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Past and present unite cultural preservation
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In our Chumash Reservation in the valley, we are hard at work on numerous cultural, educational and environmental initiatives that honor our ancestors by making sure our traditional practices and beliefs live on for generations and generations to come.
Our tribal government has placed a high importance on such programs.
In my work as cultural director for the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, I get the opportunity to meet with others in tribal communities elsewhere who are also working on ways to continue their traditions.
Every tribe is unique and has its own story. But we also share common bonds and challenges.
Last June, for example, the California Indian Basketweavers Association had its annual gathering on our reservation. The association was founded more than two decades ago when a small group of weavers met because they feared that California Indian basketry practices were nearing extinction. Several of those at the first gathering were the only remaining weavers from their region. Today, the association has 900 members studying and teaching basketry skills.
I earlier had the chance to attend a conference where California tribal basketweavers displayed their work. It became a goal of mine to help bring such an event to our reservation and for our tribal elders to participate.
We have joined with others throughout California to continue the art of making traditional baskets.
In previous columns, I have shared with you our many efforts to revive our tribal language, known as Samala. Our goal is to teach members of tribal families to speak Samala — and to see that the structure, support and tools exist so that the next generations can learn our language.
We published a Samala-English dictionary several years ago, and last year added to this by creating a two-volume set of traditional stories, songs, place names and more words. Bringing back the Samala language has involved developing language classes and initially a language apprentice program.
Our tribe worked for passage of AB 544 in 2009. This state law enables tribes to develop criteria for language fluency and other qualifications for awarding a special American Indian Languages Credential. We now have three credentialed teachers in Samala language. We are credentialed through the California Commission on Teacher Credentialing, or CCTC. We no longer have an apprentice program - but instead have a teacher program that's preparing members to become teachers to teach in community-based programs and local schools.
As demonstrated by the need for this law, the revival of our Samala language also can be put into the larger context of what happened to native languages in the United States in general.
Our language — as with other American Indian languages — was subjected to a campaign to stamp it out. Estimates indicate that more than 500 American Indian languages were once spoken north of Mexico.
California, in particular, was a land of diversity, with more than 100 native languages and hundreds of dialects. Native peoples had to endure efforts by the Spanish, Mexican and U.S. federal governments to extinguish these languages. The state government also worked to prohibit tribal members from speaking their languages.
A document authored by the state government's California Research Bureau, for example, has noted that an 1850 state law and its "amendments facilitated removing California Indians from their traditional lands, separating at least a generation of children and adults from their families, languages, and cultures ..."
Today, many tribes in our state are not only united by such a past, but also by our work to protect and preserve our cultures.
Nakia Zavalla is the cultural director for the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.
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