
       Frequently Asked Questions about the Winnemem Wintu 

Q. Who are the Winnemen Wintu?
A. The Winnemem Wintu Tribe is  
indigenous to northern California with a  
well documented history and prehistory  
of life on the flanks of Mount Shasta.  
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 the Toyon-Wintu 
Tribe), each with its own story and  
lifeways. There were 14,000 Winnemem 
before contact. Today, the remaining 125 
Winnemem continue their traditional customs and religious practices and work hard to maintain their  
culture. They specifically reject Indian gaming as inconsistent with their traditional beliefs and culture.

Q. Why don’t the Winnemem Wintu live on a reservation?
A. In the 1851 Treaty at Cottonwood Creek, the Winnemem, along with other Wintu bands, ceded a vast 
territory from Sacramento to near the Oregon border to the United States in exchange for the promise of a 
25-square-mile reservation along the Sacramento River. However the Senate never ratified the treaty and 
the Winnemem never got their reservation. Starting in 1893, as non-reservation Indians, some Winnemem 
received land allotments along the McCloud River, which some still live on. 

4,800 acres of these allotments were taken without compensation after construction of Shasta Dam. Ninety 
percent of their homelands — homes, 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 construc-
tion of Shasta Dam be granted like land and funds to replace lost infrastructure. Nevertheless, no land was 
granted to individual members and no reservation was created for the tribe in compensation for the flooded 
lands. 

Q. Is the Winnemem Wintu tribe recognized by the federal government?
A. No, largely because the 1851 Treaty at Cottonwood Creek was never ratified (though never withdrawn) 
and the provisions of the 1941 Central Valley Project Indian Lands Acquisition Act regarding compensation 
for losses resulting from Shasta Dam were never implemented. Had these laws been fully implemented, the 
Winnemem would have a reservation, have received lands like those lost to flooding for the reservoir and 
have their relocated cemetery held in trust by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, not managed as an “Indian  
cemetery” by the Bureau of Land Management which cannot hold Indian lands in trust. 

After receiving federal tribal health, education and housing benefits for 25 years, tribe members were  
suddenly cut off with no explanation in 1985. They had dropped off the Bureau of Indian Affairs list of  
“federally recognized” tribes, apparently due to a clerical error. They have yet to be restored to the list. 

Q. Is there any current evidence that the Winnemem should be federally recognized?
A. Yes, there is considerable evidence:

▲ The Winnemem Wintu appear on the California Native American Heritage Commission’s list of  
California tribes.

▲ Starting in 1986, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service began issuing Caleen Sisk-Franco (spiritual 
leader of the Winnemem) permits to possess eagle feathers and other eagle parts.



▲ The U.S. Bureau of Reclamation has issued the tribe a permit to hold traditional ceremonies on  
the McCloud River.

▲ The U.S. Forest Service has signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) committing to consult 
with the tribe when working in traditional tribal lands and managing sacred sites.

▲ The California Department of Transportation (CALTRANS) signed an MOU with the tribe to consult 
with them when transit projects encroach upon tribal land.

▲ The U.S. Forest Service has erected interpretative panels about Winnemem history at McCloud River 
Falls and at the trailhead entrance to Panther Meadows on Mount Shasta.

▲ Caleen Sisk-Franco has spoken, by invitation, about Native American issues at the United Nations. 

▲ The federal government signed the Cottonwood Treaty of 1851 which was not ratified but has never 
been withdrawn. 

▲ Before 1985, tribe members received Bureau of Indian Affairs housing, health care and educational 
assistance available only to recognized tribes.  

Q. Are the Winnemem pursuing federal tribal recognition?
A. Yes, vigorously, along with compensation for their lost lands. The Native American Rights Fund first  
supported the Winnemem’s efforts to achieve federal recognition in 1988. They have been joined by the 
California Council of Tribal Governments 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 established the Winnemem Wintu 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 tribe. It is significant that the bill included a provision stating that, “The Tribe 
shall not have the right to conduct gaming...” The tribe supported 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. 

Q. Why is recognition important? 
A. The Winnemem Wintu have historic and cultural traditions and lineages that stretch from time immemorial. 
These practices define them as a tribe and will continue regardless of whether the federal government grants 
them any type of status. Being a “federally recognized Tribe” would greatly assist the Winnemem in their 
struggle for cultural survival. Only federally recognized tribes receive such benefits as education, housing 
and health services. In addition, designation as a “federally recognized Tribe” would elevate the tribe to a 
sovereign nation in the eyes of the federal government, requiring consultation with the tribe on decisions 
that would affect their traditional lands. 

Q. Isn’t there a process to apply for federal recognition? 
A. There is a petition process to apply for federal recognition, but it is long and arduous. Many tribes are 
trapped within that bureaucratic web for over 15 years. Federal recognition can also be granted through a 
judicial or executive decision, but these are extremely rare. 

Furthermore, the Winnemem have lost recognition status because of a governmental error, so they should not 
have to go through the petition process as if they had never been recognized. Up until the mid-1980s, the 
Winnemem received most of the benefits of recognition: housing assistance, health insurance, higher educa-
tion grants, religious rights permits. When the Bureau of Indian Affairs created lists of federally recognized 
tribes in the 1980s, the Winnemem were mysteriously left off. The Bureau of Indian Affairs continues to 
mix the Winnemem up with another petitioning band of Wintus, insisting that the Winnemem and this other 
band are the same. Because of these errors, the Winnemem feel that the Bureau of Indian Affairs should 
correct its mistake and reinstate the Winnemem on the list of federally recognized tribes. 



Q. Why do the Winnemem Wintu care if Shasta Dam is raised?
A. The Winnemem already lost 90 percent of their lands to Shasta Lake. Raising Shasta Dam would flood 
their last remaining sacred sites, ancestral villages and burials, and could be the final blow that destroys 
their traditional way of life and culture.

Q. Don’t the Winnemem have some right to be consulted if their sacred sites are threatened?
A. The National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) requires federal agencies to consult with Native Americans 
regarding projects that could affect sacred sites, but the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation has failed to consult 
with the Winnemem. The Bureau claims that it does not yet have an “undertaking” — the NHPA trigger 
— but has begun the cultural resource study required by the NHPA. The Bureau has contracted with one 
anthropologist to conduct an ethnographic study of the entire Shasta Lake — an area of thousands of acres 
— all with a reported budget of $8,000. In addition, the Bureau is preparing a feasibility study, casting 
doubt on their claim that they do not have an “undertaking.” It would be inappropriate, and likely a violation 
of the NHPA, for the Bureau to conclude that raising Shasta Dam is feasible without first complying with 
the NHPA requirement for early consultation with tribes and other interested parties. The Bureau’s position 
suggests that it may resist consultations under the NHPA until well down the road toward a commitment to 
raise the dam. 

Q. Don’t the Winnemem Wintu just want land to open a casino and make a lot of money?
A. Absolutely not. The Winnemem consider Indian gaming inconsistent with their traditional beliefs and 
culture. In fact, they requested inclusion of a provision stating “The Tribe shall not have the right to conduct 
gaming...” in the 2004 Winnemem Wintu Tribe Clarification and Restoration Act introduced by former U.S. 
Senator Ben Nighthorse Campbell. 
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