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Crossing the Channel Chumash Style
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On September 11th, for the seventh time in more than 150 years, descendants from various Chumash nations will cross the Santa Barbara Channel using a traditional mode of Chumash transportation – the tomol.

“The tomol is one of the oldest living examples of an ocean-going watercraft in North America,” said Vincent Armenta, Tribal Chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians. 

“The tomol crossing is significant because it places us on a journey that our ancestors took regularly so many years ago.”

Tomols, or plank canoes, were eight to 30 feet long and were made using stone tools and redwood trees which floated down the coast.

The highly maneuverable tomols were used to create an extensive trading network among various Chumash villages, with tomols following certain routes moving between points on the islands and the mainland, similar to modern shipping lanes.

The last Chumash tomols used for fishing were made around 1850.

Paddlers who participate in the tomol crossing range from young men to elders all with a common goal: to take the journey of their ancestors and experience the special bond that their ancestors experienced with the water. 

Following custom, the paddlers sit on their knees as they cut through the ocean, each stroke representing a strong connection with their past. 

Paddlers train for months with ocean outings to prepare them for their crossing.

“I tell the paddlers that the tomol crossing is not a journey of muscle but a journey of spirit,” said Reggie Pagaling, a Santa Ynez Chumash tribal member who has participated in all seven crossings. 

“Overall it is an invigorating experience that we are honored to share and celebrate with family and friends.”

Paddlers will embark on the 21-mile journey from the Channel Islands Harbor in Oxnard in the early morning hours. 

They anticipate arriving in Scorpion Bay on Santa Cruz Island some ten hours later – ocean conditions permitting. 

The landing site, Limuw, was once the largest Chumash Village on the island and is now part of the Channel Islands National Park.


