
1201 Martin Luther King Jr. Way, Oakland, CA 94612 ▪ (510) 286-8400 ▪ Debbie@ejcw.org 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
May 17, 2010 
 
J. Sharon Heywood 
Forest Supervisor 
The USDA Forest Service 
3644 Avtech Parkway 
Redding, CA 96002 

Dear Ms. Heywood: 

As you know, the Winnemem Wintu Tribe plans to hold Puberty Ceremony at the McCloud River Bridge Campground 
July 22 through 27th 2010 scheduled to coincide with the full moon. As you also know, this will be the second Puberty 
Ceremony the Tribe has been able to hold in more than 85 years. The last ceremony, in 2006 was marred by racist and 
vulgar disruptions by boaters. In the light of the disruptions associated with the last ceremony, we are respectfully 
requesting the closure of the 200 yard section of river where the ceremony takes place. As you can view for yourself on 
the enclosed DVD, the disturbances the Tribal members were subjected to during the previous ceremony escalated to 
the point that the Forest Service requested the local sheriff to close that stretch of the river in order to maintain public 
safety and avoid the violent acts targeted toward Forest Service Personnel and Tribal members. 
 
We understand that you do not feel you have the authority to issue a closure due to the unrecognized status of the 
Winnemem Wintu Tribe. We urge you to prevail upon whatever authority you have and to solicit the assistance from 
other federal and local agencies to do what must be done to provide the Winnemem with the dignity that they deserve 
in the performance of their sacred ceremony. The Puberty Ceremony is of great significance and importance for the 
members of the Winnemem Wintu Tribe as it is part of their lifeway and the maintenance of their Tribal culture.  
 
We would like to offer you two possible avenues by which you may find the authority to provide the Winnemem with 
fair and equitable treatment. You may choose to invoke the American Indian Religious Freedom Act, which became 
law on August 11, 1978. According to Section I of the Act “it shall be the policy of the United States to protect and 
preserve for American Indians their inherent right of freedom to believe, express, and exercise the traditional religions 
of the American Indian,…, including but not limited to access to sites, use and possession of sacred objects, and the 
freedom to worship through ceremonials and traditional rites” (Public Law 95-341, 42 U.S.C. 1996 and 1996a). The 
Act does not require federally recognized status in order to be eligible for protection under the Act. In fact, Florence 
Jones, the previous spiritual leader of the Winnemem Wintu Tribe was the first Native American to make use of this 
Act to protect her religious freedom to collect materials from forest service land for her spiritual practices. 
 
Alternatively, we believe that the enclosed DVD provides you with ample evidence to reasonably expect that there is a 
risk to public safety should the ceremony be performed under the conditions of a voluntary closure. With such 
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expectation the Forest Service does have the authority, as it exercised in 2006, to request that the County Sheriff close 
the river.  
 
Although we believe that the Forest Service should work with the Concessionaire to provide the Tribe with the same 
protections that a federal recognized Tribe would enjoy, we are willing to negotiate with the campground 
concessionaire separately. We would appreciate an introduction to the Concessionaire in order to conduct the 
negotiations. We found the concessionaire to be very reasonable and respectful in 2006. If it is the same concessionaire 
we expect to be able to come to an agreement. 
 
 
As per your communication with Senator Boxer, we understand that a permit is only necessary if the event will have 
more than 75 people. At this time the Tribe does not anticipate more than 75 people attending the ceremony. So, 
according to your policies there is not necessity to complete a permit application. Please advise us if that understanding 
is incorrect. 
 
We look forward to working with you to ensure that the privacy and dignity of the Winnemem Wintu Tribe are 
respected as they strive to maintain their traditional ways in the face of overwhelming obstacles. 

Sincerely, 

Debbie Davis 
 


