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Maria Solares’ journey reveals much about her life

 By Nakia Zavalla, Commentary Santa Ynez Valley News

 Thursday, February 16, 2012 12:00 am    

One of the many connections that unite members of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians is our love of the land. Our tribe’s cultural and spiritual ties to the valley and the greater region date from time immemorial.

We were raised hearing stories told by our parents and grandparents about those who came before us and about places where our ancestors lived, worked and traveled for countless generations.

One project of our tribal government involves documenting the wealth of historical material left behind by Maria Solares, a tribal member born in 1842. She’s responsible for much of what we know today about our Samala language.

As I noted in my last column, we are at work on a two-volume set titled “Hearing Maria Solares.” It is a project of the Elders Council, a division of our tribal government that has a responsibility to protect and preserve the tribe’s cultural resources. The volumes will be more than 700 pages and include traditional stories, songs and place names.

Maria collaborated with linguist and ethnologist John P. Harrington, who took detailed notes of their conversations. Harrington supplemented these documents with audio recordings. 

To give you a flavor of what’s in the two volumes, and how our ancestors traversed the land, here are some passages involving Maria’s trip from the valley to Tejon. The trip reveals what the landscape looked like then and indicates tribal names for places.

Maria and her companions left at 3 p.m. with five horses, including two packhorses. The first night they slept by a marsh above Los Olivos. 

They got up when it was dark and passed by Zaca Lake. There, the travelers witnessed the abundance of wildlife, including three bears in the water. “They were looking at us riding by from where they were in the water,” the text says. “The old trail passed around the east shore of the lake. The bears were bathing on the east shore and on the west shore we saw three more bears going up the steep mountainside.”

It adds: “Soon we reached the canyon down which water came from the east. The road goes up that to El Manzano. We drank water at the spring ... We saw another bear bathing there, with two little bears.”

“From here we entered a rocky gulch,” the text continues. “That is Heqep. There used to be a ranchería there. Then we entered a long canyon. We went up like the road of Alisal — it seemed like it didn’t rise, but it went up, up, until we got there. They called this canyon ... the jumping across place of the antelope.”

The party later entered a long canyon that led them to shrines made of feathers and two kinds of beads. 

They arrived in Cuyama. “It was a big plain, with big springs — many at frequent intervals. This was Kuyam. Just a plain, there were no oaks, no trees, nothing. Further on in this same plain is Nuhu’m. There was a spring there also. Beyond there, there were many little hills with water below them — many little hills for quite a distance. After these hills we arrived at another plain. This is Taslipun — San Emigdio. There was lots of water in the creek there. The horses drank there.”

The text adds: “We went on in haste; we did not stop to sleep until we reached Kastiq — Castaic — Cañada de las Uvas — Canyon of the Grapes, called in Tejoneño Lapnaw. There we slept; we were very tired.”

They must have been very tired, indeed. This was the second night out for Maria and her companions, on a journey that provides a vivid picture of what part of their lives was like.

In other sections of the volumes, Maria talks about her parents and their travels north to gather native plants, seeds and flowers. She also talks about them visiting family and friends from neighboring tribes.

We will share more from “Hearing Maria Solares” in future columns.
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