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Striving ahead in Indian Country
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Our tribe strives to honor our past, and build a better future for the next generations, throughout the year. But National American Indian Heritage month every November puts a special spotlight on this country’s native peoples.
One shouldn’t misconstrue the word “heritage” in the month’s title as meaning only something in the past. There are more than 500 federally recognized tribes in the United States, including us, the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians. For us, keeping the wisdom and traditions of tribal ancestors alive, while remembering the hardships they encountered, is part of the cultural life of our tribe. It is our obligation and privilege to make sure this lives on through our children and grandchildren.
Other federally recognized tribes in California and across the country are also hard at work every day to honor their past, present and future.
American Indian Heritage month began nationwide with a presidential proclamation in 1990 noting that the U.S. Constitution affirms the government-to-government relationship between the federal government and Indian tribes. “Today we reaffirm our support for increased Indian control over tribal government affairs,” the proclamation goes on to say. “And we look forward to still greater economic independence and self-sufficiency for Native Americans.”
Our tribal government departments and business enterprises have made great strides in the past two decades since the first President Bush signed that proclamation. We have also made an emphasis on giving back to the community.
I wanted to share with you a recent recognition from the American Indian Chamber of Commerce of California. The chamber is a statewide organization that provides opportunities for networking and support of tribal business people.
The chamber also provides educational opportunities. For example, some of our Chumash teen-agers this summer participated in its youth expo where they furthered their goals of being social entrepreneurs, learning how to give back to others while operating their own business ventures.
Last week, Richard Gomez, the vice chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, received the American Indian Tribal Leader Warrior Award from the chamber at a ceremony in Anaheim.
The Warrior Award is the chamber’s highest honor it bestows on a tribal leader who has “worked in a good way to better his or her community, Indian Country and the economic self-sufficiency of Indian Country,” according to the chamber president Tracy Stanhoff.
This is the 14th year the chamber has awarded the honor. To receive it, the honoree first must be nominated by the American Indian Chamber Tribal Leader Advisory Council. Next, the chamber board must ratify the selection. Richard was a unanimous selection.
Past recipients include tribal leaders Andrew Masiel of the Pechanga Band of Luiseno Indians, Lynn Valbuena of the San Manuel Band of Mission Indians, and the late Richard Milanovich of the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians.
Those who selected him singled out his work on furthering Chumash cultural and educational programs. We know, as a tribe, that honoring our heritage and ancestors is the way to a brighter future.
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