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Chumash Indians

Built as the Carnegie Library in 1911, it became the Lompoc
Museum when the new library building was completed in 1968.

The Lompoc Museum

The Lompoec Museum houses one of the most
complete collections of Indian artifacts to be found
in the country. The collection is the result of years
of research, hunting, excavating, recovery and iden-
tification by Clarence “Pop” Ruth.

Clarence Ruth was principal of Lompoc Elemen-
tary school from 1926 to 1950. It was back in the
twenties that boys began bringing arrowheads to
him at school, reminding him of arrowhead finding
days as a boy in Ohio. Following leads from the
boys and reports of old-timers, he located six Chu-
mash Indian village sites in Lompoe valley. He also
poured over mission records and studied diaries of
Spanish explorers and clergy (Font, Cabrillo and
Crespi} searching for clues to help him find 55
village sites in northern Santa Barbara county.

Combining study and work, Ruth earned an AB and
MA in Archeology from U.S.C. during 14 college
summer sessions, His Masters Thesis describes Chu-
mash Indian life from the northern border of San
Luis Obispo county down the coast to below Malibu
Beach,

The six villages located in Lompoc valley were:

1. *“Del Tular”, named by the Spanish for the tules
in abundance in nearby Ocean Park area. The vil-
lage site was south of the tules on the mesa, and is
on South Vandenberg Air Force Base property.

2. “Lompoc” village, mentioned in La Purisima
mission records, was at the junction of a stream
and the Santa Ynez river. The site was on what
became farm land owned by Union Sugar Beet Com:-
pany, in the vicinity of Union Sugar Avenue. A
creek broke through the willows there, and supports
evidence that Lompoc means “where the water
breaks through’. Other characteristics of the site
have led to “Little lakes or lagoon,” *‘‘artesian

Thought to be an artist’s conception of the original La Purisima
mission, the Chumash village of Alsacupi appears at the right.
(Some sources show as alternate spellings: Alascupi and
Algascupi.)



alfalfa and carrizo grass, and used whale vertebrae
and bone in construction. These were essentially an
outdoor people, going in and out freely, sleeping in
beds separated with divisions like the snug cabins
of a ship. On the sand floor, where a circle of stones
marked the fire pit, the Chumash roasted seeds and
broiled fish. Smaller houses adjacent were used as
sheds for storing seeds, sardines, and dried fish
against the sometimes inclement winters.

Preeminent among the houses was the temescal
or sweat houses — the earth-covered semi-subter-
ranean houses into which the Indians descended on
a ladder of poles, built an enormous fire, and there
warmed themselves to a freely sweating stage.
Dripping wet, they emerged from this steaming bath
to run to the sea. Sweat sticks of bones, jawbones
of porpoises, for example, were used to scrape off
the salty perspiration,

The purification and therepeutic rite of heat and
cleansing is common to many people, often of rig-
orous climates (Finland’s sauna, for example) and
may serve indirectly a religious as well as social
function. To the practical minded Chumash another
desirable function: the heat and the sweat stick rid
the hunter’s body of odors which could betray him
to game. Women were not allowed in the temescal.

Indian cleanliness puzzled some observers, and
often shocked the good fathers of the missions, and
others. Wrote Longines Martinez: “This rite, which
seems truly repugnant to our way of life, they per-
form daily . . . (because of) their fondness for
soaping themselves at all hours.” The “soap” was
the bulb of the soap blant or amole and the erushed
blossoms of the ceanothus.

Foodstuffs of the Chumash had the sequential
variety and abundance of nature’s cupboard: fish
and shellfish, acorns, seeds, game.

Using virtually every bit of natural resources,
the Chumash learned—perhaps painfully—to avoid
poisonous plants and seasonally toxic seafood; they
used plants for food and medicine, for building and
baskets; the raw materials of beach and hills and
land was their department store. Tar was literally
the binding substance of their lives — asphaltum
sealed and mended bowls, eaulked canoes, and was
a chewing gum.

The sea dominated ; early Lompoc was hilly with
mounds of the bones of the sea: every kind of sea
mammal and fish and seabird. Game was hunted;
every Chumash hunter knew how to cut two eye-
holes in the hide of a deer and pull the deer’s head
over his own, and in this disguise stalked another
deer, His hunting weapons: bows and arrows,
slings, curved rabbit-hunting sticks. Lompoc’s

ground at one time was thick with arrowheads. The
Chumash had a willing and adaptable stomach; on
his menu: deer, elk, mountain sheep, small game,
even lizards, caterpillars, and occasional reptiles.
Only a reckless Chumash would risk his life against
the formidable and uncertain temper of the grizzly.

Acorn mush was a staple. In the fall, acorns
were gathered and put into wicker grainaries built
on stakes above the ground. The job of food process-
ing went to the woman. Working in community
groups, women pounded acorn kernels into meal,
either in stone mortars or in the rounded mortar-
holes of boulders. Long repeated washings leached
the acorn meal of the bitter tannic acid. Hardened
acorn cakes were a versatile food, appearing as
bread or cooked into thick soup.

Women gathered seeds (over a hundred figured
in the Chumash bill of fare)} with seedbeaters —
woven fan-shaped scoops with which seeds were beat
off into baskets carried under the arm.

Pine nuts, high protein mesquite beans, wild
cherries, yucea and cress, all were tasty wild foods;
the chia sage was both food and medicine.

Spending so much time outdoors in a generally
agreeable climate, th e Chumash contented them-
selves with simple clothing: skirts or aprons of
grass for the women; (the tip of each grassblade
weighted with the ubiquitous tar;) loin or breech-
cloths of deerskin or yucca fiber for the men. For
winter warmth, skin cloaks or blankets were worn.
Spanish Font noted disapprovingly the casual atti-
tude toward dress: “For adornment they are in the
habit of wearing around the waist a string or other
gewgaw which covers nothing . . . Some of them
have the cartilage of the nose pierced, and all have
the ears perforated with two large holes in which
they wear little canes like two horns as thick as the
little finger . . . in which they are accustomed to
carry powder made of their wild tobacco .. . ” He
added grudgingly that the Indians were “well form-
ed and of good body although not very corpulent”
and judged the women fairly good looking.

Men wore their hair tied up and skewered with
flint or bone, carrying a knife in this pony tail
Chumash ornamentation may at times have been
spectacular: body paint, bangles of the iridescent
abalone. Feathers appeared in elaborate skirts and
headresses for dances. On the feet, the most casual
of yucca footpads or sandals; only a trip to the rough
mountain country called for mocassins. Babies, un-
encumbered by any clothes whatever, were kept
clean with soft shredded bark or moss.

The artifacts of the Chumash, as index to their
mysterious and intriguing lives, reveal a number of



characteristics: a deliberateness and precision in
the making of coiled baskets of strong designs and
muted nature colors, stamina and patience in the
manufacture of bowls, a high aesthetic sense in the
creation of bead and shell necklaces. The subtle sea
tones of this early jewelry seem today astonishingly
contemporary. In contrast, the trade beads found
in village sites seem flamboyant.

Greatest of the Chumash achievements was his
plank canoe, or tomol. This relatively sophisticated
manufacture was unique as an aboriginal craft in
America. Dr. Harrington described the canoe:
“Made of rough hewn boards of native pine or cedar,
lashed together with string of red milkweed fiber,
caulked with tube, and coated with asphaltum”.
These long, narrow boats were capable of plying
rough waters and served well the Indians’ fishing
and exploring ventures. As an early type of wooden
boat it stands alone in Indian technology.

Eating, and hunting and preparing foods; these
are aspects of life learned from the visible evidences
of blackened middens, shell mounds, and tools. The
less tangible facets of Chumash life — religion,
games, ceremonies — are forgotten, or were never
properly recorded. Early explorers and pioneers had
a naive tendency to regard all resources, including
people, as inexhaustible an d permanent. Savages
were not worth photographing; the religion seemed
idle and inconsequential fables to the Fransiscan
Fathers.

Man of consequence was the Shaman — he who
could magically assume the shape of a bear (or
whatever his guardian spirit might be). Gifted with
the power of healing, the shaman was both feared
and respected, for he could kill as well as cure, if
his benevolence turned evil. He commanded a wary
faith (which might turn on him if he failed). More
prosaically, he employed tobacco, daneing, and sing-
ing in his therapy.

Doubtless nature played a large part in the Chu-
mash beliefs ; to a people who had much to be grate-
ful for, and some things to be feared in nature, the
sky and earth may have been peopled with deities.
It may be supposed that the Chumash believed in
spirits and some kind of an afterlife, to judge from
burial customs. Reasonable assumption: the Chu-
mash reverenced both nature and life, and probably
cared for their babies with the accepting tenderness
characteristic of many Indian tribes.

Social organization within the village was some-
what specialized; canoe captains enjoyed prestige
and skilled craftsmen were accorded status.

Marriage was monogamous, and the ceremony
simple; simply the man and wife said “You love me

and I love you”. Adultery was possibly a common
failing then as now, not always readily tolerated.
Villagers practised exogamy — that is, brides were
drawn from one village to go live with husbands in
another village. Thus, women aided the flow of
culture.

The first Lompocans were a musical people,
Father Crespi noted rather grumblingly, after initial
pleasure in one Chumash group’s harmony: “These
dances lasted all the afterncon and it cost us much
trouble to rid ourselves of the people . . . they re-
turned, playing on some pipes whose noise grated on
our ears ... ” The musical instruments were flutes
(wood or bone) whistles, rattles.

Games were strenuous. Typical: a game of
shinny, played with curved sticks and a hardwood
ball.

Most provocative relic of the Chumashan culture
that remains to tantalize and invite speculation: the
rock paintings. In their art, the Chumash convey
often a whimsicality or playfulness, sometimes a
more literal representation, and (to some eyes) the
seeking of the religious, or mystic. Campbell Grant,
formeost authority, has located and described many
of these paintings. The vivid colors and the dazzling
diversity of geometric and zoomorphic forms re-
flects an acuteness of vision both interior and ex-
ternal. Here perhaps we observe most closely the
questioning, inner-turned mind and spirit of the
Chumash, and his gifts of inventiveness and crea-
tion.

In somber, half-hidden caves, oak sheltered, bi-
zarre birds seem about to take flight; delicate and
imaginative men-figures and bears and reptiles
mingle. Faith or whimsey? It is impossible to say
for sure.

A catalog of the effects and the labors of the
Chumash suggest a people essentially pragmatic,
adaptable within the bounds of their natural world,
and possessing an advanced degree of mental, physi-
cal, and moral development. If their lives included
battles, fought according to ritual; arduous initia-
tions, a cruel susceptibility to beliefs centering on
childbirth (a living firstborn might prevent the birth
of other children) ; still, these were people of gentle-
ness and dignity.

Unluckily for them, they had also a benign cli-
mate and an attractive setting, directly in the path
of onrushing Western civilization.

Missionaries — crucial in settlement and coloni-
zation — played a major role in the virtual oblitera-
tion of the Chumash. The mission of La Purisima



Indian reservation in 1893. They moved to Lompoe
valley and their children attended Lynden school.
Juana married Frank Ochoa who was born at Los
Alamos about 1890. Frank worked at the Celite
mines which later became Johns- Manville. His
father spelled Ochoa 8a, (8 is Ocho in Spanish) but
the schools made Frank’s generation spell it Ochoa.
Juanita Ochoa was born in Lompoc where Frank
and Juana had a little house on West Cypress Ave.

Tragedy in the Ochoa family resulted in the
death of Juanita’s baby brother, and they lost their
home because of expenses related to the child’s ill-
ness. Juanita remembers when she was a six-year-
old child, the family walked from Lompoc to the
Santa Inez Indian reservation, carrying belongings
on their backs. There was a school at the reserva-
tion, but Juanita later attended the College grammer
school and was impressed with how nice it was with
desks, paper, pencils and all the books.

It was at the reservation that Juanita learned
the Indian traditions and became aware of religious
lore, regard for the dead, and Indian attitudes to-
ward arrowheads and household items owned by the

departed. Yuyu, the little old story teller passed on
the stories of the Chumash tribal customs and con-
trolled the community by what we might call fear
and superstition.

Juanita went to work for a family in Montecito
when she was 12 vears old. She then came to Lom-

poc and worked for the Eric Petersen family. In
Lompoc, the truant officer found her and she had to

go to school which was OK with her.

Juanita married Louis Centeno, a Torasco In-
dian, who came to Lompoc to work on the ranches
in the 1930°s. They had five boys and a girl, and
Juanita now has 17 grandchildren.

All her life, Juanita has been an industrious per-
son, and she is always busy doing something with
her hands. Her home is a craft house where she and
her two delightful granddaughters, Tina and Bar-
bara Centeno, ages 13 and 11, are busy retaining
Indian culture with an interesting variety of baskets,
belts, beads, and other handcraft.

In her busy life, Juanita has done home nursing,
care for the aged, worked at the mission, for the
Lompoc Record, the Museum, lectured at the schools,
and has been an amature archaeologist. When she
has had the land to raise her own produce, she has
termed that the “free life”.

Juanita Centeno searching for Chumash relics at an archelogi-
cal site on Vandenberg AFB.

Recently Juanita was called on to round up In-
dians for parts in the movie “Master Gunfighter”
filmed at La Purisima mission. She and her grand-

“Free life’’ on the farm.



and the gentle padres, in converting the Lompoc
Valley Indians and putting them to work in the
mission ultimately destroyed a culture. In a sense,
missionaries used the tools of psychological warfare.
The question of sincerity is irrelevant; total culture
shock vanquished the Chumash newly converted to
Christianity and set in their new tasks: agriculture,
basketry, wine and candle making, the daily drudg-
ery of the mission.

The Chumash—bewildered by multitudinous new
rules and an inexplicable philosophy — were unable
either to resist or adapt. Apathy, confusion, the
newly imposed poor diet; all made them ready vie-
tims of the white man’s diseases. Fertility weak-
ened, the women aborted; hungry and ill, the Chu-
mash were losing strength and numbers even before
the end of the mission movement.

“The ancients said that when an Indian died,
though the body was burnt, still the heart was not
consumed . . . it went to dwell among the stars,
and like them threw its light upon the earth ... ”

Fortunately for Lompoc, much of the Chumash
lifestyle is preserved and visible in the Lompoc Mu-
seum and its remarkable collection of artifacts
gathered by Clarence Ruth.

e Chumash Indian

Juanita (Ochoa) Centeno was born in Lompoc
in 1918, and is 14, Chumash Indian. There are those
who claim there are no pure-blood Chumash Indians
left, but in this country, 14 anything is pretty sig-
nificant. Her grandfather, Abraham Mendez, a
Yaqui Indian from Arizona, came here to be a shep-
herd on the Packard ranch on Burton Mesa. He also
worked on ranches on the Pt, Arguello peninsula.
He married Florencia, Comargo, and that’s where
the Chumash comes in. Florencia was born in Santa
Barbara of Chumash Indian parentage.

The Mendez’ had several children, and among
them was a daughter, Juana, born at the Santa Ynez

Clarence "Pop'" Ruth in dig near Casmalia.

Juanita (Ochoa) Centeno at age three,



daughters prize pictures of themselves with Billy
Jack, star of the film.

Her interest and support of improvement of In-
dian conditions has brought her a renown and a
great respect in the community and with Indians
throughout the country. Periodically she visits her
only living uncle, Mike Mendez, (1% Chumash) who
lives in San Juan de la Zorra, Mexico, where many
Chumash Indians were relocated from California.
Who is to say there are not a few pure blood Chu-
mash Indians still living there?

The Legend of Lompoc Valley

The editor The Lompoc People’s Journal wrote a
strange story in the first issue of his mewspaper,
April 25, 1890. He learned the details of the follow-
ing Indian Legend “from one of the residents down
the valley . . . ”.

By miraculous power there was born of the
Pacific ocean a son whose mission was to be the
settling of ancther planet and there to establish a
government and mode of life which was to be under
the guidance and control of the Great Spirit. This
son of Maniton whose conception and birth were to
be in the midst of the sea was to ascend to this planet
by a golden ladder reaching from earth to his future
home. When he appeared on earth and had con-
structed his ladder and was mounting its golden
rounds his attention was attracted by the passing of
a beautiful maiden clothed in fantastic raiment and
decked with costly jewels. Her name was Pride.
Forgetting to watch his steps as his wishful eye fol-
lowed Pride he lost his footing and fell to the earth
within the roaring sound of his mother ocean, whose
angry voice he could hear borne to him on the wind.
Having supplicated for and received strength he at
once started for an elevation where he could look
upon his mother’s face. He is supposed to have as-
cended the hills upon the south side of our valley.
When he was making his toilsome journey up the
hill side with his ladder his attention was attracted
by a mained in plain garb bearing a net and spear.
She was worn and weary from much toil and he of-
fered to assist her. Her name was Toil. When the
vouth had reached the point from which he could
look upon his mother’s face her anger was appeased
and she seemed well pleased that he had helped Toil
bear her burden of usefulness and directed him to

choose her for a companion. This he did and settled
in the vacinity of the spot where Lompoc now stands.

From these two sprung the tribe of Indians which
founded the Indian village wherein the Jesuits* be-
gan their missionary labers more than a century ago.

* The California Padres were Franciscans, not
Jesuits,

In addition to ‘‘Pop’ Ruth's Chumash Indian collection, the
Lompoc Museum houses a display of the passing of years since
the founding of Lompoc. The museum is open from 1 to 5 pm
Tuesday thru Friday and 1 to 4 pm Saturday and Sunday.
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