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Cultural Days successful again 
Nakia Zavalla Santa Ynez Valley News | Posted: Thursday, November 10, 2011  

We held our fifth annual Santa Ynez Cultural Days celebration on Oct. 15 and 16 and it was, once again, a spectacular success.

The biggest crowd attended on Saturday, when the day began with tribal elder Grace Pacheco providing the opening blessing followed by a ceremony honoring two of our elders, Rosa Pace and Helen Casanova.

Our Business Committee's Secretary-Treasurer, Kenneth Kahn, spoke on behalf of his grandmother, Rosa, and tribal descendant Gina Mosqueda-Lucas spoke on behalf of her grandmother, Helen.

It was heartwarming to hear both grandchildren speak about their grandmothers with such admiration and respect. Both women have contributed so much to our tribal community over the years and everyone in the crowd was pleased that these two powerful Chumash women were honored.

We were entertained by visiting singers and dancers from other tribes who were invited to travel from various parts of the state to participate in our event. The native dancers and singers in attendance included San Luis Chumash, Tuolumne Miwok dancers, Paiute war dancers and ribbon dancers, Yokut dancers and the Southern California Inter-Tribal Birdsingers.

Our handgame tournament, which started at dusk, was in full swing until 6 a.m.! It was exciting to see the skillful players and the competitive spirit generated by the tournament. In the end, it was not so much who won, but more about how the game brought together native people - children and adults - in a way that fostered true camaraderie.

On Sunday we had a singing contest as well as more native dancing. Although there were fewer attendees on the second day of our event, the enthusiasm was just as strong and tribal members and their families had an opportunity to continue to celebrate our richly textured culture.

As with so many other cultures, food plays a major role in our gatherings. Breaking bread metaphorically means having a meal together, but it was also literal in our case when we broke fry bread throughout the entire weekend.

When this celebration was first established five years ago, its primary goal was to bring together tribal members and their families to honor our Santa Ynez Chumash culture.

While that is still the goal, we have expanded over the years to include healthy competition with the handgame tournament and singing contest, honoring elders, inviting other tribes for cultural exchange and an open mic storytelling segment.

The event has attracted a bigger crowd every year with those who attended the first year returning with more friends and family each year. They return because they see this as an opportunity to not only socialize but also to learn - from each other and from visiting tribes.

It is particularly heartwarming to see our tribal children attend our Cultural Days and walk away from the event seeing first-hand that our culture is alive and thriving. They can see their grandparents, parents, aunts and uncles participating in the event and placing significant importance on being an active participant in our tribal community.

Just as she welcomed and blessed the attendees on the first day, Grace Pacheco performed a blessing at the close of two very successful days.

Nakia Zavalla is the Culture Director of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.

