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Gathering weaves together history, tribal members
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[bookmark: _GoBack]California’s native people have a reputation for weaving some of the world’s finest baskets. But this traditional art form in some communities was almost lost, often due to efforts to stamp out the cultural ways of the state’s tribes.
Today, it’s a different story. From San Diego to Santa Ynez to Northern California, the artistry of tribal basketry has made a comeback.
About two weeks ago, residents of Santa Barbara County had the opportunity to witness the fruits of this revival firsthand. The California Indian Basketweavers Association had its annual three-day gathering at the Chumash Reservation.
Our tribe invited the public to come to the reservation to see baskets completed over the past year by native artisans from across the state and to watch baskets being crafted. Baskets and other tribal crafts were for sale in booths. Our tribal government provided a free shuttle bus service from Santa Ynez High School to assist with overflow parking.
The association in itself is a success story. It was founded 22 years ago when a small number of weavers met because they feared that California Indian basketry traditions and practices were nearing extinction. The association says several of those at the first gathering were the only remaining weavers from their tribal region.
The association now has 900 members studying and teaching native basketry skills. (Go towww.ciba.org on the Web to learn more about the association.)
As I mentioned in a previous column, I had the chance several years ago to attend a conference where California tribal members displayed their handiwork. Ever since, it’s been a goal of mine to help bring such an event to our Chumash Reservation and for our tribal elders to participate.
A group of Chumash elders had been weaving baskets in our traditional ways over the past many months. The process to make the baskets starts long before any weaving begins. We first collected juncus reed grasses in a way that respected Mother Nature and helped conserve this natural resource.
The completed Chumash baskets were on display at the gathering, along with dozens and dozens of baskets made by members of other tribes.
As Richard Gomez, tribal vice chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, noted in his welcoming remarks:
“We are both honored and humbled that you asked us to host this gathering on our ancestral land, where for more than 9,000 years some 350 generations of our people sustained themselves in this beautiful valley. We are blessed that we can build upon their efforts (and) that our economic development has allowed us to create a foundation that is able to support important cultural events such as this.”
This cultural event attracted native artisans from across California to the Santa Ynez Valley. But this is only the beginning for us. We have a trip planned to harvest juncus reeds, with permission, at Vandenberg Air Force Base to continue the art of making our tribe’s traditional baskets.
Museum collections from Santa Barbara to Washington, D.C., to Europe once were some of the main places you’d find Chumash baskets. Now, through the artistry of our elders, Chumash baskets are finding homes on our reservation once again.
 
Nakia Zavalla is the cultural director of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.
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