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Honoring sacred Chumash places
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At the end of last year our tribe commemorated the winter solstice with a ceremony that included traditional songs, prayers and celebration.

Celebrations that usher in a new season are not new to our tribe. John Peabody Harrington, an American linguist, ethnologist and a specialist in California tribes, noted a conversation with Maria Solares, a Santa Ynez Chumash ancestor, about such events.

As I’ve mentioned in previous columns, Harrington gathered more than one million pages of notes on tribes and when the technology became available, he supplemented his written documents with audio recordings — first using wax cylinders, then aluminum discs. 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. She told Harrington that the elders said the sun returns and on the night of the fiesta, the crier announces the sun’s return.

While our winter solstice celebration was an elder’s luncheon held at our Tribal Hall, in the days of our ancestors, celebrations were often held at sacred sites, or shrines.

Sacred sites are places of significant spiritual value for Native American tribes, nations and bands. Compared to naturally formed churches, they are, according to noted Native American rights activist Suzan Harjo, “lands and waters where people go to pray.”

Within the several hundred villages throughout Chumash territory — which at one time encompassed some 7,000 square miles of pristine landscape — there were many places of special meaning, places of prayer, where offerings were left, where instruction was given to the young. These places today, which may appear as commonly seen vistas, held special meaning to our Chumash ancestors. They may look like springs, creeks, rock formations, mountain peaks, narrow canyons surrounded by cliffs, but to our ancestors they were imbued with power and a sacredness that continues on.

Only a small number of locations of Chumash shrines have been identified to date, and the specific locations of most of them remain confidential. Many named locations where shrines existed on mountain peaks, ridges and hilltops have been damaged or destroyed over the years by construction of roads, lookout towers, communication facilities, tracking stations and firebreaks.

Recently, an ethnographically documented Chumash shrine, napamu’, was identified south of Solvang. The name napamu’ means “ascending place” in Samala, the native language of our people. It was considered a ceremonial shrine (shawi’l) and dancing ground and is regarded as a traditional sacred place important in Chumash mythology.

Today we are given the responsibility of being guardians of these special places of our ancestors. We respect these sacred shrines and work diligently as a tribe to ensure that they remain untouched and safe so that they can continue to serve our ancestors in spirit.

Nakia Zavalla is the culture director of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.

