
Chumash 
 
Shell middens suggest that by 6000 B.C. people were settling in our bioregion in 
permanent communities, and that by 3000 B.C. the food sources were more diversified 
with distinctive cultures developing. What is meant by distinctive? Very local 
conditions and resources produce local expressions of life, for example since this region 
was covered in savanna oak woodland, an acorn-eating culture developed, one that is 
now referred to as Balanophagy and was typical of local Chumash tribes. Shells were 
also common and formed the bedrock of a successful bead trade.  
 
Based upon this the coastal peoples began developing a more complex culture. Each 
group showed special characteristics that were partly developed for the ecology on 
hand. Since the environment met human needs, tools were adapted to live both in and 
with that environment. Writers postulate that the bow and arrow made a local 
appearance in this time, and that acorn-grinding tools underwent advancement.  
 
A Protohistoric period (1542-1769) is identified as the period between the above and 
later contact with Europeans. Trade development and a rise in the power of religion 
and shamans marked the period, and various cultures were strongly located according 
to bioregions. Trade routes led across mountains and through deserts to connect these. 
Still visible in places, their passage marks historic interaction between watersheds.  
 
Various estimates exist as to the number of Chumash that lived in the bioregion as 
delineated for Hidden Corner. Ranging from 10,000 to 18,500 people, some writers 
suggest that the population may have declined substantially during the Protohistoric 
period when contact with crews of Spanish ships brought disease and death. But the 
Chumash appear to have been thriving in the late 18th century when Spaniards first 
began colonizing the California coast. However Chumash deaths began, by 1900 the 
population had plummeted to 200. Between 2,000 and 5,000 Chumash are alive today.  
 
Several related languages were spoken. Although there are few living native speakers, 
John Peabody Harrington produced well-documented field notes for a handful of 
dialects. Visit the Santa Barbara Museum of Natural History for an interpretive display 
related to this work. The first Chumash dictionary was published in the Samala dialect 
in April 2008. An abbreviated web version is linked via hiddencorner.us.  
 
Being hunter-gatherers, the Chumash were adept at fishing. Well-informed estimates 
place the annual Steelhead Trout run up the Santa Ynez River at about 25,000 fish as late 
as the 1940s. This was after construction of Gibraltar Dam but before Lake Cachuma 
came into existence with the building of Bradbury Dam. Runs during the early 
Chumash period were likely much larger, with Golden Beaver also well established in 
the river.  
 
The Chumash were one of the relatively few New World peoples to regularly navigate 
the ocean. For that reason known as an ocean people, settlements built plank canoes 
called tomols, which were used for trade and hunting. They were also known for their 
intricate basket weaving and bead manufacturing industry, all of which established the 
tribe as a strong hub for regional trade.  
 



Beads were made from Olivella Shells on the Channel Islands and used as a form of 
currency. Extensive bead production industry and competition for trade likely played 
an important role in the development of Chumash society.  
 
Tomol 
 
Since much of their livelihood was linked to the ocean, the tomol plank canoe became 
an important part of the culture. Within villages, the Brotherhood of the Tomol came 
together to construct the vessels. It was considered a great honor to belong to one of 
these groups, and in many ways the wellbeing of the people depended on seaworthy 
canoes. Older craftsmen passed down their skills to younger men, the work proceeding 
slowly, often taking months to complete a boat. 
 
A tomol is a plank canoe that has no internal frame. Redwood was the wood of choice, 
with supplies floating down the coast and washing up on beaches. (If you don’t believe 
that redwood trunks wash up on our beaches, consider for a moment the photo on 
hiddencorner.us of a large Redwood trunk recently spotted at Haskell’s Beach.) 
Redwood swells when it gets wet, but does not shrink when it dries. This quality results 
in a tight fit between planks. Local pine trees were also used.  
 
After splitting the logs and selecting only the straightest planks without knotholes, the 
craftsmen sanded the wood using sharkskin. They then fitted the planks together using 
tools of stone, bone, and shell. Called caulking, builders then closed the seams between 
planks using yop, a mixture of hard tar and pine pitch. This was melted and boiled in 
stone bowls over a fire. The builders then drilled holes in the planks using bone or stone 
hand drills and threaded cord through the holes to lash the planks together. Parts of the 
tule plant were forced between the seams as caulking and a final coat of yop made the 
hull watertight. Finishing touches to the hull included red paint and decorative shell 
designs.  
 
Thanks to the tomol, the people enjoyed a unique connection to their environment. To 
this day the tomol represents that connection, with tribal elders keeping the craft alive, 
building boats and taking part in an annual crossing to Santa Cruz Island.  
 
The first modern tomol was built and launched in 1976 as a combined effort between the 
Quabajai Chumash of The Coastal Band of the Chumash Nation and the Santa Barbara 
Museum of Natural History. The Brotherhood of the Tomol was revived and her crew 
paddled and circumnavigated the Channel Islands on a ten-day journey.  
 
A second tomol was launched in 1997, and in 2001 the first modern crossing was 
completed from the mainland to the islands. Several Chumash bands and descendants 
gathered on the island of Limuw, the Chumash name for Santa Cruz Island, to witness 
arrival of the tomol.  
 
Their journey was documented in a short film produced by the Ocean Channel for the 
Chumash Maritime Association, Channel Islands National Marine Sanctuary, and the 
Santa Barbara Maritime Museum. The Barbareno Chumash council now hosts annual 
crossings.  


