embarrassed.
It had been a couple of years since the 50-year-old Iowa musician had seen the girl. But he had already brushed away tears telling her story earlier
that week, onstage at Omaha’s 21st Saloon. And again, the night before, in a motel lobby in Gordon, Nebraska, a dozen or so miles from the South
Dakota border.
It’s a short, simple story about the girl and her teddy bear, but it reminds him this is all worth it.
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Every year, Lash — whose real name is Larry Dunn — holds a toy drive for children on South Dakota’s Pine Ridge Reservation, known as one of
the poorest communities in the country. He organizes dozens of local acts in venues around the Omaha-Council Bluffs metro area, charging a
cover of $10 or one unwrapped toy. When it’s over, he and a small group of volunteers make the seven-hour journey north to hand out the toys at
schools on the reservation.
Last week, Dunn, along with his wife, stepson, 4-year-old daughter and four volunteers, traveled to Pine Ridge to distribute about 1,000 toys at
three area schools.

Rosie Dunn eats breakfast with her father, Larry Dunn. Larry Dunn, along with some family members and other volunteers, made the seven-hour trek to the Pine Ridge Reservation to deliver donated toys
to three elementary schools.
MEGAN SMITH/THE WORLD-HERALD

There’s no shortage of problems facing the thousands of Oglala Lakota Native Americans who call Pine Ridge home. The numbers — 63 percent
without a job and 49 percent living below the poverty line, according the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey — tell only part of
the story. Many living here speak of neighbors shuddering through winter in homes with no heat, of children abandoned by parents addicted to
alcohol and methamphetamine, of a culture left to wither.
“This reservation is a depressed place,” said David Swallow, 65, a spiritual leader on the reservation and friend of Dunn’s who has lived on Pine
Ridge all his life.
Dunn also uses money generated from the toy drive to purchase tanks of propane for those on the reservation who need it.
Spend a day — just one — here, and it can all seem overwhelming. Dunn, who has been journeying to the reservation several times a year for more
than a decade, knows this better than most visitors. Sometimes, he said, he gets messages from people who think the toy drive is useless. Do
something that really matters, they tell him.
That’s when he remembers the girl and the bear.
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About three years ago, someone donated a giant teddy bear to the drive. The bear was so big, Dunn said, that it outshone all the other gifts, and he
wanted to be sure it went to someone special. So he asked a teacher at one of the schools if she knew of a student who was going through an
especially tough time. Without hesitation, the teacher said she had someone in mind.
When she saw it, the girl, a fifth-grader, hugged the bear tight. Her eyes were misty, Dunn recalled.
Two weeks later, he received a thank-you letter. The girl wrote that she named her bear Ted. She slept with him every night. And when she
hugged him, she wrote, “he takes my nightmares away and makes everything better.”
“Anytime somebody tells me a toy doesn’t make a difference, they’re wrong, ‘cause it does,” Dunn said. “I don’t know how to change the big
picture, but I do know how to put a smile on a kid’s face and let them know somebody cares.”

Pedro Quick Bear runs with his toy helicopter as he is chased by his friend, Tokala Hawk Thunder, at Porcupine Elementary. The toys were spread out on tables and, grade by grade, students ﬁled in and
picked one out to take home.
MEGAN SMITH/THE WORLD-HERALD

***
Music was the only reason he finished high school. Literally.
As Dunn puts it now, he was your typical bad kid. At 16, he picked up a guitar and never looked back. So when it came time to graduate from
Westside alternative school, he was about five credits short. The school director allowed him to earn the credits through on-the-job-training,
playing gigs at area bars.
He’s been performing his brand of roots music around Omaha ever since. Formerly a member of local rockabilly group The Mercurys, Dunn now
plays with his band as Lash LaRue and the Hired Guns.
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Dunn’s a friendly guy, who, with his tattoos and cowboy hat, looks the part of a musician. He sings original songs about “broken hearts and
murder and things like that,” he said. But there are a few songs in his catalog that have never seen the light of day.
They cover his experiences with traditional Lakota spirituality. Growing up, Dunn said, he was always interested in the Native American way of
life. About 16 years ago, he met a friend who invited him to a sweat lodge in Omaha. The friend later introduced him to Swallow, who began
guiding Dunn through traditional Lakota ceremonies on the reservation.
Swallow would eventually counsel him through the most sacred Lakota ceremony, the sun dance, honoring Dunn with a Lakota name — Hehaka
Hoksila, which means “Elk Boy.”

Larry Dunn performs with his band Lash LaRue and the Hired Guns during the toy drive at Omaha’s 21st Saloon. Hanging from his mic stand is a traditional Lakota medicine hoop made from a
chokeberry branch he got at the reservation in 2003 — his ﬁrst toy delivery trip.
MEGAN SMITH/THE WORLD-HERALD

From the start, Dunn thought the reservation’s beautiful, rolling hills seemed at odds with the grittiness of life there.
He held the first Toy Drive for Pine Ridge benefit in 2003, traveling to the reservation with a pickup full of toys and one volunteer.
That first year, Swallow asked him to come to the reservation a day early. The two sat in a sweat lodge, and a spirit spoke through Swallow,
directing Dunn to climb the Bear Butte formation, north of the reservation, and retrieve a chokecherry branch.
Dunn fashioned the branch into a traditional Lakota medicine hoop, which he hangs on his microphone stand around toy drive time. The hoop,
he said, helps him use his music to do good in the world.
On that first trip, Dunn said, he saw a young boy turn to his mother.
“See,” Dunn remembers the boy saying, “I knew Santa wouldn’t forget this year.”
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“You’re done, right there,” Dunn said. “You gotta keep coming.”
***
It was cold when they left Nebraska. It was colder when they arrived in South Dakota.
After sorting the toys according to school and grade, Dunn and his volunteers packed them into a borrowed moving truck. The next morning, a
Wednesday, he and his team set off, intending to spend the night in Gordon before traveling to the reservation Thursday morning to hand out
the toys.
It was a family affair. Dunn’s wife, Chantel Asselin Dunn, stepson Brodie Crockett, 17, and daughter Rosie, 4, followed the truck. Friends Mark
Grubbs, president of the Omaha Blues Society, and Terry O’Halloran, longtime Omaha music promoter, also came along to lend a hand.
More help came later. Bill Van Deest, a resident scenic and lighting designer at Creighton University’s theater program whose mother grew up on
Pine Ridge, met up with the group in Gordon, joined by his friend Brad Howard.
Every extra body mattered. The toy handoff was a whirlwind tour of three Pine Ridge elementary schools — first Our Lady of Lourdes in
Porcupine, South Dakota, then nearby Pahin Sinte Owayawa, also called the Porcupine day school, and finally the Wounded Knee District School
in Manderson, South Dakota.

Maranda Red Owl, a seventh grader at Our Lady of Lourdes Elementary School, chooses a stuﬀed animal from the toy drive.
MEGAN SMITH/THE WORLD-HERALD

One by one, the group unloaded boxes from the truck. Rosie helped lay out the toys on tables, and, as a typical 4-year-old, it took more than one
gentle reminder from her parents to get her to part ways with them.
http://www.omaha.com/living/pine-ridge-s-personal-santa-knows-this-when-he-sees/article_3155e09a-43e6-50ab-85db-c0a2c4ad8635.html

5/9

12/19/2016

Pine Ridge's personal Santa knows this when he sees the children's faces: a toy does make a difference | Living | omaha.com

At each school, the students filed in by grade. Some greeted Dunn and the others with “Hihanni Waste” (pronounced “hee-haw-nee wash-tay”), or
“good morning” in Lakota.
The eighth-graders at Our Lady of Lourdes, the first class of the day, entered the toy room, and Dunn saw a familiar face.
The girl with the teddy bear is an artist now. Handing her an art kit, Dunn told her how much her note had meant to him and asked her to send
him pictures of her drawings. He asked her if she still had the teddy bear. She nodded. He held back tears.
Class by class, the students fanned out, examining the tables laid out with stuffed animals, board games, puzzles, dolls, action figures, RC cars,
books and more before selecting the item they would take home. If a student was absent, a sibling or friend chose for them. The older ones picked
quickly. The younger grades were more discerning.
“It’s a big decision when you’re a kid,” O’Halloran said.
They convened with their friends, comparing choices. But for many, the day wasn’t only about coming away with the coolest prize.
Kennedi Red Owl, a fourth-grader at Our Lady of Lourdes, chose a Play-Doh playset.
“For my little sister,” she said.

Erin Lula Plentywolf, a second-grader, chose a 3-D dinosaur puzzle — her brother likes dinosaurs.
Agnes Ross, a fifth-grader at the day school, grabbed a throw blanket. She has a 1-year-old nephew who could use it.
Dunn’s toy delivery, said Our Lady of Lourdes Principal Theresa Lessert, is often the highlight of the first semester. The kids are excited for it
every year.
But even with the promise of toys for themselves, she said, many will choose a gift for a sibling or other family member. So they can, in turn, be
the ones to give.
Still, they were kids.
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Theo Ghost Bear excitedly examines his toy options. The ﬁrst-grader gave a pair of dinosaur claw gloves a try before settling on a Mr. Potato Head.
MEGAN SMITH/THE WORLD-HERALD

Theo Ghost Bear, a first-grader at the day school, spooked his friends with a pair of dinosaur claw gloves before settling on his toy: Mr. Potato
Head. In kindergarten, Ryan Rowland chucked his new football one last time before his teacher led the group back to the classroom.
When he had a break, Dunn sat in the bleachers at the day school and chatted with Marvin Iron Boy, a custodian there. Today, Iron Boy said,
meant a lot to these kids, who in some cases look forward to coming to school just to be in a heated building. Some, he told Dunn and his group,
would take their toys home and wrap them, saving them for Christmas Day.
***
When they were finished at the elementary schools, Dunn and his group dropped off one more load of toys for the very young children in the
Oglala Lakota College Head Start program. Finally, they headed to Swallow’s home to bring a load of toys for his grandchildren.
Swallow is blunt about his view of life on the reservation. The economy here hasn’t failed, he said, because no economy exists to fail. There’s no
infrastructure in place to build a career. As a result, he said, many on the reservation turn to drugs or alcohol.
“A lot of people look at this reservation as a beautiful, spiritual place. Maybe so. Maybe I fail to see that,” Swallow said. “But I live here, and I know
how it feels and what it does.”
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White Bird Swallow looks at a toy she was given from Larry Dunn's toy drive.
MEGAN SMITH/THE WORLD-HERALD

Karen Red Star, 69, director of the Oglala Sioux Tribe Health Education Program, echoes many of Swallow’s remarks. She sees parents, crippled
by substance abuse, leaving their children in the care of grandparents. To her, the drug abuse, the crime and the poverty are just the symptoms of
a deeper hurt that has spanned many generations.
In some ways, Swallow feels his people have been neglected by the rest of the country. Their problems are brushed aside, living people treated as
artifacts, he said.
It’s an attitude that Dunn would like to change. True, his toy drive is about making kids smile on Christmas, and he cherishes the thank-you notes
he gets weeks later, many with drawings of Santa Claus wearing a cowboy hat.
But he also wants to open Omaha’s eyes to what life is like just hours away. He hopes that people who have never given Pine Ridge a second
thought will hear a story that moves them. Maybe they’ll see what little it takes to make a difference.
They would have if they’d been at the Wounded Knee District School that day.
Cecilia White Crow, a second-grader, walked into the room a little later than her classmates. The table of toys was all hers. She considered the
collection for a while before she saw it — a stuffed panda bear. Her favorite animal.
She grabbed the bear and hugged it. It was hers, she told no one in particular, and she walked out, holding it tight.
blake.ursch@owh.com, 402-444-3131, twitter.com/blakeursch_owh
*********
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To learn more or to donate, visit toydriveforpineridge.org
MORE INFORMATION

Addiction’s innocent victims: Fetal alcohol syndrome ravages Pine Ridge Indian Reservation

'Doing nothing isn’t working': Nebraska lawmakers urged to take action on Whiteclay's alcohol-related woes

Blake Ursch
Blake is a features reporter for The World-Herald. Bylines include skydiving, log rolling, drinking, forgotten grottoes, severed limbs, endangered goats, outhouses ...
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