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 ‘Hearing Maria Solares’ will fill two volumes

 Nakia Zavalla/Commentary Santa Ynez Valley News, February 2, 2012

In October, another member of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians and I sang a traditional funeral song meant to help a departed family member on their journey after this life.

It was a poignant moment for us for many reasons.

It may have been the first time that anyone sang this Chumash funeral song in more than 100 years. Bringing back to our tribe this and other songs, stories from our ancestors that were lost, and forgotten words in our native language are part of a project of our Elders Council.

The Elders Council, part of our tribal government, has a responsibility to protect and preserve the tribe's cultural resources. The council also works on maintaining the tribe's heritage, history and traditions.

One project involves the legacy of Maria Solares, one of our ancestors who is responsible for much of what we know today about our Samala language.

We are at work on a two-volume set, totaling 700 pages, that details what she left behind. The Elders Council led this project because its members knew the importance of translating our stories and wanted the tribe to know more of what Maria left for us.

For example, the volumes will include traditional stories, songs and place names. Two hundred "new" words have been revealed through research by Dr. Richard B. Applegate on the documents and recordings associated with Maria.

Every word rediscovered is precious. Our Samala language, like other American Indian languages, was subjected to campaigns to stamp it out.

Maria was born in 1842 and died in 1923. The story of how she came to leave such a wealth of material behind on the Chumash culture is remarkable in itself.

In the later part of her life, she collaborated with American linguist and ethnologist John P. Harrington. He was a specialist in California tribes, who compiled nearly 1 million pages of cultural notes on more than 100 American Indian tribes. There are more than 100,000 pages of notes just on the Chumash.

Maria's willingness to share her knowledge with Harrington is the main reason for much of what is known today about the Samala language. The Santa Ynez Chumash in 2007 published a comprehensive Samala-English Dictionary.

The dictionary's introduction by Dr. Applegate notes: "Sometimes it seems that Harrington took down every word Maria muttered."

It adds: "When her young granddaughter lost a tooth, Harrington wrote that Maria told the girl ‘inipsutap a p'elew - ‘Don't stick your tongue in (the hole).' Maria told her granddaughter to face away from the ocean, bend forward, toss the tooth between her legs toward the ocean, and make a wish to the ‘eleyewun - the swordfish - that a strong new tooth would grow in its place."

He supplemented his written documents with audio recordings, originally using wax cylinders. The cylinders include Maria singing traditional tribal songs.

Now, because of the new research, we have handwritten songs that match the wax-cylinder recordings of Maria singing. The wax cylinders themselves are hard to hear, and it's difficult to make out the pronunciations of the words.

In another column, I will go into more detail about what you will find in the two volumes, titled "Hearing Maria Solares."

For example, 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.

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

