Achumawi History and Culture
The people of the Pit River region of northeastern California
The Achumawi are Indigenous people whose communities developed along the Pit River and its tributaries in northeastern California. Their history connects local government, skilled fishing practices and spiritual ties to place with survival through violent displacement. Achumawi people remain part of the wider Pit River Tribe and continue work to protect land and teach language. [1, 4, 5, 10, 14]
Names and identity
Achumawi, also spelled Achomawi, is commonly used for nine related Indigenous bands of northeastern California. Ajumawi and Ahjumawi are other spellings associated especially with the Fall River band. The name is often translated as “river people.” California State Parks also gives the translation “where the waters come together.” These different spellings reflect different ways of writing Indigenous speech in English. [2, 3, 5]
The wider Pit River Tribe includes eleven autonomous bands. Nine traditionally spoke varieties of Achumawi. The Atsugewi and Aporige bands spoke varieties of Atsugewi. Achumawi and Atsugewi are related languages, but they have distinct histories. Using “Achumawi” for all eleven bands can hide that difference. [1, 2, 4]
Using the spellings on the tribe’s official website, the nine Achumawi bands are Ajumawi, Astarawi, Atwamsini, Hammawi, Hewisedawi, Ilmawi, Itsatawi, Kosalektawi and Madesi. Older accounts often use different names or divide local groups differently. C. Hart Merriam’s 1926 study shows how widely names varied between neighboring communities. [1, 2]
Homeland and the river
The traditional Achumawi language area follows the Pit River from the edge of the northern Sacramento Valley toward Goose Lake. The wider Pit River Tribe describes its ancestral homeland as the “100-mile square,” covering parts of Shasta, Siskiyou, Modoc and Lassen counties. This describes a broad homeland. It should not be confused with the boundaries of a single present-day reservation. [1, 4, 10]
The region includes river valleys, marshes, forests and volcanic uplands. In the Fall River basin, underground water emerges through springs around lava flows. Big Lake, the Tule River and several streams meet in the area now protected as Ahjumawi Lava Springs State Park. Such places supplied dependable water and supported fish and other foods. [5, 12]
This geography helps explain why local communities developed around particular stretches of water. A shared language connected the bands, while different valleys and fishing places supported local identities. Their history therefore needs to be understood at both levels: the larger Achumawi population and the individual communities within it. [2, 3]
Food homes and daily work
Fishing and gathering were central to daily life. Foods included fish, roots, seeds, berries and acorns, with local supplies varying across the homeland. Winter houses were partly underground and had sloping bark roofs. Lighter shelters of brush or tule mats served during warmer weather. Larger communal structures provided places for gatherings. These choices suited the seasons and materials available nearby. [3]
Deer provided meat and hides for clothing and equipment. Hunters dug pits along animal trails to catch them. Settlers used this practice to name the Pit River and then applied the river’s name to its Indigenous peoples. Historical descriptions also mention deerskin quivers, moccasins and other garments. The name “Pit River” preserves an outsider’s description of one hunting method. [6]
Stone fish traps and knowledge of water
The stone fish traps at Ahjumawi are a clear example of local engineering. People arranged rocks near the shore so that fresh spring water attracted trout and Sacramento suckers. The structures guided fish into shallow areas where they could be caught during winter spawning. Their builders needed to understand water flow, fish behavior and the shape of the shoreline. [5]
California State Parks describes a practice of stopping the harvest after a self-imposed limit. The traps then provided protected places for fish to spawn. Food gathering included decisions about future fish supplies. The surviving structures are evidence of a managed fishing landscape and the work required to maintain it. [5]
Family ceremonies and spiritual life
Historical accounts describe ceremonies marking a young person’s passage into adulthood, exchanges of gifts between families at marriage and public mourning after death. Healers could be women or men. These accounts show the importance of family relationships and ceremonial responsibilities, although practices could differ between communities and change over time. [6]
Jaime de Angulo’s account of Achumawi spiritual thought records people speaking of life and power in trees, rocks, water and mountains. In one conversation, a man described greeting the beings around him and seeking friendly relationships with them. In this account, people lived among other beings with whom they had obligations. A place could matter as a source of food and as part of a spiritual relationship. [7]
De Angulo’s essay was first published in French in 1928. Annette Boushey’s English translation appeared in 1975. It preserves valuable testimony, but the interviews, translation and author’s explanations all shaped the published account. His broad statements about an entire people should be read with care. [7]
Another important work is Annikadel, attributed to Istet Woiche and recorded and edited by C. Hart Merriam. Shasta Public Libraries lists the University of Arizona Press edition of 1992 and its earlier publication history. It is a useful starting point for studying Achumawi oral literature, with attention to the difference between the storyteller’s words and the editor’s presentation. [15]
Trade and relations with neighboring peoples
Pit River communities participated in a wider network of trade across northern California and southern Oregon. Thomas N. Layton’s study of early nineteenth-century commerce discusses Pit River bows and beads moving through regional trading systems. The Sáttítla highlands also supplied obsidian, a volcanic glass used for cutting tools and valued blades. Obsidian from this region circulated through broad Indigenous trade networks. [8, 13]
Some relationships also involved warfare and enslavement. Layton discusses historical reports of Klamath and Modoc raiders taking Pit River captives, especially women and children, for sale through networks reaching The Dalles on the Columbia River. He also notes evidence that some eastern Pit River communities had friendly relations with Modoc neighbors. [8]
These differences matter. A record of raids does not describe every relationship between whole peoples. Trade, kinship and conflict could exist in the same region. Layton also identifies limits in the surviving evidence and distinguishes documented accounts from his own arguments about changes in settlement. [8]
Settlement violence and forced removal
Growing settler occupation in the 1850s brought conflict over the homeland. A state cultural resources study describes killings following the destruction of Lockhart Ferry in 1856, the establishment of Fort Crook in 1857 and forced removal to Round Valley in 1859. It also records disease and later returns by Achumawi and Atsugewi people. [3]
The California Indian History archive indexes contemporary records that describe killings of Pit River women and children. Its entry for the Nevada Democrat of October 5, 1859 records a report blaming white attackers for a massacre that an earlier account had blamed on Indigenous people. Other entries describe the burning of villages and the taking of prisoners. [9]
These reports require careful reading. Newspapers and military officials sometimes repeated rumors, defended their conduct or used hostile language. Their accounts should not automatically be accepted as complete or impartial. Even so, the records show that violence reached families and settlements. Describing the period only as fighting between soldiers and warriors would leave out central parts of what happened. [9]
The effects of removal extended beyond physical distance. For communities whose homes and food supplies centered on particular rivers, removal broke access to those places. Returning home helped people maintain local ties, but it did not restore the earlier balance of power over land and resources. [3, 5, 10]
Government and the struggle to protect land
The Pit River Tribe continues as a federally recognized tribal government made up of eleven bands. Its constitution states that a formal written constitution was adopted on August 16, 1964. The version held by the National Indian Law Library, updated in July 2005, describes elected band representatives serving on the Tribal Council. [5, 10]
The constitution’s stated purposes include protecting ancestral lands and resources, maintaining order, promoting the welfare of descendants and preserving culture and identity. It presents sovereignty as an inherent right of the people. The written constitution gave a formal structure to shared government while recognizing the component bands. [10]
Protecting the Medicine Lake Highlands became an important part of this work. In Pit River Tribe v. Bureau of Land Management, decided on September 19, 2019, the Ninth Circuit upheld a ruling favorable to the tribe and allied organizations in a dispute over geothermal leases. The court held that unproven leases could not receive the challenged forty-year continuation merely because one lease in the unit had been proven. [11]
The decision concerned how federal leasing law applied. It did not settle every issue of tribal ownership or religious freedom. Its historical importance lies in the tribe’s continued use of the courts to challenge decisions affecting its homeland. [11]
Sáttítla and living cultural ties
Medicine Lake and the surrounding highlands remain important to Pit River people and several neighboring Indigenous peoples. The Forest Service describes the area as central to Pit River creation stories and cultural health. Volcanic rock stores water underground and feeds spring systems beyond the highlands. Religious concerns and the protection of water therefore meet in the same place. [12]
On January 14, 2025, President Joe Biden signed the proclamation establishing Sáttítla Highlands National Monument. The monument covers 224,676 acres. The proclamation recognizes the area’s Indigenous cultural importance, obsidian resources and water systems. It also directs federal managers to seek tribal expertise and provide for continued traditional uses under applicable law. [12, 13]
The designation followed years of tribal advocacy and litigation. It protected federal land through monument status while leaving the Forest Service responsible for management. It did not return the whole Achumawi or Pit River ancestral homeland to tribal ownership. [11, 13]
Language and cultural continuity
Achumawi and Atsugewi are generally grouped as the Palaihnihan language family. Their proposed connection to a larger Hokan family remains a hypothesis. Berkeley’s California Language Archive points readers to dictionaries, teaching materials and linguistic studies. Its speaker estimate draws on work published in 2011, so it should not be treated as a new count for 2026. [4]
The Pit River Tribe posted an announcement for language sessions on March 2, 2026. This is direct evidence of present-day work to teach and maintain language. It also shows why an account of the Achumawi needs to include the people living now, alongside older descriptions preserved by anthropologists. [14]
Shasta Public Libraries’ California Indian Library Collections bibliography provides routes into language recordings, photographs, oral literature and scholarly studies. Many older works remain useful, but their terminology and conclusions need to be weighed against tribal accounts and later research. Cultural continuity includes the authority of Achumawi people to interpret these materials and decide how knowledge is passed on. [15]
Chronology
	Period or date
	Development

	Before settler occupation
	Distinct communities maintain local homelands along the Pit River and its tributaries. [2, 4]

	1850s
	Settler occupation and organized violence disrupt villages and access to land. [3, 9]

	1859
	Pit River people are forcibly removed to Round Valley. Some later return home. [3]

	1926 and 1928
	Merriam publishes his classification study in 1926. De Angulo’s essay on spiritual thought appears in 1928. [2, 7]

	August 16 1964
	The Pit River Tribe adopts a formal written constitution. [10]

	September 19 2019
	The Ninth Circuit affirms a ruling favorable to the tribe in the geothermal lease dispute. [11]

	January 14 2025
	Sáttítla Highlands National Monument is established. [13]

	March 2 2026
	The tribe posts its announcement for Pit River language sessions. [14]
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