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Traditional words for modern times

Nakia Zavalla/Commentary Santa Ynez Valley News | Posted: Thursday, April 28, 2011 

As the culture director for the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, I am constantly searching for ways to incorporate the practices of our ancestors into our everyday modern life.

I feel that it’s not only important to honor our ancestors by modeling their behavior, but I also believe that taking the same steps as our ancestors helps keep our rich Chumash culture alive.

Through our Culture Department, we have developed programs that teach our children about our history as well as help our tribal members honor our ancestors. We strive to celebrate our culture and ensure that it lives on for future generations. We have resurrected our native language, incorporated traditional games into our summer camp for tribal children and held a variety of classes for tribal children and adults that honor the art and tradition of our people.

Earlier this month I was thrilled to be able to use our native language, Samala, in a wedding ceremony that blended traditional Chumash practices with modern times. It was a perfect opportunity for the Chumash groom to introduce his bride to his native history while demonstrating his appreciation and pride of his ancestry.

On a beautiful spring day, overlooking the rolling hills and surrounded by majestic oak trees at the elders’ park on our reservation, the groom’s brother and I officiated over the wedding in both English and Samala:

“samip, suyuwan a eneq’ a ihiy na suyuwan a ihiy a eneq’ sisalismonuswun. Ka syikas a nox alequel. Kitinus a sisapnusmuc’ ”

“For it has been said, when a man loves a woman, and a woman loves a man, they shall be joined together as one. A gift from our creator. This we call marriage.”

As I spoke the Samala words that would join these two together in marriage, I imagined our ancestors participating in similar traditional wedding ceremonies hundreds of years ago throughout the Santa Ynez Valley. Perhaps they expressed identical thoughts about the love between two people.

Weddings are always special because they mark the beginning of a new journey with someone you love. Weddings are also such joyous occasions because you are surrounded by family and friends who are there to witness the beginning of a new phase in your life.

The wedding I helped officiate last weekend was no exception. The bride and groom were beaming with love and joy and surrounded by their family and friends. Because he is Santa Ynez Chumash and the wedding was held on the reservation, it made it that much more touching and special. It was as if our ancestors were watching us from above and nodding their heads in approval that we continue to honor our Chumash traditions and speak our native language.

I was particularly pleased that we discovered yet another way to honor our heritage and incorporate a piece of our legacy into our modern lives. I believe that the more we can find ways to involve our heritage in our lives, the more we can stay in touch with our ancestors and learn from the legacy they have provided.

Nakia Zavalla is the culture director of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.

