A SUMMER SOLSTICE SITTING SITE

In a remote cave in the City of Thousand Oaks is what appears to be a well used sitting place where a or sequence of more than one Chumash Indian shaman stayed to observe the summer solstice - an important event in the Chumash religious beliefs. The site consists of a roughly east-west oriented north-facing cave. At the west northwestern end of the cave, a seat-like rock platform extends from the back wall of the cave. The surface conditions suggest considerable wear and use. The rock exhibits a polish and a darkening that suggests penetration of a lot of body oil. From that spot a round hole exists in the western end of the cave.

The summer solstice occurs each year in the Northern Hemisphere on June 21 or 22 and marks the point on the earth’s orbit around the sun when the North Pole is point most directly at the sun. In the Northern Hemisphere, it is the longest daylight period of the year. In other words, the daylight lasts the greatest number of hours during the 24-hour day, and the period of darkness is shortest. On the summer solstice, the sun rises and sets farther north of due east and west than at any other date of the year. For the Chumash, the summer solstice had to be predicted by observations so that ceremonies could be performed.

From the sitting place in the cave, when visibility is its usual hazy self in late-June, the sun is observed sinking in the sky. Nothing else is observed until the sun begins to set behind the top of a pointed hill far to the west northwest. The existence of the pointed hill becomes apparent as if by magic. The pointed hill simply pops out of the haze. This phenomenon takes place on each of several evenings around the solstice date. Before and after these several dates the sun sets south of the pointed hill as observes from this remote cave. If this site was indeed an observation place to determine the approach and day of the summer solstice, a shaman would have started making observations many days before the actual solstice event. Each evening, a shaman would sit on that seat. As the solstice grew near, it was possible to predict that the event would occur in so many days. The call would go out for members of the antap cult to gather to perform the summer solstice ceremony at the appropriate time as determined by careful observation.

We do not follow these practices, as celebration of the summer solstice is not part of our own belief structure. The summer solstice is shown on some of our calendars as it marks the first day of summer and is always listed in the farmers’ almanac. It’s just not the same. The seat remains empty and our collective memories are silent.

To access the cave today requires scrambling through 50 or more yards of solid poison oak – so the site is well protected and infrequently visited.
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