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Surfing, sharing and ceremony

By Nakia Zavalla/Commentary

Earlier this month, children from the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians participated in Wishtoyo Foundation’s first Tribal Wave Youth Camp at the Chumash Discovery Village in Malibu.

Organized by the Wishtoyo Foundation in partnership with Surfclass.com and the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, the four-day program was a great opportunity for our tribal children to experience first-hand a wide variety of activities that were recreational, educational and cultural in nature.

The group of 10 Santa Ynez Chumash children ranging from ages 12 to 17 had an opportunity to take ecology hikes and beach walks, learn about creek water quality monitoring, journal, participate in Chumash language games, arts and crafts, and take surf lessons.

After registration on the first day, we spent time organizing aps (Chumash houses), setting up tents and participating in a team-building exercise. The opening ceremony at Siliyik, a ceremonial fire circle, included an intertribal cultural exchange where we all shared information with participants from other tribes. After dinner, there was an intertribal sharing of songs and stories followed by a closing prayer.

The second day started with a sunrise ceremony at 7 a.m. followed by breakfast and a trip down to Zuma Beach. The children were all excited about taking surf lessons — most experiencing a surfboard for the first time in their lives.

Surfclass, the organization that coordinated the surfing lessons, is widely regarded as one of the best places to learn to surf on the entire West Coast. Students of all ages come from around the world to take part in their year-round camps and lessons, where they learn to surf from knowledgeable instructors who truly care about “sharing the stoke” of surfing.

After a morning of surf classes, we had lunch and spent the afternoon reflecting, journaling, resting, working on crafts and walking on the beach. We also took an ecology hike where we did creek water-quality testing.

After dinner that night, we participated in more intertribal sharing of songs and stories and star gazing before lights out for the evening.

On our final day at the Tribal Wave Youth Camp, we started the day with a sunrise ceremony. After breakfast we discussed the concept of creating tribal camps throughout California for networking and learning about each other’s tribes.

The group that brought us together, the Wishtoyo Foundation, is organized to protect and preserve the culture and history of coastal communities and foster responsibility to our waters, marine habitats and watersheds through research, education, community action and, where necessary, citizen enforcement. They aim to utilize traditional Chumash beliefs, practices, songs, stories and dances to create self-respect and a greater awareness of our connection with, and dependence upon, the natural environment.

This experience with the Tribal Wave Youth Camp provided our tribal youth with an opportunity to learn new skills. And through the daily ceremonial fire circle, we had an incredible intercultural exchange. The other participating tribes — the Paiute tribes of the Big Pine and Lone Pine Reservations and the Bishop Colony — came with a large youth group and each member loved sharing their stories about their tribal way of life just as much as our children loved sharing their stories about the Chumash way of life.
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