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50 years of dance, and celebration
December 29, 2014 * Commentary by Vincent Armenta
Santa Ynez Chumash tribal members dance and sing for joy and celebration, but the majestic tradition of dance presentations, known as pow wows, were not originally part of our tribe’s history.
That all changed in 1965 when our tribe collaborated with Many Trails Indian Club of Los Angeles to bring the dazzling Native American ritual of pow wows to our reservation for the first time.
The year of 2015 marks the 50th anniversary of our tribe’s involvement in hosting inter-tribal pow wows. That’s 50 years of providing a place for Native Americans from all over North America to gather and showcase their dances and culture. And it’s 50 years of honoring a tradition that has become synonymous with Native American heritage.
In the beginning, our tribe’s pow wows were organized as fund-raisers to bring running water to our reservation or to raise funds for education and tribal youth programs. The early pow wows were modest grassroots events held at what was once a campground and dance arena on our reservation.
To prepare for the pow wow fund-raisers back then, our tribal members raked the ground, ran electrical lines from the campground outlets and brought homemade food to sell in the booths. They constructed a ramada with willow from Zanja Cota Creek. Even in the early days, our pow wows attracted thousands of attendees.
Besides hosting traditional dance contests, many diverse activities have been featured through the years at our pow wows, including barbecues, volleyball tournaments, storytelling, hands-on craft activities, puppet shows, Native American art demonstrations and Chumash Indian games and races.
Eventually, we moved the pow wows from our reservation to Live Oak Campground off the Chumash Highway. For the past 20 years, our Santa Ynez Inter-Tribal Pow Wows have thrived in this location, and have grown significantly.
A visit to our current-day Inter-Tribal Pow Wows provides visitors with a wider array of dancers and more exhibit booths. In fact, more than 6,000 spectators currently attend our annual pow wow in the fall to watch hundreds of dancers from all across the United States and Canada perform traditional dances, such as Men’s Fancy Feather Dancer, Men’s Grass Dance, Women’s Fancy Shawl Dance and Women’s Jingle Dress Dance. Visitors also browse the many booths selling traditional native food and native arts and crafts.
Although our modern-day Chumash Inter-Tribal Pow Wows are a far cry from the modest Chumash pow wows of yesterday, the same spirit of respect and celebration for the tradition of pow wows continues.
In this 50th anniversary year of the Santa Ynez Chumash Pow Wows, we honor our parents and grandparents who started this tradition. They had the creativity and vision to bring pow wows to our reservation, initially for the practical purpose of fund-raising, but ultimately as a way to gather people together to honor a long-standing Native American custom.
We created a calendar to celebrate the 50th anniversary of our tribe’s involvement in pow wows. The calendar features beautiful portraits of contemporary Chumash children and adults in regalia along with vintage photos and news clippings from the earlier days of our gatherings. Each month represents a different Chumash dancer or pair of dancers, some who have been dancing for decades.
Visit the Tribal Hall on our reservation to purchase a commemorative calendar, and while you’re there, you can view a fascinating exhibit in our lobby that features vintage and contemporary photographs that span 50 years of Santa Ynez Chumash Pow Wows.
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