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Winter solstice an important event

By Nakia Zavalla/Commentary

The winter season means something different for everyone. For some, it signals the holidays and time to spend with family. For others, it means a cold snap in the air and long nights when darkness starts at 5 p.m. For the Chumash people, winter is a time to consider the past year and start fresh with plans for a new year — much like traditional New Year’s resolutions.

As hunters, gatherers and fishermen, our Chumash ancestors recognized their dependency on the world around them. Ceremonies soon came to mark the significant seasons that their lives were contingent upon, with emphasis given to the full harvest and the storage of food for the winter. During the winter solstice, the shaman priests led several days of feasting and dancing to honor the power of their father, the Sun.

In these tribal columns I have often written about John Peabody Harrington, an American linguist, ethnologist and a specialist in California tribes. During his research, he gathered more than one million pages of phonetic notations on languages spoken by tribes. When the technology became available, he supplemented his written record with audio recordings — first using wax cylinders, then aluminum discs. Many of the pages of his notes and recordings were from his discussions with our Chumash ancestor, Maria Solares, another person I mention frequently in my columns.

Among the many conversations Harrington recorded with Maria Solares was a discussion about the Chumash tribe’s winter solstice ceremony.

She told Harrington that the winter solstice is one of the special times of the year for Chumash people. She said that ancestors would go to sacred areas and erect feather poles made with the finest magpie and eagle feathers. The feathers were placed on top of the feather pole and they also strung three different kinds of beads on a string and used tar to wrap it at the base of the pole.

The best dancer was selected to dance with the feather pole in a blessing ritual.

“The elders said that the sun returns,” she told Harrington. “The night of the fiesta the crier announces the sun’s return. While a man dances around the fire with the feathered pole, people throw chia and acorn meal into the fire.”

I can just imagine Maria Solares talking to John Harrington well into the long nights of winter about winter solstice and describing in full detail the various Chumash ceremonies associated with the celebrations of winter. And I can imagine our Chumash ancestors participating in the activities designed to honor all that winter represents.

As a modern Chumash wo-man, I plan to embrace Maria Solares’ beliefs on the winter
solstice and take note as I look back on the year of 2009. We accomplished a lot as a tribe and I would like to thank all who have contributed to, and participated in, the cultural activities of our tribe in the past year, including our tribal elders who hosted a luncheon in collaboration with the Culture Department last month.

I look forward to ushering in 2010 with the same vigor and excitement that Maria Solares did as she welcomed each new year.
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