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TOMOL TIMES TWO : For first time, Chumash channel paddle includes more than one boat 

NORA K. WALLACE, NEWS-PRESS STAFF WRITER 
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Replicating the path of their ancestors, a group of Chumash tribal members and descendants on Saturday will make their annual passage across the Santa Barbara Channel in a newly-built plank canoe. 
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It will be the eighth crossing from the mainland to Santa Cruz Island in the past 150 years, and the first time the paddlers will use two tomols on the journey. Tomols, which resemble plank canoes, were historically eight to 30 feet long and were made by native tribes using stone tools and redwood trees plucked from the ocean. 

"We're bringing history to life," said Reggie Pagaling, a tribal elder of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians and a tomol captain. "It's exciting. Who knows where this will lead. Hopefully it will continue to generate more interest in the crossing." 

The paddlers will begin their journey at 3 a.m. at Channel Islands Harbor in Oxnard. Retracing an ancient Chumash trading route, the trip to Scorpion Bay is 21 miles and can take up to 13 hours, depending on ocean currents, wind and fog. 

Two years ago, the crossing was cancelled altogether because of bad weather on the open ocean; and in other years, the paddlers have experienced rough waves. 

"You never know what the conditions will be like," Mr. Pagaling said. "When we begin the crossing we're doing it in the middle of the night. Those who paddle in dark waters consider it to be one of the most spiritual parts of the entire journey. We paddle in honor of our ancestors, our families and the community at large, both Chumash and non-Chumash." 

The landing site used by the paddlers was once the site of the largest Chumash Village on the island. The land is now part of Channel Islands National Park. Some 100 family members and friends are expected to be on the island, awaiting the arrival of the tomols. 

Historically, members of various Chumash tribes in California used the tomols to create a widespread trading network among their various villages. Descendents liken the routes to the modern shipping lanes. Until the crossing tradition was revived in recent years, the last Chumash tomols used for fishing were made around 1850. 

The trip will mark the maiden voyage for the newest Chumash tomol, a 30-foot-long craft named "Muptami of Kalawashaq," which means "Memories of Santa Ynez" in the Samala language. Also on the trip will be an older 24-foot-long tomol known as "'Elye'wun of Syxtun," which means "swordfish of Santa Barbara." 

The canoes will be captained by Mr. Pagaling, as well as Marcus Lopez Sr., Steve Villa, Marcus V.O. Lopez and Ray Ward. 

When building "Muptami," tribal members used a blueprint made from notes taken in the early part of the 1900s. A Chumash man named Fernando Librado, according to a Chumash spokesperson, made a tomol for anthropologist John P. Harrington, who extensively documented tribal life and language. Mr. Harrington took notes on the construction and they are still used when tomols are made. 

"The annual tomol crossing is not only a wonderful celebration of an important Chumash tradition, it is also a way to honor and keep our heritage alive," said Vincent Armenta, Chumash chairman. 

Last month, Mr. Pagaling indicated this might be his last tomol crossing for awhile. He's been involved in the paddles for years, and has worked on customizing the watercraft. 

"It's a lot of work, a lot of energy," he admitted. "Hopefully I will find someone from my tribe willing to take up the paddle." 

Chumash tribal members depart Channel Islands Harbor early in the morning for their 2010 paddle across the Santa Barbara Channel, also shown below. �
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It takes a lot of muscle to carry the tomol onto the beach after landing on Santa Cruz Island in 2010. �
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