
       THE WINNEMEM WINTU: A HISTORY OF INJUSTICE

Who are the Winnemen Wintu?

The Winnemem Wintu Tribe is indigenous 
to California with a well documented history 
and prehistory of life on the flanks of Mount 
Shasta down through the McCloud River  
watershed. Originally there were nine bands 
of Wintu, which means “people.” Today, 
three are left: the Winnemem (middle-water), 
the Nor-El Muk Nation and the Wintu Tribe 
of Northern California (aka Toyon-Wintu 
Tribe), each with its own story and lifeways. 
There were over 14,000 Winnemem before 
contact. Today, the remaining 125 traditional Winnemem continue their cultural lifeway and religious  
practices. They specifically reject Indian gaming as inconsistent with their traditional beliefs and culture.

The Winnemem’s spiritual leader and doctor guides their practice of traditional ways of wellness, through 
herbal medicines, ceremony, prayers and songs. Critical to the practice of Winnemem religion is the care  
of many sacred places on what has always been tribal land near and on Mount Shasta. As people deeply 
connected to nature, the land and water are the foundation of their religion and their place of worship. The 
tribe is responsible for the care of the mountain, water and its sacred places, a task accomplished through 
ceremonies, prayers, songs and dances. 

In return, the mountains and sacred places take care of the people by sending healing spirits, pure water, 
herbs and medicines. Winnemem trails once formed a spider web on Mount Shasta and through many other 
sacred places, but today they have been decimated by clearcut logging, strip mining, closure as “private 
property,” recreation and tourism, and other damaging land uses. Nevertheless, Winnemem spiritual elders 
continue to teach the history and spiritual significance of these places. They know the stories and use of 
each of the sacred sites still dotting the mountainside as well as the uses of the herbs and plants found at 
each site, the spirits who inhabit each place and how to communicate with those spiritual beings: the rocks 
and springs and trees. The Winnemem believe that if they can no longer perform their religious jobs, the 
world will be thrown out of balance.

A Brief History

In the 1851 Treaty at Cottonwood Creek, the Winnemem (represented by the signature of Numterareman), 
along with other Wintu bands, ceded a vast territory from Sacramento to near the Oregon border to the 
United States in exchange for a 25-square-mile reservation along the Sacramento River. The California 
legislature lobbied against the treaty to the U.S. Senate which, in turn, pressured President Millard Fillmore 
to refuse ratification of any of the 18 treaties signed “in peace and friendship.” As a consequence, the 
Winnemem never got their reservation and started losing their traditional lands to encroaching settlement 
and the designation of the Shasta National Forest in 1906. In 1944, the U.S. Court of Claims awarded  
$17 million to California Indians as a settlement for losses from Congress’s failure to ratify the 18 treaties 
including the Cottonwood Treaty. The Winnemem opposed the settlement as insufficient and refused to  
accept payment.

Starting in 1893, as non-reservation Indians, some Winnemem received land allotments along the McCloud 
River. Some still live on them. Then, in 1914, the U.S. government took steps to purchase land for them, 



but the owner refused. He was speculating, correctly, that construction of a new dam would increase the 
value of his land.

The Effect of Shasta Dam
In 1937, the Bureau of Reclamation took 4,800 acres of allotted Winnemem land and hundreds of  
thousands of acres of communal tribal land to flood behind Shasta Dam. The people received nothing for 
their land. To the contrary, over the next 8 years, Winnemem were removed from their McCloud River homes. 
Ninety percent of their homelands — houses, allotments and sacred sites — were flooded by the growing 
reservoir. The 1941 Central Valley Project Indian Lands Acquisition Act ordered that people disturbed by  
the construction of Shasta Dam be granted like land and funds to repair lost infrastructure. Nevertheless,  
no land was granted to individual members and no reservation was created for the tribe in compensation  
for the flooded lands. 

The act also called for the cemetery to be relocated and held in trust for the tribe. The cemetery was  
relocated near the dam and Winnemem ancestors were reburied there. It continues to be an active cemetery 
for the Winnemem, but it was never put in their name as required by law. Today the cemetery is named for a 
non-existent tribe, the “Shasta Reservoir Indians” and the Winnemem must get permission to use it.
 

A Tribe Conveniently Unrecognized
The story of the Winnemem goes from one of broken laws and promises to the incomprehensible. Starting  
in 1960, tribe members received federal tribal health, education and housing benefits. In 1985, for no  
apparent reason, their health benefits were cut off. Similarly, higher education grants were denied to the  
very families who had received them through the 1970s. Suddenly and without explanation, the Winnemem 
disappeared from the Bureau of Indian Affairs list of “federally recognized” tribes. Health services were  
temporarily restored in 1993 but have since diminished, forcing the Winnemem to travel to Sacramento  
for basic health care.

The Winnemem continue to work for federal recognition, the restoration of their tribal status, and compensa-
tion for their lost lands in the form of reservation lands. The Native American Rights Fund first supported  
the Winnemem’s efforts to achieve federal recognition in 1988. They have been joined by the Inter-Tribal 
Council of California and the National Congress of American Indians. In 2004, former Senator Ben  
Nighthorse Campbell introduced the “Winnemem Wintu Tribe Clarification and Restoration Act.” The bill 
would have restored the Winnemem Wintu’s status as a federally acknowledged tribe and required that the 
42.5 acres of land they currently reside on would be taken into trust by the federal government and deemed 
the reservation of the Winnemem Wintu Tribe. The bill included a provision stating that, “The Tribe shall  
not have the right to conduct gaming...” The tribe requested the inclusion of this provision because gaming  
is inconsistent with their traditional beliefs. They are also pursuing a joint resolution of the California  
Legislature (AJR 39) urging the federal government to restore their recognized status. 

The fact that the Winnemem remain “unrecognized” makes it easier for the federal government to ignore  
the laws that require consultation when government action could affect Native American sacred sites or  
have environmental impacts on their ancestral lands. Unrecognized, the Winnemem  
are currently shut out of the process and have limited or no impact on decisions  
that affect their health and way of life. Winnemem Wintu Tribe
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