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PRESENT: Remembering Local Yuki Poet William 
Oandasan in Celebration of National Poetry Month 

Written by Michelle Peñaloza, picture 
courtesy of Cecilia Brainard 

April is National Poetry Month, so it felt 
like a great time to learn more about and 
honor a poetic legacy here in our own 
community: William Oandasan, an award-
winning poet of both Yuki and Filipino Ilocano 
heritage with deep roots in Round Valley. I 
had the privilege of talking with his sisters, 
Deb and Mona, to ask about their brother’s 
life, legacy and achievements.  

Born in 1947, William Oandasan was the 
eldest among his siblings, all of whom shared 
in the rich legacies of their Yuki and Filipino 
Ilocano heritage. The Oandasan siblings—Bill 
(as they called William), Bernardo, Deb, and 
Mona—grew up in Sebastopol. Their 
parents—father, William, immigrated from 
the Philippines in the 1930s and mother, 
Bernita, was Yuki and born and raised in 
Covelo—met at house party in the labor 
housing at a Fetzer vineyard. “Back then, 
there weren’t really dance clubs, so people 
had dances at their houses,” Deb explained. 
Their parents’ courtship and marriage speak 
to the racism that motivated the 
miscegenation laws in place at the time. 
Mona recalled, “At that time, there were a lot 
of single Filipino men that came to work, and 
they were not allowed to marry white women. 
So, you saw a lot of Native and Filipino 
couples.” Though the siblings grew up amid 
the multicultural agrarian community of 
Sebastopol, their family's connection to their 
Yuki heritage and to Round Valley was 
palpable, with their great-grandmother and 
grandmother always leading back to Covelo, 
where their ancestral lands resided and where 
the family went when they said they were 
"going home." 

Covelo held a special place in 
Oandasan's heart, serving as a source of 
inspiration for his poetry as well as a 
connection to his roots. He visited the 
elementary, middle, and high schools as a 
guest speaker, engaging with students and, 
as Deb said, “Trying to show them there are 
so many things you can be.”  He interviewed 
many elders to delve into the richness of Yuki 
language and culture and to put those stories 
onto paper. His dedication to discovering 
and honoring his roots wasn’t limited to his 
Yuki heritage; he was also the first of his 
siblings to journey to the Philippines. 

Oandasan's journey into poetry 
began in high school when he began 
writing. He later grappled with the 
challenges of getting published, leading 
him to establish A Press in 1976 to 
amplify marginalized voices, particularly 
those of Native writers, as well as his 
editing of A: A Journal of Contemporary 
Literature, one of the first literary 
magazines devoted to Native writers. His 
family played a crucial role in his literary 
pursuits, with Mona and Deb offering 
support as proofreaders and editors.  

Despite his many artistic achievements, 
including winning the 1985 American Book 
Award for his book Round Valley Songs 
(which can be found in our library!), Oandasan 
remained humble, embodying the values 
instilled in him by his upbringing. In addition 
to his literary pursuits, William Oandasan was 
a prolific teacher (he taught in more places 
than I could write down as Deb and Mona 
listed them off: UCLA, Chicago, New Mexico, 
Occidental College, New Orleans, to name 
only a few) and he was deeply engaged in 
activism, leaving an indelible mark on the 
movement for indigenous rights and 
education. He was involved in helping to 
establish the ANA (Administration for Native 
Americans) as well as initiatives such as the D-
Q University Indian School, founded in the 
wake of the occupation of Alcatraz Island (of 
which he was also a part) for Native students 
seeking to reclaim their cultural heritage and 
identity. He believed in the transformative 
power of education as a tool for social change 
and cultural revitalization.  

For the Oandasan family, William’s 
legacy is not solely one of literary acclaim and 
activism, but it is also suffused with personal 
anecdotes and memories, as shared by his 
sisters, Mona and Deb. With smiles, they both 
fondly recall their older brother’s love of 
blackberry jam—“He’d just eat it with a 
spoon, right out of the jar”—their parents’ 
pride in all his accomplishments and the 
places his teaching and poetry took him, his 
hard work and his many degrees—“We joked 
he was a professional student given all the 
schools he went to!”—and his humility—"He 
did so many things but he never came home 
and said, ‘Look at what I did!’ He never acted 
like he was better than you. He was pretty 
earthy. He was always willing to help.” 

His family remembers him as a loving 
and attentive father, a patient teacher, and a 
tireless advocate for his community. His 
passion for education and poetry was 
matched only by his commitment to social 
justice and cultural pride.  

When I interviewed Deb and Mona 
about their brother, I was moved by their love 
for him and their grief of his passing. I felt a 
warmth and an aching for my own family, 
looking at their faces and embracing them as 
we said good-bye.  A poet of Filipinx/a/o 
heritage living in Round Valley, I’ve felt 
kinship with William Oandasan since I learned 
of him and read his poems. I leave you, dear 
reader, with his words: first, from the 
biography he wrote for himself at the end of 
Round Valley Verses: “William Oandasan is a 
member of the Yuki tribe, which is one of six 
tribes constituting the confederation known 
as the Covelo Indian Community Council. 
Covelo is in the Coastal Mountain Ranges of 
Northwest California where Round Valley is 
situated. The Yuki have lived in the valley for 
at least 10,000 years. But Oandasan, like the 
majority of Native Americans in his 
generation, was not born and raised ‘on the 
reservation.’ Nevertheless, Oandasan's mind, 
as displayed by the poems in Round Valley 
Verses, has never been far from the spirit of 
his people.” And finally in four lines that are 
among some of his sister Deb’s favorites of 
his poetry, in the image below, also from 
Round Valley Verses: 

l-r: Vince Gotera, Virginia Cerenio, NVM Gonzalez, Cecilia 
Brainard, William Oandasan 



Do you have archives from the past, present news, and/or imaginings for the future of Round Valley? Tell us in person at The Round Valley 
Farmers’ Market, every Friday (where we will also have the latest issues of The Round Valley Reader!) Or email us at: coveloarts@gmail.com 
 

Future :  Happy Tails Dog Park Adds 
Summer Splash Zone Imagined by Jenn Procacci 

 
May 17th, 2027 
Happy Tails dog park, a collaboration between Covelo Creature Care Center and 
BONeS Pet Rescue, announced a new addition to the park for summertime - starting 
Tuesday, a doggie splash zone will be available during park hours. The splash zone 
features several sprinklers and kiddie pools for frolicking canines (and their owners!) 
who need to cool down during their romp at the park. 
 
Happy Tails is located on the grounds of the Rec center, along with Round Valley Skate 
Park and Covelo Chill. The dog park opened last year, and quickly became a popular 
social hub for the animal lovers of our remote mountain town. 
 
At first glance, one might question the need for a dog park in an area with so much 
natural space for dogs to exercise in. While many dog owners still enjoy hiking and 
swimming with their dogs at the river, they cite safety as one of the top reasons for 
bringing their dogs to the park to exercise. Many are hesitant to walk their dogs in a 
traditional fashion in town due to traffic, a lack of sidewalks, and aggressive stray dogs. 
 
Another appealing element in the social atmosphere the park provides. Social isolation 
is rampant in rural areas, especially among older adults. Studies have shown that 
loneliness is linked to an increase in depression, anxiety, heart disease, type 2 diabetes, 
stroke, and a shortened lifespan. It’s well known that the companionship of animals can 
increase one's well-being through increased exercise, a sense of purpose, and their 
unconditional love. These benefits expand even further when people and animals can 
socialize together in groups in a safe environment.  
 
The first Saturday morning of each month, BONeS volunteers bring dogs available for 
adoption to the park for a coffee meet and greet with potential adopters. Free coffee for 
the event is provided by Walnut Grove Cafe. So far, 24 dogs have been placed in their 
new furever homes in Round Valley through the BONeS Saturday adoption day since 
the park opened last year. 
 
The dog exercise areas are fully enclosed with a 6’ chain link fence, and are split into 
different areas for large dogs, small dogs, and puppy play groups. A water feature 
provides continuous clean drinking water in each area, and the ground is covered with 
several inches of wood chips to keep the area free of mud and dust. The park also 
features an agility course. Canine obedience classes run by Covelo Creature Care Center 
take place at the park; contact Covelo Creature Care Center for schedule and to enroll.  
 
Dogs must be current on rabies vaccines and spayed/neutered to enter the park. Please 
follow all posted rules. Happy Tails is open sunrise to sunset 7 days a week year-round. 

 

Attention reader – the following article is fictional and does 

not represent current or past happenings in Round Valley (but 

it could represent our future!) If you have dreams and ideas for the future of Round 
Valley, we’d love to write them! Email us at coveloarts@gmail.com, come chat with us at the Round 
Valley Farmers’ Market on Fridays, or drop off your ideas at The Round Valley Public Library! 

National Poetry 
Month 

Horoscopes 
Aries: Let your passion guide you. 
Your boldness will inspire others to 
embrace their creativity and speak 
their truth. 

Taurus: Indulge in the beauty of 
language, weave imagery with your 
words. Embrace your voice and 
share your gifts with the world. 

Gemini: Your mind is replete with 
ideas waiting to come to fruition. Let 
your curiosity lead you toward 
creativity. Experiment and don't be 
afraid of your imagination.  

Cancer: Your words have the power 
to heal and comfort, both yourself 
and others. Let your vulnerability be 
your strength as you express yourself. 

Leo: Bask in your creativity and 
command of the stage! Embrace 
your inner poet laureate and dazzle 
the world with your eloquence and 
flair. Your words are your legacy—
make them unforgettable. 

Virgo: Your attention to detail and 
precision makes you a master of the 
written word. Channel your 
analytical mind into with precision 
and profundity. Let your meticulous 
nature shine as testament to the 
beauty of order in a chaotic world. 

Libra: Explore the delicate dance 
between light and shadow, love and 
loss, beauty and pain. Your words 
have the power to bring equilibrium 
to the chaos of life; embrace your 
gifts.  

Scorpio: Your intensity makes you a 
force to be reckoned with—your 
words have the power to both haunt 
and heal. Embrace the shadows and 
let your words reflect the depths of 
your being. 

Sagittarius: Explore new horizons 
with your words. Let your 
imagination court and embrace the 
unknown.  Let your words be a map 
to the uncharted parts of your mind. 

Capricorn: Set lofty goals for your 
creative endeavors and pursue them 
with unwavering focus. Let your 
words be a testament to your 
resilience and don't be afraid to 
dream big. 

Aquarius: Let your unconventional 
wisdom spark revolutions and 
inspire change. Use your words to 
challenge the status quo and imagine 
a world where anything is possible.  

Pisces: Dive into the ocean of 
emotion and let your words ebb and 
flow like the tide. Your words have 
the power to really reach people, so 
let your creativity flow like water. FU
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This selection from the past was made by Michelle Peñaloza from the archives of Sandy Wake & Howard Wenz. We hope these reprintings of the past help our 
community reflect on where we have been so that we may dream where we want to go. Do you have any old copies of Covelo newspapers? We would love to borrow 
them for this section of The Round Valley Reader! Contact Jenn & Michelle at coveloarts@gmail.com or visit us every Friday at The Round Valley Farmers’ Market. 

mailto:coveloarts@gmail.com
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By Danez Smith 


