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Northern Cheyenne

Every summer day, Kevin 
Lonebear and his friends rode 
their bicycles to the town pool. 
They’d swim before Little League 
practice, then gather crab apples 
before heading back to the pool 
for another swim. The water was 
clear and the surrounding cement 
deck was painted a sky blue.

“Every kid in Lame Deer was at 
that swimming pool even though 
that water was ice cold,” Lonebear 
says. “Boy, there was lines of 
kids.”

Lonebear is now 39. The 
pool is still there, but much has 
changed. Kids don’t cannonball 
off the 10-foot high dive. The 
sounds of splashes and giggling 
no longer echo through town. 
Many kids don’t even know Lame 
Deer, on the Northern Cheyenne 
Reservation, has a pool.  

“All these younger kids ask 
about it,” Lonebear says. “Every 
time we tell them we had a pool, 
they don’t believe us. We tell them 
it was right over there.”

A mound of cement chunks and 
dirt now fill the pool’s hollow belly. 
Scruffy bushes grow out of the 
heap, hiding the pool, as does the 
tall yellow grass that rips through 
cracks in the cement deck. Chrome 
railings that descended into water 
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No place to go
A reservation copes with the lack of recreational opportunities

Swimming was popular in Lame Deer until the pool cracked and filled with brackish water from an 
underground spring. Now concrete chunks, dirt and weeds fill the swimming pool.

It was built above an underground 
spring, and the muddy soil that 
encased its walls caused the rigid 
cement to crack, says 73-year-
old Frederick Charette, a former 
tribal employee in charge of parks 
and recreation. 

“Water from the spring got 
inside the pool,” Charette says. 
“You had this real brackish water 
in there. It could actually be black. 
It just damaged that pool to no 
end.”

The pool could have been 
repaired but the cost was too 
great, Charette says. The tribal 
council had used a federal grant to 
build the pool, but had no money 
for upkeep, he explains. 

The Northern Cheyenne 
Reservation, which is about 104 
miles east of Billings, consists of 
open grass fields, timbered hills 
and four towns: Ashland, Busby, 
Birney and Lame Deer, which 
is the heart of the reservation. 
But there aren’t many jobs or 
businesses. The unemployment 
rate is 60 percent, according to 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs. 
Of the 40 percent who have
jobs, 16 percent live in poverty. 
The reservation is populated by 
about 5,000 people, 91 percent of 
whom are Northern Cheyenne. 
Almost half the reservation 
residents are 19 years old or 
younger, but there’s not much to
entertain them. The reservation 
used to have more to offer. 
Decades ago, Lame Deer had a

now disappear into rubble and 
roots. Two diving boards still 
overlook the pool. Behind it is a 
cinderblock building that once 
housed showers and bathrooms. 

Toilets and urinals still line the 
walls, and a girl’s small shoe lies in 
a corner. 

The Lame Deer pool closed in 
1981, two summers after it opened. 
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movie theater, bowling alley, zoo, 
golf course, and an ice cream parlor. 

These days, Lame Deer’s main 
stretch—Cheyenne Avenue—has 
one gas station, a store, an auto 
repair shop, a laundromat, and a few 
other buildings, but no restaurants, 
nothing extra. Just the essentials, and 
barely that. 

Young people are starving for 
entertainment, for fun. And to make 
the problem worse, parents are less 
involved and have stopped coaching 
league sports like softball, baseball, 
and basketball. With little to do, 
many teens are getting into trouble 
with drugs and alcohol. 

Wilson Littlewolf, a sophomore at 
Lame Deer High School, tries to stay 
out of drugs and many nights just 
watches movies with his girlfriend.

“I try to stay home. Stay sober,” he 
says.

Many youngsters his age are into 
methamphetamine and huffing gas, he 
says. But the drinking is the worst.

“I wish they’d take all the meth 
away,” Wilson says, “and move the 
bar far away from here instead of 
right by the rez line.”

The reservation doesn’t allow the 
sale of alcohol, but that doesn’t stop 
the drinking. People in Lame Deer 
need only drive five miles north on 
Highway 39 to Jimtown Bar, a lone 
building beside the road, just a couple 
hundred feet across the reservation 
boundary line. The only other nearby 
town is Colstrip, another 18 miles up 
the road.

Parents are caught in 
addictions too, leaving 
their children to fend for 
themselves. 

Wilson is no 
exception. He lives 
with his grandma. 
She raised him even 
though his mom 
lives just a couple 
minutes out of town 
in Muddy Cluster, 
a small community 
behind the hills 
of Lame Deer. 

“My mom had 
other things to do, 
I guess,” Wilson says. 
“She used to drink a lot 
when I was little.”

But many kids don’t have other 
family members to turn to, or their 
grandparents are too old to raise 
another child.

Emma Harris, 55, sees many 
of these neglected kids. They come 
into Lame Deer’s Boys and Girls   
Club, which she runs. The club, on 
the south side of town, is one of the 
few safe places left for kids to play. 
It offers the only indoor full-court 
gym in town, and a game room with 
billiards and foosball. But kids aren’t 
knocking the doors down. They’re 
actually pressured by peers to stay 
away from the club and encouraged 
to roam the streets, Harris says. It’s 
not the cool place to be. 

The club had 230 members last 
year, all 18 or younger, but few teens 
are regulars. Only about 15 teenagers 
come to the club to play basketball 
Monday through Friday night when 
the club is open, says Shannlyn 
Spotted Elk, 16, the only teen girl 
who comes on a regular basis.

Some of the children who do come 
have drug-addicted parents and need 
a place to stay, Harris says, and they 
wind up at her home. One of these 
is a 12-year-old boy whom Harris 
calls her “Little Guy.” He comes to 
the Boys and Girls Club to play and 
to eat, but when his parents drink, he 
walks to Harris’ house. 

“He came to my house last 
weekend, so I cooked for him,” Harris 
says. “His brother comes in the door 
and said, ‘I did it this time! I did it 

this time!’ and he’s covered 
in blood. I’m thinking, 

what in the world 
happened? And he’s 

screaming, ‘Call 
the cops! Call the 
cops!’ 

The boy 
got into a 
fight with his 
stepdad, “Little 
Guy’s” father, 
who ended up 
h o s p i t a l i z e d .  

Harris says the 
younger boy cried 

when his brother 
showed up.
“He loves his 

brother, so he gets 

stuck between his brother and his 
dad,” she says. “It’s very hard for him 
to be put in that position because he 
loves both of them. They’re both 
alcoholics, his brother and his dad. 
It’s hard for me to see that Little Guy 
cry like—,” she says before her voice 
drifts into silence. 

She draws in a deep breath, trying 
to stop the tears welling in her 
eyes, and looks out the window at 
nothing.

“He comes here a lot, you know,” 
she says.

Harris says too many children 
have near nothing to do and no one 
to look after them.

“I think we’ve kind of slipped 
away from really taking an interest in 
kids anymore,” Harris says. “It’s so 
hard with what they go through to 
even want to get attached. Do I want 
to open that door up? Am I ready to 
open that door up to a child, or am I 
going to open it and close it? 

“Would I have been better off just 
not trying? … It’s really hard working 
here.”

Despite bearing such a great load, 
the Boys and Girls Club gets little 
help from the community. When 
the club opened in 1994 parents 
volunteered and the tribal council 
provided about $20,000 a year to 
keep it running, says tribal secretary 
Melissa Lonebear, who is Kevin 
Lonebear’s sister. But over the years, 
fewer and fewer parents volunteered 

to play with the kids, and the tribe 
stopped giving the club money. Now, 
only a handful of parents help out. 

Membership fees—$5 a year per 
child— brought in only $1,150 last 
year. 

The club relies on grants to survive 
and last year garnered $280,000. But 
that won’t last forever, same as the 
story with the swimming pool. The 
club constantly needs more grants to 
keep afloat, so they have hired a full-
time grant writer, Harris says. 

Delano Harris, 41, also works for 
the Boys and Girls Club with his 
mom, Emma Harris. He’s been with 
the club since it started and is now the 
athletic director. He plays full-court 
basketball with the teens five nights 
a week and does his best to keep up, 
but he limps down the court. A four-
inch scar runs down his left knee 
from the knee replacement he had in 
December. He’s still recovering and 
can’t run at their speed, but he tries 
and does his share of scoring.

Harris shoots only from beyond
the arc. He was an all-star in
the heyday of his youth, once scoring 
69 points in a game. But Harris says 
drinking took hold of him in his teen 
years. He missed two chances to play 
for Rocky Mountain College because 
he just wanted to drink, he says. He 
hopes to teach lessons he had to learn  
the hard way.  

“I try to give back as much as I 
can with my experience and what f

Lame Deer is home to about 2,018 people. It’s the biggest town on the Northern Cheyenne 
Reservation.  

Counties: Big Horn, Rosebud
Reservation center: Lame Deer

Population: 4,470
Native: 91%



 happened to me,” he says.
The teens confide in him. Kelcie 

Russell, 15, is one of them. He’s a 
little short but stout and strong-
framed. Kelcie doesn’t get in trouble 
now, but he says in the last year he’s 
been put in the juvenile detention 
center twice for drinking. He came 
to the club then but comes more now 
that Harris talked with him after he 
was arrested. 

“I started talking with him because 
he’s a good kid,” he says. “I told him, 
‘I know it’s hard at home, but I’m 
always here at the club.’ I practically 
live here.”

Kelcie says that Delano Harris and 
the club have made a difference. 

“It’s changed my life,” he says. “I 
used to get in trouble all the time. 
There’s nothing in alcohol.”

But the Harrises can’t replace 
parents. One boy moved to the 
reservation from Oregon and Delano 
Harris tried to get him into the club, 
but the boy’s story is a familiar one. 

“When they get home, some of 
them have to watch little brother 
and sister while mom and dad go 
drinking,” Harris says. “Or they 
come home drunk and the kids have 
to watch them. They have to cook 
for them. And it’s real hard trying to 
fight that.”

Many youngsters and teens hang 
out at the auto repair shop, a long 
featureless brick building with four 
tall garage doors. It used to be a 
pool hall for kids. That was years 
ago, before the graffiti on the doors 
and before murals painted on the 
building that warn against meth and 
“fire water.” The spray-painted colors 
are dark and cold, deep purple and icy 
blue.

There are no more billiards, but the 
youths still come here day or night, 
cold or warm.

It’s about 5 in the afternoon and 
40 degrees outside. Four girls in their 
early teens wearing black hoodies 
exit a house just a few blocks away 
and walk along a red-dirt trail beaten 
through the grass. They follow the 
trail to the auto shop and lean against 
the cold brick, placing their hands in 
their pockets, like soldiers at ease, and 
look toward the cement. Two boys, 
also clad in hoodies, stand against the 

gas station across the street.  
After a few minutes, one girl pulls 

out a cigarette and takes a drag. After 
a few more puffs, all four girls stroll 
back down the sooty red trail from 
whence they came. Minutes later, a 
few other kids take 
their places.

Children and 
teens walk miles 
every day in Lame 
Deer but go 
nowhere, up the 
streets and back 
down again, like sentries. It’s what 
the kids do to keep occupied. 

Jake Otherbull, 16, says he does 
a lot of walking. He’s tall and lean, 
and has a wide nose that was broken 
once, pushed to one side and never 
realigned. 

“Kids basically just walk around 
town,” Jake says. “That’s all there is 
to do on the rez.”

Jake spends many of his nights 
shooting hoops at the Boys and Girls 
Club, but most teens don’t come to 
the club and walking isn’t enough. 
They seek other outlets. 

It’s easy to fall into alcohol and 
drugs here, both for the parents and 
the kids. Alcohol has been a problem 
for a long time on the reservation, 
but residents say things have gotten 
worse. They slap bumper stickers 

on their cars 
with phrases like 
“Don’t meth” and 
“Banish meth.” 

C h i l d r e n ’ s  
a n t i - m e t h 
drawings hang on 
walls in the tribal 

office, and their crayons tell more 
than kids should know. One drawing 
depicts a little glass pipe, a razor blade 
and even the pink paper used to wrap 
meth. 

But the reservation used to be 
different, healthier. Lame Deer had 
a small golf course in the 1930s, 
just outside of town. A zoo during 
that same time had animals like 
wolves, elk and deer. But the zoo 
and golf course fell into disrepair and 
eventually disappeared, says Janet 
Mullin, operator of Jessie Mullin 
Picture Museum in Lame Deer.

The laundromat used to be a 
bowling alley in the ’50s with an ice 
cream parlor on the end. A kid could 
buy a big cone for 5 cents, but few 
recall that. Terry McMakin is 73, and 
she remembers. She worked at the 
alley.

“It was fun, tons of fun,” she 
says. “I used to sit in the corner all 
scrunched up and set the pins by 
hand.”

She worked at the movie theater, 
too. But it “burnt down in the ’50s, 
caught fire when everyone was in 
there. The people got out, but they 
don’t know what happened.”

Also in town was a playground 
built by a Christian group in the early 
’90s, Charette says.

“It was a nice big wood-fort 
playground,” he says. “Somebody 
went in there and burnt it down. That’s 
what happens to playgrounds.”

But that playground was nothing 
compared to the park Charette built 
from 1992 to 1995 when he was 
director of parks and recreation. 
The park had baseball fields, softball  
fields, basketball courts, horseshoe 

Teenagers like Kinsley Walks Along spend hours hanging out on Lame Deer’s main street, watching people go by.  

“Kids basically just walk 
around town. That’s all 
there is to do on the 
rez.” – Jake Otherbull
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pits, a playground and a sand 
volleyball court, he says. Locals called 
it Jurassic Park because it was next to 
the sewage lagoons, and the smell was 
always prevalent, as it still is today.

“The tribe, in all its wisdom, 
decided to bulldoze the $350,000 park 
for a building [in 1995],” Charette 
says. 

That building is the Indian Health 
Center. A group protested building 
the center on the site of the park, says 
tribal secretary Melissa Lonebear, 
who was one of the protesters.

The tribe built a new park last year 
on the other side of town with softball 
fields, basketball courts, a playground 
and horseshoe pits. It’s called People’s 
Park, and it’s pretty much the same 
as the old one, Charette says. The 
tribe could have saved $350,000 by 
building it there in the first place but 
“most people in charge here don’t 
understand business,” he says. “They 
have no background.”

As an example, he says the tribal 
council killed his parks and recreation 
program in 1995, just three years 
after it was created. During that stint, 
Charette says he built parks and 
playgrounds across the reservation, 
and even set aside camping areas with 
fire pits and benches. 

“They thought if they done away 
with my program, they’d get my 
money,” Charette says, “but that’s 
not how it works.” The money 
reverts to the BIA. “Everybody lost 
on that one,” he adds. 

Some residents say parents used to 
be involved. Melissa Lonebear, who 
has four children of her own, says 
that when she was a child, parents 
organized league teams for baseball, 
softball and basketball, and they 
would travel the state. No more.

“They [parents] used to take us 
on field tribes and camping trips,” 
she says, “but now there’s not really 
anything except the club.”

Lonebear was on a softball team. 
Her dad also organized and coached 
his own boxing team for teens. Kevin 
was on it. But jealousy is a killer on 
the reservation, Lonebear says.

“Somebody gets something going, 
and they get a lot of negativity for 
starting it,” she says. “People say, 
‘What are they doing with that money 

they’re getting?’”
Her dad’s boxing team ran for 

about five years and had practices 
every night. The team would travel 
the state for boxing smokers and even 
had matching jackets and trunks, she 
says. But there was talk.. 

“People were saying stuff about 
my dad like, ‘Where’d he get that 
money?’” she says.

The family raised money by going 
door-to-door asking for donations, 
she says.

Eventually, her parents just 
stopped trying, but Lonebear and 
her family are still involved in their 
children’s activities. 

“Today, we still balance it out if my 
nephew and son both have a game,” 
Lonebear says. “Me, my brother 
or my parents will always go to the 
games so support is there.”

Some parents are bouncing back 
from their addictions.

Elwin Pongah, 27, has lived in 
Lame Deer most of his life. Growing 
up, he ran around in the timbered 
hills playing cowboys and Indians 
and climbing on red sand rocks. He 
was kicked out of school at age 14 
and fell into drugs. He has a warrant 
in Hardin—for what, he won’t say—
so he sticks to the reservation where 
he’s safe.

“I stay on the rez,” he says. “I don’t 
have time for that. Got kids to feed.”

Pongah has four daughters and 
one son. He keeps clean because he 
needs to, he says. Some of the kids 
he played with, and later drank with, 
now panhandle downtown.

“They look far older than they 
should,” Pongah says. “They look 
real old. Drugs got to them. It’s 
sad looking at my friends I grew up 
with.”   

Pongah has been volunteering 
at the Boys and Girls Club for 
two months. On this Wednesday 
morning, he wipes the inside of the 
ovens in the kitchen. Hunching on 
one knee, he awkwardly positions his 
head, arm and hand inside the metal 
box and scrubs at incinerated food 
particles.

“My daughter comes here. So I just 
want to keep it clean,” he says.  

Pongah won’t let his own children 
roam the town or play in the hills 
because he’s worried. A kid tried to 

sell Pongah drugs, he says, and when 
he asked the boy how old he was, the 
boy said he was 7.

“I said, ‘Wow, dude. That’s pretty 
young. Where’s your parents?’ 
Pongah recalls. “He just walked down 
the strip.”

A few adults, whether they have 
children or not, are making an effort.

Shontae Oldmouse, 21, opened 
a pool hall and gaming area with a 
large-screen TV last August after 
getting hold of a loan from the bank 
with the help of his grandpa. The 
pool hall is called “Tayz Place,” and 
Oldmouse hopes to offer activities 
to distract youths from drugs and 
alcohol. Oldmouse went through 
that stuff himself. 

“Can’t really hide from it,” he says. 
“It’s all around.” 

A few kids hang around the pool 
hall and play games, but after eight 
months of operation, the hangout 
hasn’t caught on. Oldmouse hopes 
the word gets around that Tayz Place 
is the place to be.

Sydney Sanchez, 17, sits outside 
Tayz Place on a Wednesday night 
smoking a cigarette. At 10:15 this 
weekday night, she’s with her 11-year-
old sister and 6-year-old brother. 

“Not much else to do,” she says. 
Oldmouse plans to construct 

another building next door for Friday 
night concerts and dances, if some 
grants pan out. He also wants to 
build  basketball and volleyball courts 

and horseshoe pits.
Other adults are taking initiative,  

too. Little League baseball is 
returning. There hasn’t been a steady 
program for over a decade because 
it’s hard to find parents willing 
to coach, says Kevin Lonebear, 
who played when he was young.  
   Delano Harris says he’ll start up a 
youth flag football team this summer, 
too. 

Yet Little League and flag football 
aren’t going to fix the problem. More 
people on the reservation need to 
carry the load, or the few who try will 
be crushed, their spirits splintered.

Delano and Emma Harris don’t 
even have young kids, but they’ve 
become parents to abandoned 
children. Emma Harris cites a little 
boy, named Randal, who comes to 
the Boys and Girls Club knowing he 
can eat there. He also walks to Harris’ 
house to eat. Randal lives with his 
grandma, but she’s so old she can’t 
keep track of him, Harris says. 

“He’s 7 years old,” she says. “At 
one o’clock in the morning you can 
see him uptown. He’ll be fooling 
around.”

The club is supposed to be a place 
to play, but some kids end up calling 
Harris “grandma.” 

“Sometimes, it’s so overwhelming 
to take care of everything, take care 
for all,” Harris says. “It’s almost like 
a burden that’s so heavy. Can we have 
some help here?”  

Shontae Oldmouse stands at the counter of Tayz Place in Lame Deer.  Oldmouse started the  
buisness about a year ago.  Tayz Place offers youths somewhere to go and hang out.
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