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The Santa Barbara Channel has seen many crossings in its time,  and today it will see one more. 

 At 2 a.m., descendents of the Chumash Indians who once used this channel for tribal trade up and down the coast, will depart from the Channel Islands Harbor in the ‘Elye’wun, which is Chumash for “swordfish,” a 26-foot long oceangoing canoe called a tomol, and will enter Santa Cruz Island’s Scorpion Bay around 11 a.m., depending on weather and ocean conditions. 

“Basically, we do it because our ancestors did it,” said Reggie Pagaling, event coordinator, participant in all seven trips, and Santa Ynez Chumash tribal member. “This is a traditional practice that goes back eons, and reestablishes our connection to the water.” 

There are 18-25 paddlers in Pagaling’s crew — four in the water at one time — and all have varying degrees of experience. 

Pagaling said he hopes Saturday’s conditions will be calm, because that would allow some of the younger members to gain ocean experience. 

“I’m in the process of passing on the knowledge,” said Pagaling. 

This journey marks the seventh crossing after a gap of more than 150 years. Up until 1834, tomols, which are the oldest sea-going vessels in North America, were built by a group of Chumash men known as the Brotherhood of the Tomol, and this practice was not revived until the 1970s with the construction of the Helek (Peregrine Falcon), which was built using historical and ethnographic accounts. 

‘Elye’wun was built in 1997, and made her maiden voyage to Santa Cruz Island on September 8, 2001. 

Since then, the channel crossing and other oceanic journeys have brought together Chumash people from all over the West coast, and have led to invitations from tribes as far north as Washington to participate in their voyages. 

“[These journeys] have reestablished the sharing of awareness with other tribes,” said Pagaling. “There’s a strong communal center, and it puts people in a place that’s very much healing.” 

Tom Lopez, who has been paddling since 2003 and who teaches the Chumash dialect, refers to the paddlers as a “brotherhood” despite the historic brotherhood’s disbanding. 

“We paddle for our people and for a cause,” said Lopez. “It takes us back to a time when our ancestors used the tomol all the time.” 

Traditionally, paddlers ride on their knees inside the tomals, which were once constructed from redwood trees that had drifted south on the ocean currents, and use small, roundish paddles attached to long poles. 

Paddlers train year round, but according to Pagaling and Lopez, tomol journeys are as much emotionally and spiritually demanding as they are physically demanding. 

“The water is a place of memories,” said Pagaling. “We end up carrying a lot of prayers.” 

Simply, it is “a journey of going home,” said one paddler called Steve. “It’s seeing the world through our ancestors’ eyes. We get to see and feel what they did.” 

Saturday’s journey is especially charged, as it coincides with the anniversary of the September 11, 2001 tragedy. 

“You have a whole sense of ‘let’s just make a connection,” said Pagaling, who has two nephews currently deployed in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

“Our prayers go out to everybody, not just our own people,” said Lopez. “We think of the soldiers, and of the big picture.”

