
 
Inquiry Set 3.2 - Learning about the Local California Indians/Native Californian 
Communities  

 
 

I. Inquiry Set Introduction 

Inquiry Set Title  Native Californian Communities  

Brief Description  This collection of sources shows students the ways that Native people lived, and continue to live, in various regions 
of California. It demonstrates the ways that indigenous peoples in California interacted with their environments 
(natural resources, geographic location, climate) and illustrates the ways that the various environments in California 
influenced the development and cultures of California Indian communities.  

Authors  Michelle M. Lorimer, CSU - San Bernardino 
Dante Barksdale, UCD graduate student 
Shelley Brooks, CHSSP 

Grade Levels  3 

Topics/Concepts  California Indian communities, first people in my community, First People, Native Americans in California, tribal 
homeland  

CA HSS 
Standards / 
Frameworks  

Continuity and Change 
 
3.2 Students describe the American Indian nations in their local region long ago and in the recent past. 
 

3.2.2 Discuss the ways in which physical geography, including climate, influenced how the local Indian 
nations adapted to their natural environment (e.g., how they obtained food, clothing, tools). 

Framework 
Excerpt 

Third-graders prepare for learning California history in the fourth grade and United States history in the fifth grade 
by thinking about continuity and change in their local community. In exploring their local community, students have 
an opportunity to make contact with times past and with the people whose activities have left their mark on the land. 
Students ask questions, read and analyze texts, including primary and secondary sources, engage in speaking and 
listening activities, and write a variety of texts. 
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In third grade, students build on their knowledge of geography, civics, historical thinking, chronology, and national 
identity. The emphasis is on understanding how some things change and others remain the same. To understand 
changes occurring today, students explore the ways in which their locality continues to evolve and how they can 
contribute to improvement of their community. 
 
Finally, teachers introduce students to the great legacy of local, regional, and national traditions that provide 
common memories and a shared sense of cultural and national identity. Students who have constructed a family 
history in grade two are now ready to think about constructing a history of the place where they live today. With 
sensitivity toward children from transient families, teachers may ask students to recall how the decision of their 
parents or grandparents to move to this place made an important difference in their families’ lives. Discovering who 
these people were, when they lived here, and how they used the land gives students a focus for grade three. 
Teachers should also work collaboratively with their colleagues who teach kindergarten and grades one and two to 
avoid repetition. The content themes they begin in kindergarten, such as understanding of and appreciation for 
American culture and government, geographic awareness, and (starting in grade one) economic reasoning, serve 
as a multi-grade strand that can allow an extended and relatively in-depth course of study. 
 
In Standard 3.2, students study the American Indians who lived or continue to live in their local region, how they 
used the resources of this region, and in what ways they modified the natural environment. It is most appropriate 
that American Indians who lived in the region be authentically presented, including their tribal identity; their social 
organization and customs; the location of their villages and the reasons for settlement; the structures they built and 
the relationship of these structures to the climate; the methods they used to get their food, clothing, tools, and 
utensils and whether they traded with others for any of these things; and their art and folklore. Local California 
Indian tribes and organizations are important sources of information for describing how indigenous cultures have 
persisted through time. Teachers may invite local California Indian representatives to share cultural information and 
help students understand Who were the first people in my community?....Working with maps of natural regions 
and Indian tribes, students can describe ways in which physical geography, including climate, affected the natural 
resources on which California Indian nations depended. Investigating the plants and animals used by local Indians, 
students explain how Indians adapted to their natural environment so that they could harvest, transport, and 
consume resources. 

Standards California English Language Development Standards for Grade 3 
  
Part I. Interacting in Meaningful Ways 
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B. Interpretive 
 

6. Reading closely literary and informational texts and viewing multimedia to determine how meaning is 
conveyed explicitly through language 

 
C. Productive 

 
10. Writing literary and informational texts to present, describe, and explain ideas and information, using 

appropriate technology 
 
Common Core State Reading Standards for Literacy in History/Social Studies, Grade 3 
 
Reading Standards for Informational Text 
Key Ideas and Details 

1. Refer to details and examples in a text when explaining what the text says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text. 

2. Determine the main idea of a text and explain how it is supported by key details; summarize the text. 

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas 

7. Interpret information presented visually, orally, or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs, diagrams, time lines, 
animations, or interactive elements on Web pages) and explain how the information contributes to an 
understanding of the text in which it appears. 

 
Writing Standards 

2. Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas and information clearly. 
a. Introduce a topic clearly and group related information in paragraphs and sections; include formatting (e.g., 

headings), illustrations, and multimedia when useful to aiding comprehension. 
b. Develop the topic with facts, definitions, concrete details, quotations, or other information and examples 

related to the topic. 
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c. Link ideas within categories of information using words and phrases (e.g., another, for example, also, 
because). 

d. Use precise language and domain-specific vocabulary to inform about or explain the topic. 
e. Provide a concluding statement or section related to the information or explanation presented. 

Investigative 
Question 

Who were the first people in my community? 
 

Historical 
Background 
 

The first inhabitants of California developed very diverse and complex cultures over thousands of years. According 
to anthropologists, human settlement in California began at least 10,000 years ago. However, most Native peoples’ 
creation stories trace their presence in California back to the beginning of time. Over the centuries, the total 
population of Native people in California grew to somewhere between 310,000 to more than 1 million people, 
according to some estimates (310,000 is the most widely accepted population figure, but many researchers argue 
that the population was probably larger). The diverse and abundant natural resources throughout the region 
supported Native Californian communities to develop the largest indigenous population north of modern-day 
Mexico.  

Native Californian communities developed in different ways, depending on the physical environment and natural 
resources that were available in their tribal homelands. Most Native people lived in small family-based village 
communities that ranged from 100 to 300 people, with local leadership. In most areas, each community functioned 
independently with its own leadership families, healers, ceremonies, songs, and language or dialect. Although each 
community was distinct, most groups had relationships with neighboring villages and often interacted, traded, 
intermarried, and/or competed for resources and land with them.  

Many villages within a region shared the same or very similar languages, cultures, and religions. Anthropologists 
have organized groups with similar languages and cultures into “culture areas” (Source 1). But a great deal of 
diversity also existed within relatively small regions. There were many different types of settlement patterns, ranging 
from small, dispersed villages in desert areas to more dense settlements in areas rich with natural resources. For 
example, larger villages developed along the Santa Barbara coast and in the lush San Joaquin Valley, where the 
land supported separate villages of nearly 1,000 people. Native people in California spoke over 80 different 
languages and more than 160 separate dialects.  
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The people known today as California Indians were generally not militaristic and enjoyed relative peace in 
comparison to other Native people in other regions of North America because many did not need to compete for 
land and resources. Most Native Californian communities created local gardens and were hunters and harvesters 
rather than rigid farmers. Native horticulture practices included pruning, weeding, thinning, burning, and planting 
seeds near villages to encourage additional growth of preferred plants.  

Acorns were an important part of many people’s diets. The mush and bread created from processing acorns 
provided valuable nutrition and calories. In contrast, the arid desert environment along the Colorado River where the 
Mojave (also spelled Mohave), Quechan, and Chemehuevi peoples lived necessitated the use of farming 
techniques and the development of militaristic cultures in a vast region where people competed for resources.  

The tribal homelands of Native communities did not conform to political boundaries that exist today. For example, 
Modoc people lived in villages in northern California and southern Oregon, Southern Paiute peoples lived in eastern 
California and western Nevada, and Kumeyaay villages spanned the US –Mexico border in the greater San Diego 
and Tijuana areas. Native Californians knew the boundaries of their tribal homelands and were expected to respect 
the boundaries of their neighbors. Conflict would arise between groups if people hunted or took food from land 
within another group’s boundaries without permission.  

Stories, songs, music, ceremony, and dances played important roles in Native people’s lives. Many songs and 
stories established the moral and ethical rules for people to follow to live in a good way. Native Californians 
developed expert basket-weaving skills. Today, many continue to keep alive the songs, traditions, and languages of 
their ancestors. 

This collection of sources shows the ways that indigenous people in California interacted with their environments 
(natural resources, geographic location, climate). To account for the extreme diversity of Native communities 
throughout California, even within relatively short distances, this set is divided into 11 regions, with a brief 
description of the region noted at the beginning of the Source Title.  

Although many of these images appear to represent pre-contact lifeways of Native people in California, almost any 
photograph with Native people as the subject means that they had been in contact with non-Native communities 
and had experienced some degree of change. Furthermore, many photographers, such as Edward S. Curtis, staged 
photographs of Native people in the late 1800s and early 1900s, after the establishment of the state of California. 
Viewers must examine these images with the understanding that each image includes non-Native aspects of life 
introduced to California Indians after the late 1700s. For example, many Native people in images in this set are 
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wearing clothing made from trade cloth — a non-Native material that reflects some of the basic changes brought by 
Euro-American contact. 

A graphic organizer, compare/contrast diagram, and sentence frame exercise help students understand differences 
and similarities between Native people in the different regions of California. The activities encourage students to 
consider what these sources reveal about the features of early indigenous communities. This set provides 
introductory information that students can build upon when they take local field trips or enjoy school visits from 
Native Californians who live in their community today.  

The Native communities represented in this set are not inclusive of all Native groups in California. Importantly, 
many tribes throughout California have created curricula that reflect the particular experiences and 
priorities of indigenous people in their own regions. Teachers are encouraged to search for credible tribal 
websites and other resources for local Native communities, especially if their local indigenous community 
is not represented in this set. 

Potential 
Sensitive Issues, 
Topics, and 
Information 
 

● Be as specific as possible when discussing local Native communities. Use the name that the local people 
use for themselves. For example, the Spanish named Ohlone peoples in the San Francisco Bay Area 
“Costanoan,” but many people today consider this to be an unacceptable term. Instead people use Ohlone 
for the larger group name, with more local names for specific communities, such as Amah Mutsun in 
reference to the people living around Santa Cruz.  

● California Indian is a generally acceptable term; however, some people prefer Native Californian, indigenous 
people, or first people. 

● Do not use role-playing activities in which students dress as, sing like, or otherwise imitate Native people.  
● The terms digger and Digger Indian are derogatory and demeaning terms used in reference to California 

Indians in general, and Paiutes more specifically. Some images from the late 1800s and early 1900s may 
include this terminology in the original caption to generally identify people as California Indians, but it is not 
acceptable to use today.  

Map  
 

See Source 1, Map of California Tribal Regions: 
https://www.calrecycle.ca.gov/eei/unitdocs/maps/tribregions.pdf 
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II. Source Sets 

#1  Secondary 
Source 

Map of California Tribal Regions 
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Title of Source California Tribal Regions  

Link to Record https://www.calrecycle.ca.gov/eei/unitdocs/maps/tribregions.pdf 

 

For the Student 
 

This map shows some of the diversity of Native languages and cultures in California. Many communities, some 
large and some small, existed within each major group that is labeled on this map. What do you notice about the 
environment and landscape in different areas of the map? Why do you think there are so many small areas in 
northwestern California and larger culture areas in southern California? What roles do you think the climate, 
environment, natural resources, and shape of the landscape played in people’s ability to interact with neighboring 
communities? 

For the Teacher 
 

This map provides a visual representation of Native Californian “culture areas” throughout the state. These areas 
outline regions where people shared similar language families and aspects of their culture. They do not represent 
homogeneous societies nor individual communities. Hundreds of separate communities existed within these areas. 
The borders were also porous — people moved, intermarried, and traded between communities and across 
regions. However, people in nearly all communities also knew the boundaries of their territories and the resources 
that they controlled.  

 
Consider beginning the class conversation by discussing the local native group(s) in your region. Students can put 
a marker (#1, #2, etc.) on the location of the tribe described in their general region. Determine whether the local 
environment was wooded (dark green), valley (light green), or desert (brown). Students can also see how close 
each tribe was to the coast, fresh water, and mountains as a way to understand some of the environmental 
influences that shaped the lives of California Indians. 
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#2 Primary 
Source 

Central Coast: Chumash tomol 
 

 

 
Title of Source Chumash tomol (plank canoe) built under the direction of Fernando Librado Kitsepawit 

for J. P. Harrington  

Holding Institution Black Gold Cooperative Library System  

Link to Record http://www.luna.blackgold.org/luna/servlet/detail/blackgold~3~3~225~1399 

 

For the Student 
 

The Coastal Chumash use tomols (canoes) to travel along the California coast and to the Channel Islands, as 
much as 60 miles away. Tomols are made with wooden planks cut from redwood trees; animal fibers and plant 
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materials are used to hold the planks together. For thousands of years, Chumash people’s seafaring skills enabled 
them to gather food by fishing and hunting in the Pacific Ocean. The Chumash also hunted land animals for food 
and harvested acorns, piñon nuts, and wild cherries. They developed specialties in making instruments, building 
canoes, weaving baskets, and making tools. The Chumash traded extensively with other indigenous communities.  

 
Why were canoes an important part of Chumash culture? How did the Chumash use the natural environment to 
their advantage?  

For the Teacher 
 

The Coastal Chumash reside in the greater Ventura, Santa Barbara, San Luis Obispo,  and northern Channel 
Islands areas. Chumash communities live on naturally rich land and also have abundant food from the ocean 
available to them. The Chumash population was one of the largest of any indigenous peoples in California before 
the arrival of Europeans. They lived in villages, with large thatched grass and reed houses grouped together. Some 
of the largest Chumash villages had more than 1,000 residents.  

 
Like many other coastal communities, the Chumash developed seafaring technology. Their canoes, called tomols, 
were made from redwood, tar, and animal sinew. Expert tomol builders constructed canoes up to 30 feet long that 
allowed them to sail into the Pacific Ocean for maritime hunting and to cross the channel via established trade 
routes. They relied on fishing; hunting sea animals such as abalones, mussels, oysters, and even swordfish; and 
the local environment for survival. They had a vast interconnected trade network between the coast, the northern 
Channel Islands, and the Santa Ynez mountains. The coastal Chumash traded their aquatic resources with Native 
communities from the interior. They also used the products of their catch, such as abalone shells, to make fish 
hooks, beads, and other utilitarian or cosmetic tools.  

 
The abundance and diversity of the region meant the Chumash did not need to develop agriculture or rely on one 
specific food year round. This 1912 image shows Fernando Librado (Kitsepawit), a 73-year-old Chumash man, 
building a tomol using traditional techniques. Kitsepawit was present when Juana Maria of the so-called Nicoleño 
Chumash tribe was brought ashore in 1853. Juana Maria was also known as Lone Woman of San Nicolas Island; 
her story was the inspiration for the novel Island of the Blue Dolphins.  
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#3 Primary 
Source 

Northwest Coast: Salmon Fishing—Hupa 

 
 
Title of Source Fish-weir across Trinity River--Hupa 

Holding Institution Library of Congress 

Link to Record https://www.loc.gov/item/90705519/ 

 

For the Student 
 

The Hupa created traps along the river to make catching salmon easier. Salmon was, and still is, an important part 
of the Hupa people’s culture and food cycle. What is the trap made from? What does this tell you about the local 
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environment in the northwestern part of California? What are some questions you have after looking at the image? 
Discuss these questions with your teacher.  

For the Teacher 
 

The Hupa (or Hoopa) live in northwestern California, an area that has long provided opportunities for acorn 
harvesting, elk hunting, and salmon fishing. They traditionally lived in plank houses made of cedar. The Hupa 
people have been fishing for salmon from time immemorial — it is an integral part of their culture. The Hupa would 
use weirs and spears (essentially traps, as seen in this photograph) to hunt the salmon of the Klamath and Trinity 
Rivers. They would combine the salmon with acorn products. This picture was taken in the early twentieth century 
and features a Hupa person constructing a fishing weir. Today, the Hupa use dip nets for fishing salmon instead of 
weirs. Currently, there are ongoing legal battles between the Hupa and state and federal governments over water 
rights and fishing rights in the Klamath River.  
 
Encourage students to visually scan the image and develop a series of questions they have about what they see. 
Ask students how they might be able to find the answers to these questions. Teachers may use this as an 
opportunity to talk with students about how to ask questions and find the answers through research.  
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#4 Primary 
Source 

Northwest Coast: Hupa female shaman 
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Title of Source Hupa female shaman 

Holding Institution Library of Congress 

Link to Record http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/90710556/ 

 

For the Student 
 

Hupa women learned basket making from their mothers and other female relatives. Over time some became expert 
basket weavers. They wove intricate designs with many different patterns, shapes, and sizes. People made large 
cone-shaped baskets to make it easier to carry heavy loads on their backs, bowl-shaped baskets for use in food 
preparation, and small baskets to wear as hats. Native people in California could weave baskets so tightly that the 
baskets would hold water. Although Europeans and Americans influenced Native people greatly, many Native 
Californian women today continue to teach new generations of indigenous children the art of basket weaving.  
 
What does this image tell us about the resources Hupa people had available in their local environment? What 
evidence can you find in this image of European or American influences on Hupa culture?  

For the Teacher 
 

Basket weaving has been a long-standing tradition in Hupa culture as well as in many other Native cultures in 
California. People used baskets to hold and store food, to transport water, and to wear as hats; later, Hupa people 
sold baskets to Euro-American collectors and traders as a part of the tourist trade that developed in the late 1800s 
and early 1900s. This image of a Hupa woman holding baskets is an example of the changes brought to Native 
societies after the arrival of newcomers (Europeans and Americans). She is wearing a basket hat and dentalia shell 
necklaces, and she is holding small baskets in her hands; however, she is also wearing clothing made of trade 
cloth. Ask students to visually scan the image and point out aspects of the image that reflect Hupa culture, and 
aspects that reflect changes brought to Native people after foreign contact.  

#5  Primary 
Source 

Sierra Nevadas: Native people in the Yosemite Valley and On the Merced 
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Title of Source On the Merced--Southern Miwok 

Holding Institution Library of Congress 

Link to Record http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/98502529/ 
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For the Student 
 

The region around the Merced River is home to the Southern Sierra Miwok, Northern Yokut, and Paiute peoples. 
The people who lived along the eastern Sierra and in the Yosemite Valley harvested acorns as an important source 
of food that could be stored year round. A variety of other plants and animals were available in the mountains, 
foothills, and plains that surrounded their land. They hunted deer, rabbits, prong-horned antelope, and elk, and 
some groups sent hunting parties after grizzly bears and black bears. The warm furs from some of these animals 
provided important clothing during the cold winters in the Yosemite Valley. These people also fished and caught 
many different types of birds for food. They lived in cone-shaped houses made from bark or tule grass and poles.  
 
This image was most likely staged by the photographer. What does this tell us about some of the ways that Native 
people fished? 

For the Teacher 
 

The region around the Merced River in the Yosemite area in north-central California is home to the Southern Sierra 
Miwok, Northern Valley Yokut, and Paiute peoples. Like many Native Californians, the people who lived along the 
Merced River used as much of an animal as possible. They also fished in the local rivers and trapped a variety of 
birds and waterfowl. Encourage students to examine this source, and the following image of Yosemite Valley, and 
consider how this type of environment would have shaped life for the people who lived in the area.  

#6 Primary 
Source 

Sierra Nevadas: View of Yosemite Valley and Bridal Veil Fall  
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Title of Source Yosemite Valley, Cal. Bridal Veil Fall, 940 feet high. 

Holding Institution California Historical Society 

Link to Record https://oac.cdlib.org/findaid/ark:/13030/c8nc66wm/?query=PC+037 

 

For the Student 
 

The Native people who lived in the Yosemite Valley named the area Ahwahnee and called themselves 
Ahwahnechee. What we now call Bridalveil Fall they called Pohono (the waterfall in the back right-hand side of the 
image). Look at the image of Yosemite Valley. How do you think this type of environment helped Native people 
thrive? What might be difficult about living in this area? 

For the Teacher 
 

The people who lived along the eastern Sierra and in the Yosemite Valley harvested acorns as their staple food 
source, but they also had a variety of other plants and animals available in the mountains, foothills, and plains that 
surrounded their land. They traded with other Miwok, Yokut, and Paiute people who lived in the mountains, valleys, 
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and foothills of the Sierra Nevada. They collected pine nuts throughout the year and stored harvested acorns and 
nuts in large granaries for use during winter months. 

#7 Secondary 
Source 
 

Northwestern California: Property Among the Nomlaki  
  
“The land does not [generally] belong to individuals…. This valley was staked off — each different division [kin 
group] got a different part of the valley for themselves. They had poles to mark the different persons’ territories…. 
Where there is a tree of small acorns, some family owns that tree. He [the family head] will lean a stick against the 
tree on the side towards which he lives. Thus, the people know what family owns it…. This person kind of owns the 
tree — like you would a fruit tree. In those days the families owned them. They own trees in the mountains, too. 
They maintained border lines, but if you are friendly with them they may give you a tree in time of need.” – Jeff 
Jones, Nomlacki 
 
Title of Source Property Among the Nomlaki 

Preferred Citation Excerpt from Margolin, Malcolm, ed. The Way We Lived: California Indian 
Reminisces, Stories, and Songs, Berkeley, CA: Heydey Books, 2017. Pp. 51. 

 

For the Student 
 

The Nomlaki knew their land well. They followed the same routes every year to collect acorns and other foods. 
Some people or families had individual rights to land and control over certain resources, such as trees. They could 
loan out use of these trees to others who were suffering from food shortages. What does this quote tell us about 
Nomlaki society and land use?  

For the Teacher 
 

The Nomlaki are from the Sacramento region, with two distinct groups known as the Hill Nomlaki (Glenn and 
Tehama counties) and River Nomlaki (Sacramento River Valley). They speak several distinct dialects between the 
different groups. Like many California Indian communities, they lived in independent communities of 25 – 200 
people with hereditary village leadership.  
 
Nomlaki societies valued wealth and power in general. They had various social statuses and also had a developed 
economy built around specialization, in particular, crafts and trade. A major trade route that extended north into 
Oregon and south to modern-day San Francisco ran through Nomlaki territory. This route provided them with even 
more opportunities to trade. A tribal homeland rich in food resources helped produce surpluses for Nomlaki 
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communities.  
 
The Nomlaki used weirs and spears to fish salmon from the Sacramento River and used large stretched nets to hunt 
deer and elk. Every summer they left their villages to collect acorns, greens, roots, and seasonal foods in the 
mountains where each village had pre-established summer homes. Each family had a house and assigned land and 
acorn trees at their riverside villages and mountain camps that they relied on for food. Collectively, around eight 
types of acorns were used by the Nomlaki, and their assigned trees could be loaned out to other families in times of 
need. This oral history discusses the community-based societies, land/property/resource divisions, and aid 
processes available among the Nomlaki. 

#8  Primary 
Source 

Southeastern California (Riverside County): Desert Cahuilla - Francisco Nombrie’s Ceremonial 
House 
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Title of Source Francisco Nombrie and his ceremonial house 

Origin Date 1925 

Holding Institution UC Berkeley, Phoebe A. Hearst Museum of Anthropology 

Link to Record https://oac.cdlib.org/ark:/13030/kt3w1003d9/?brand=oac4 

 

For the Student 
 

The Desert Cahuilla live in the southeastern desert, passes, and mountains of Southern California, around 
Riverside, Palm Springs, and the Coachella Valley. The climate is usually dry and water resources are generally 
limited. Cahuilla people typically lived in semipermanent brush homes with thatched roofs. Communities were small 
so that there was enough water for everyone’s needs. They ate foods that grew nearby, including mesquite, agave, 
yucca, and fruits of the cactus and palm trees. These plants also supplied them with goods to trade with other 
people. During acorn harvesting season, entire Cahuilla communities traveled to collect acorns that they would store 
for use over the rest of the year. Cahuilla women expertly weaved baskets using local grasses. Basket weaving is 
still an important part of Cahuilla material culture today.  
 
This image features a man named Francisco Nombrie in front of his ceremonial house. He was a holy man — either 
a pul, a medicine man of power, or a paha, keeper of the ceremonial house. What does this picture tell us about the 
building resources available to Desert Cahuilla people? What else does this picture tell us? 

For the Teacher 
 

The Cahuilla live in the deserts, mountains, foothills, and passes in southeast California in modern-day Riverside 
County and the Imperial Valley. While they once lived in low-density, small communities located near springs or 
wells with year-round water sources, they also had trails that connected them with neighboring villages. The 
Cahuilla people lived along a popular trade route and had contact with various communities that lived near the 
Colorado River, people in modern-day Los Angeles County, and the San Diego area. Although the environment was 
generally arid in Cahuilla territory, people still had many foods available to them, including mesquite, piñon nuts, 
screw beans, rabbit, and deer. They also knew how to use valuable resources on the land for healing, making tools, 
and building homes that were appropriate for the hot desert climate. 
 
 
 

California Historical Society 20 

https://oac.cdlib.org/ark:/13030/kt3w1003d9/?brand=oac4


Learning about the Local California Indians/Native Californian Communities   

#9  Primary 
Source 

Northwestern Coast: [Yuki] Indians at Ten Mile River  
 

 
 
Title of Source No. 1107. Digger Indians, at Ten Mile River - Mendocino Co 

Origin Date circa 1870-1873 

Holding Institution California Historical Society 

Link to Record https://oac.cdlib.org/findaid/ark:/13030/c8nc66wm/?query=PC+037 

 

For the Student 
 

Yuki territory follows the Mendocino coastline, and several rivers also crisscross their land. These saltwater and 
freshwater sources provided ample food for the people, including mussels, seals, sea lions, salmon, and trout. 
People also collected acorns and seed, and hunted for deer and elk. Coast Yuki lived in cone-shaped redwood bark 
houses in colder months and tended to live in brush houses in the summer. The Coast Yuki spoke a different 
language than the Yuki who lived inland, but they still traded and interacted with their many neighbors. What can 
this image tell us about Yuki life in the late 1800s? How do you think the environment influenced their way of life? 
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For the Teacher 
 

Coast Yuki villages spread approximately 50 miles along the Mendocino coast, and slightly inland, south to Ten Mile 
River. People lived along the coast in the summers and moved inland during the colder winter months. The eastern 
boundary of Coast Yuki territory bordered inland Yuki and Huchnom land. Coast Yuki communities traded fish, 
shellfish, shell beads, and other goods from the Pacific Ocean to inland groups in exchange for items such as 
acorns, seeds, obsidian, and tobacco. The Coast Yuki also had generally friendly relationships with neighboring 
Cahto, Pomo, and Sinkyone groups. While they usually had good relationships with their neighbors the Yuki, both 
Coast Yuki and inland Yuki communities also fought with their neighbors. The word Yuki actually comes from the 
Wintu word for enemy. 
 
Important note: The official caption to this image is “Digger Indians at Ten Mile River;” however, the term digger was 
a demeaning and often derogatory term used toward Native Californians. Avoid using the term digger with students. 

#10  Primary 
Source 

Northeastern California: Washoe Indians--The Chief's Family 
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Title of Source No. 604: Washoe Indians - The Chief's Family. 

Date 1866 

Holding Institution California Historical Society 

Link to Record https://oac.cdlib.org/findaid/ark:/13030/c8mg7w44/?query=PC+RM+Lawrence+Housewort
h+ 

 

For the Student 
 

The Washoe (also known as Washo) live in the greater Lake Tahoe region in northeastern California and western 
Nevada. They are divided into three major groups — the Eastern, Northern, and Southern Washoe. They lived in 
family-based village communities. They moved seasonally between the lake, mountains, valleys, and foothills, 
depending on the weather and availability of food and wild game. Washoe people harvested, fished, and hunted 
during the late spring, summer, and early fall when food was plentiful. They would store acorns and dried fish and 
meat to use in the winter when cold temperatures pushed them out of the mountains and reduced the food available 
in the surrounding environment. During the winter months, Washoe people would sing, tell stories, and do a variety 
of other activities, including basket weaving.  
 
What can this picture tell us about life for Washoe people? What does the image tell us about the ways Washoe 
people used the resources available to them in their everyday lives?  

For the Teacher 
 

Washoe people (also known as Washo) live in northeastern California and western Nevada, especially around the 
Lake Tahoe area. This region has a unique environment that includes the forests around Tahoe contrasted by the 
arid desert landscape of the Great Basin to the east. The Washoe are divided into eastern (Pau wa lu), northern 
(Wel mel ti), and southern ( Hung a lel ti) groups who each spoke distinct dialects of the Washoe language. The 
diversity of their environment provided Washoe communities with a variety of foods, medicines, and resources. 
They harvested acorns, piñon nuts, and many other seeds and vegetables. They also hunted rabbits, deer, bighorn 
sheep, and antelope. The people gathered together annually in the spring at Lake Tahoe (Da ow aga), where they 
socialized and harvested many fish.  
 
Washoe people moved throughout the year and established semipermanent homes and village sites in areas where 
food was ready to be harvested. Housing styles varied depending on the season and the -building resources 
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available near the village sites. Summer houses by the river were constructed with willow or other locally available 
material, and winter houses were conical and constructed with sturdy bark, similar to many other Northern California 
Native communities. Encourage students to consider the reasons why Native people moved seasonally and used 
different materials for their homes at different times of the year.  

#11  Primary 
Source 

11a.  Colorado River Area: Chemehuevis 
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11b. Excerpt from The Salt Song Trail: Bringing Creation Back Together 

 
Use clip: 5:30 to 13:54 
 
 
Title of Source 11a. Chemehuevis. Colorado Exploring Expedition. Indian Portraits, Plate III.  

11b. The Salt Song Trail 

Date 11a. 1861 
11b. 2005 

Holding Institution 11a. David Rumsey Map Collection 
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11b. The Cultural Conservancy, a non-profit indigenous rights organization and the Salt 
Song Trail Project of the Southern Paiute Nation, Vivienne Jake (Kaibab Paiute) and 
Matthew Leivas, Sr. (Chemeheuvi) are the Salt Song Project directors 

Link to Record 11a. 
https://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/detail/RUMSEY~8~1~218301~5504063:Che
mehuevis-?sort=Pub_List_No_InitialSort%2CPub_Date%2CPub_List_No%2CSeries_N
o&qvq=q:ives%20colorado;sort:Pub_List_No_InitialSort%2CPub_Date%2CPub_List_N
o%2CSeries_No;lc:RUMSEY~8~1&mi=24&trs=116 
 
11b. https://www.kcet.org/shows/artbound/salt-songs-to-break-your-heart 

 

For the Student 
 

The Chemehuevi are Southern Paiute people who live in the Mojave Desert in southeastern California, western 
Arizona, and southern Nevada. They traditionally moved between the deserts, mountains, and along the Colorado 
River. They lived in independent village communities and had strong family ties to the communities around them. 
Family support was important for people to survive and thrive in the dry desert environment. When possible, the 
Chemehuevi farmed for beans, corn, squash, and melon along the Mojave and Colorado rivers. They traveled to 
hunt deer, rabbit, and bighorn sheep in different areas. They also harvested mesquite, agave, yucca, and cactus.  
 
Why do you think travel was so important to Chemehuevi people? What does this image tell us about Chemehuevi 
life in the late 1800s? 

For the Teacher 
 

The Chemehuevi are Southern Paiute people who live in the Mojave Desert in southeastern California, southern 
Nevada, and western Arizona. They traditionally moved between the deserts, mountains, and along the Colorado 
River and inland into much of eastern San Bernardino County. With such a large territory with diverse landscapes, 
the Chemehuevi were divided into desert, northern, and southern groups. They lived in independent seminomadic 
communities and had strong family ties to the communities around them. They created villages around the sites of 
natural springs. Family support was important for people to survive and thrive in the dry desert environment.  
 
The Chemehuevi traded with many of their neighbors, including groups such as the Mojave, Cahuilla, Quechan, and 
Serrano. They also fought with their neighbors but did not value militarism as much as their neighbors to the south 
and east. To survive in the desert, the Chemehuevi and other groups in the Mojave Desert and Colorado River area 
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developed small-scale farming of beans, corn, squash, and melon along available rivers.  
 
Songs, dances, and stories remain important parts of Chemehuevi culture. Chemehuevi people still sing songs, 
including Salt Songs, that are sacred and that work to reinforce Chemehuevi connection with their tribal homeland. 
 
Note: Teachers may show clips from the video of Salt Songs: 
https://www.kcet.org/shows/artbound/salt-songs-to-break-your-heart 

#12   Primary 
Source 

Great Basin Area: Paiute Home with Baby in Cradleboard  
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Title of Source Piute Home # 5908 

Holding Institution California State Library 

Link to Record https://calisphere.org/item/3b81fdeca858418eeaea1df6788e431b/ 

 

For the Student 
 

Northern Paiute people live on the eastern side of the Sierra Nevada and in western Nevada, and their communities 
spread north into much of eastern Oregon. In California, Paiute people live throughout the Owens Valley, Bishop, 
and Big Pine. Eastern Mono and Shoshone people also live in the area. Because they lived on the arid (dry) side of 
the Sierra Nevada, Native communities in Bishop created irrigation ditches to bring water from melting snow in the 
mountains to the desert below. The water ditches spread across the land and fed the seeds and plants in the earth. 
The people relied on pine nuts as an important food source, and they traveled seasonally to harvest food and hunt 
animals. They built cone-shaped homes out of tule grass and other local resources. Like many Native Californian 
communities, the women made baskets and used cradleboards to carry their babies and keep them safe.  
 
What do you notice about the natural environment in this image? Why do you think it was important for people living 
in the Owens Valley and Bishop areas to use irrigation ditches? Consider the baby in the cradleboard. Why would 
people use a cradleboard for a baby? What are the benefits of  cradleboards?  

For the Teacher 
 

Northern Paiute, Eastern Mono, and Shoshone people live on the eastern side of the Sierra Nevada and in western 
Nevada, and the culture area of the Northern Paiute also spreads further north into eastern Oregon. In California, 
Paiute communities live in the Owens Valley, Bishop, and Big Pine as well as parts of northwestern California. The 
Paiute people in Bishop today call themselves the Nuumu, and the Shoshone people are the Newe. People 
traditionally identified closely with their local communities and villages, but they traded and interacted with the other 
communities around them as well. People spoke various dialects of the Paiute language in different communities. 
Water continues to be a very important resource for the Paiute people.  
 
Encourage students to visually scan the image and ask questions about the physical landscape and why water is so 
important to the Paiute.  

#13 Primary 
Source 

Central Valley: Waters on Tule River Reservation - Mariposa Man  
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Title of Source Quiet waters--Tule River Reservation [Yokuts] 

Holding Institution Library of Congress 

Link to Record http://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/ecur/item/2006676281/ 

 

For the Student 
 

Yokut is a general name for the many diverse Native communities that spread throughout much of the Central 
Valley. The fertile land in the San Joaquin Valley provided Yokut people with many resources that helped Yokut 
communities in general develop some of the largest communities in California, with many strong villages and lots of 
diversity. Yokut people in different areas spoke different language dialects and had their own names for themselves. 
The land provided people with a variety of animals to hunt and foods to harvest, as well as many rivers to catch fish. 
Many Yokut communities relied on salmon and acorns as important sources of food. In some areas, the land was so 
naturally rich that people created permanent homes made with local materials where they lived for most of the year.  
 
What can this picture tell us about the types of materials available to people in the region? What types of food do 
you think were important to people living in this area? Why? 

For the Teacher 
 

The name Yokut describes the overarching language family and general culture group of the people who live in the 
San Joaquin Valley. However, these people identify more with their local community and family organizations. 
Anthropologists have separated the Yokut into three major groupings: Southern Valley Yokuts, Northern Valley 
Yokuts, and Foothill Yokuts, with dozens of separate dialects and culture groups existing within these categories. 
Yokut people had, and continue to have, their own names for the people in their particular region.  
 
Most Yokut people had little contact with European and American foreigners until the mid- to late 1800s. Instead, 
Native people from coastal communities who fled the Spanish missions found their way to Yokut territory, where 
they became part of Yokut societies. Over time, many Yokut communities began to raid Spanish and Mexican 
settlements for horses to use, eat, and trade. Many Yokut communities were very strong and posed a significant 
threat to foreigners who tried to settle in the valley. 
 
Note: This image was taken in 1924 and was most likely staged by the photographer, Edward Curtis. Consider 
talking with students about the authenticity of staged images. What can we learn from them? Teachers may use this 
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as an opportunity to talk with students about learning how to consider the reliability of information. 

#14 Primary 
Source 

San Francisco Bay: Hunting in San Francisco Harbor  

 
 
Title of Source Bateau du port de San Francisco  
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Holding Institution California Historical Society 

Link to Record https://calisphere.org/item/ark:/13030/tf6p3008w7/ 

 

For the Student 
 

The Ohlone people live in the San Francisco Bay Area, east toward Pleasanton, and south toward Monterey and 
Carmel. Ohlone people have specific names for their local groups and identify with their village and family 
communities. The people in this region lived in many separate villages that had local social organizations, and they 
spoke languages different from groups in other regions. People knew their land and the boundaries of their territory. 
Many Ohlone communities used controlled burns to manage the land — to keep the land clear of brush and dead 
plants and to help seeds grow. Like many Native people in California, they also relied on acorns, deer, rabbits, and 
fish as major sources of food. Using ocean-going canoes, they fished and hunted marine life such as swordfish, 
shark, and ducks.  
 
This image shows Ohlone people (from an unspecified group) in a tule canoe, known as a balsa, in the San 
Francisco harbor in 1816. By this time, the Spanish had established several settlements in Ohlone territories. The 
person in the middle of the boat is wearing a blanket that was probably woven from wool at a mission. What does 
this image tell us about the important resources for Ohlone people who lived along the coast? What can it tell us 
about changes to Ohlone peoples’ lives after foreigners arrived? What changed and what remained the same? 

For the Teacher 
 

The term Ohlone describes a language family that includes many separate language branches and regional cultures 
in the San Francisco Bay Area and south along the coast toward Carmel. The people in this area identify with their 
local communities rather than the overarching Ohlone group name that anthropologists use to generally identify 
people from this region. Scholars have also used the term Costanoan to refer to Ohlone people, but this term is 
outdated. Instead of referring to Ohlone people in general, people prefer to be addressed by the names they have 
for themselves, such as Amah Mutsun in the Santa Cruz region and Rumsen (or Rumsien) in the Carmel area, 
among many others. 
 
In general, Ohlone people lived in domed-shaped houses made with tule grass and other locally available materials. 
They made canoes and used double-edged paddles to propel and steer the boats. 
 

California Historical Society 32 

https://calisphere.org/item/ark:/13030/tf6p3008w7/


Learning about the Local California Indians/Native Californian Communities   

Encourage students to think about the elements in the image that reflect changes brought to Ohlone territory from 
foreigners (the wool blanket from the Spanish missions, for example), and point out aspects of Ohlone life that 
remained the same (the canoe, baskets, and lack of clothing on the other people in the boat).  

#15  Primary 
Source 

Los Angeles Area: Gabrielino-Tongva children and house  

 
 
Title of Source Indian Huts, San Gabriel. #4438  

Holding Institution California State Library  
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Link to Record https://calisphere.org/item/e0b094218808c4a12f78d188c83dbee5/ 

 

For the Student 
 

The Gabrielino-Tongva (also known as the Gabrieleno) live in the greater Los Angeles area and west to the 
Channel Islands. They shared borders with many other Native communities who traded with the Gabrielino-Tongva. 
This trade provided Gabrielino-Tongva people with materials such as obsidian (used to make tools and arrowheads) 
and salt from desert communities in the east. Gabrielino-Tongva people lived in a very rich area and had many 
resources available to them, including acorns, piñon nuts, deer, rabbits, shellfish, sea mammals, and fish. Major 
land and sea trade routes ran through Gabrielino-Tongva territory. Many Native people used shell money as 
currency in the trade. Scholars think this trade extended very far — they have found shell money as far away as 
central Arizona.  
 
Gabrielino-Tongva people lived in thatched houses that were usually dome-shaped. Because the 
Gabrielino-Tongva lived in an open and naturally rich area, Europeans and Americans created many settlements in 
their territory beginning in the late 1700s. The home in this image appears to be different from traditional 
Gabrielino-Tongva houses. It is probably reflective of the influence of foreigners on Gabrielino-Tongva people. What 
does this picture tell us about life for Gabrielino-Tongva people in the late 1800s? What things changed and what 
stayed the same? 

For the Teacher 
 

The Gabrielino-Tongva (also known as the Gabrieleno) live in the greater Los Angeles area, north toward Santa 
Monica, southeast toward San Bernardino, and west in parts of Orange County and some of the Channel Islands. 
Gabrielino-Tongva people lived on Catalina Island and traveled as far as San Nicolas Island. However, the 
boundaries between people in this region were not solid. The Chumash, Serrano, Luiseño, Cahuilla, and 
Acjachemen shared borders and traded extensively with the Gabrielino-Tongva. Because of their proximity to the 
coast and the richness of Gabrielino-Tongva land, foreigners were quick to establish settlements within 
Gabrielino-Tongva territory. Europeans and Americans significantly influenced Native people in this area, especially 
after the late 1770s. In fact, the term Gabrielino is the word that the Spanish used to identify Native people who lived 
in the vicinity of Mission San Gabriel.  
 
Encourage students to examine the image for symbols of change and continuity in Gabrielino-Tongva society in the 
late 1800s.  

#16  Primary San Diego Area: Kumeyaay house at Campo 
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Source  

 
 
Title of Source Diegueño house at Campo 

Holding Institution Library of Congress 

Link to Record http://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/ecur/item/90705514/ 
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For the Student 
 

The Kumeyaay live in much of modern-day San Diego County, east to the Imperial Valley, and south to Ensenada, 
Mexico. The land in Kumeyaay territory includes many different environments, such as coastline, mountains, and 
deserts. Native people in this area lived in clan (family-based) villages and moved between the mountains and 
foothills seasonally for food. The people who lived along the coast did not move their villages as frequently. Most 
Kumeyaay people ate acorns, agave, mesquite, deer, birds, and fish as well as many other foods. The people knew 
the land well. They used controlled burns to clear the land, and they created ways to access groundwater supplies.  
 
The type of house that Kumeyaay people lived in, called an 'ewaa, varied based on the resources available in the 
local environment. This image features a woman in front of a thatched-brush house on the Campo Reservation in 
southeast San Diego County. What does this image tell us about the environment around Campo and the resources 
available to Kumeyaay people in the area? Why would it be important for people to manage water resources and 
use controlled burns in this region? 

For the Teacher 
 

The term Kumeyaay (named the Diegueño by the Spanish) refers to the Yuman-speaking people who live in much 
of San Diego County, western Imperial County, and northern Baja California to Ensenada, Mexico. The land in this 
area is diverse and contributed to the development of two major groups, which are the Ipai (Northern) and Tipai 
(Southern) Kumeyaay. The people did not self-identify as “Kumeyaay” before European-American settlement; 
rather, they identified as clans (family-based groups) in local areas. Kumeyaay people mostly traded with each other 
but also traded with people from Native communities who lived along the Colorado River. Members of Kumeyaay 
communities knew the boundaries of their territories and had a reputation for responding aggressively when others 
infringed on their land. For example, Kumeyaay people attacked the Spanish on several occasions after the Spanish 
created encampments and, later, a mission within Kumeyaay territory.  
 
This image was taken in the 1920s after Spanish and American influences had greatly impacted Kumeyaay 
communities. Encourage students to examine the image and consider the ways that Kumeyaay people adapted to 
their local environment. Also encourage students to consider the ways that foreign contact may have impacted 
Kumeyaay ways of life (for example, this woman is wearing clothing made from cloth and lived on a reservation).  
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III. English Language Development extension activity 

Directions: 
  

1. Examine each source with the students. Have them read the For the Student section for each source, including the citation. Teachers 
can supplement the student section with information from the For the Teacher portion of the source. 
 

2. Have students complete the graphic organizer in Student Handout 1. This can be done first with modeling from the teacher, then by 
having groups work collaboratively. Students can examine what the images reveal about the features of the community and record 
their thoughts in the Community/Settlement column. 
 

3. Student Handout 2 is the compare/contrast diagram. After completing the graphic organizer for the California Native Peoples, 
students select two tribes to compare. With guidance from the teacher, students will list the similarities and differences of each native 
group using the Venn diagram. 

4.  Using information from the completed table and compare/contrast diagram, students will complete the writing template (Student 
Handout 3 and ELD Support sentence frames Student Handout 4), to answer the question How did each region’s environment 
influence the Native Californians who lived there? 

 
***See handouts below.*** 
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