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Editorial: In the Spirit of Thanksgiving
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November 22, 2012 6:06 AM
As we celebrate Thanksgiving, the county Board of Supervisors is declaring November 2012 as National Native American Heritage Month in honor of the social, economic and philanthropic contributions made by the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians. This is fitting because the chronicle of our nation and our tradition of giving thanks to God is intertwined with acts of charity bestowed upon our forefathers by Native Americans.
It was with great misfortune that the pilgrims arrived in the winter with inadequate supplies and virtually no ability to survive the brutal weather and dire food shortages. Half of them died. Fortunately, as they described it, an instrument of God was sent to them. In the spirit of Joseph of biblical fame, Squanto, an English-speaking Indian, taught them how to hunt, fish and farm. Less than one year after their arrival, the pilgrims called for a feast to thank God for his many blessings and to honor the Indian neighbors who taught them how to survive.
I find it ironic to note that Plymouth's Governor John Carver and Massasoit, chief of the Wampanoag tribe, signed a peace treaty that survived for 50 years, notwithstanding the fact that there was a difference of interpretation as to the terms of the agreement. The irony lies in the fact that the same type of misunderstanding or disagreement lies at the heart of certain conflicts which arise this day between the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians and the county Board of Supervisors.
When Gov. Carver signed the peace treaty, he signed it with the understanding that Chief Massasoit was submitting to the authority of King James, whereas Massasoit assumed he was signing as the coequal of King James. The issue here is the sovereignty of Native Americans. To this day, there is a failure on the part of local government and some neighbors to respect and value the sovereign status of federally recognized tribes.
The Chumash peoples have inhabited the Central Coast for thousands of years. Whereas, many bands of Chumash exist to this day, only one band was recognized by the federal government and granted a reservation. When the voters in California authorized the creation of compacts between the state of California and recognized tribes to create a gaming enterprise on the reservation, the tribe was able to emerge from the straits of poverty and lassitude and rise to prominence in the region. They have been giving back generously to the community ever since, with donations exceeding $16 million, including the recent life-saving infusion of $100,000 to the Westside Boys & Girls Club.
One of the goals of the tribe is to increase the size of its reservation so as to accommodate all the members who would like to live on the reservation. The problem is, the reservation land consists of a small ravine and there is not enough room for additional homes. The tribe would like to annex additional land that was once part of their village complex in the Santa Ynez Valley.
This year, as we give thanks to God for his many blessings, and we remember the kindness of the agents of God that made possible the first thanksgiving, let us be willing to more equitably share the land that has been shared with us.
Andy Caldwell is the executive director of COLAB and host of the Andy Caldwell Show, weekdays from 3-5 p.m., on AM 1290.
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