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Chumash language goes to the next stage
October 25, 2012  •  Richard Gomez / Commentary
[bookmark: _GoBack]Our people’s native language — known as Samala — has a rhythm and sound to it that warms our hearts every time we hear it spoken and sung. It was not that long ago that the idea of tribal members once again conversing in Samala was thought to be only a dream — as ours was a language said to be “lost” to history.
But that was far from the truth. Samala was and is not lost. Instead, it’s making a comeback through a multi-pronged cultural and educational program of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians. Today tribal members are speaking and singing in Samala, and we’ve only just begun.
The general public will get the opportunity to hear Samala in some scenes of an original play performed by tribal members at the Santa Barbara Museum of Natural History’s Fleischmann Auditorium on Sunday, Nov. 4. The two performances will be at 3 p.m. and 7 p.m. (Go towww.sbnature.org/tickets for more information on the performances.)
The play also includes traditional stories and songs rarely heard outside of the Santa Ynez Chumash tribe.
The play is titled “Maria” after Chumash ancestor Maria Solares, who was born in 1842. She’s responsible for much of what’s known about the Samala language because of her collaboration with American anthropologist John P. Harrington.
Their work laid the foundation for our tribal government’s revitalization of Samala, which also is the word that our ancestors originally used to describe themselves as a people.
Our government early in the last decade embarked on a goal to teach members of tribal families to speak Samala — and to make sure that the next generations had the support and tools to learn the language.
As part of this effort, the tribe five years ago published “The Samala-English Dictionary: A Guide to the Samala Language of the Ineseno Chumash People.” This year, the tribe published a two-volume set of traditional stories, songs and place names. It also includes words from our Samala language.
Bringing back the Samala language, though, has involved more than publishing a dictionary and other materials. It also has involved making Samala a part of the lives of our families.
To that end, we’ve developed language classes and an apprentice program.
Tribal members have been training in the immersion-based apprentice program for numerous years. Some now are set to graduate after devoting many hours in classes, and on their own time, learning their ancestral language. We will tell you more about the apprentices and their experiences in a future column.
Samala’s revival also includes the Samala Singers and Dancers. They are members of Chumash families who perform in their native language at cultural, educational and entertainment events in the community.
Samala is in the midst of a comeback that has become a model for other tribes in the country — with Chumash people ranging from schoolchildren to elders speaking words that hadn’t been uttered for generations. You, too, can learn more about Samala at www.chumashlanguage.com.

Richard Gomez is the tribal vice chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.
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