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Introduction 

Last June, after a decade of arrangement, collaboration, and fundraising, the Jacoby 

Creek Forest was transferred - free of charge- from the City of Arcata to Humboldt State 

University. Fundraising for this effort included six grants and a bargain sale arrangement with 

R.H. Emmerson & Sons, LLP.  The City of Arcata, having secured 967 acres of land, kept 83 
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acres to connect its community forest. The rest of the land was acquired by Humboldt State 

University. 

The benefits of this property for HSU, Arcata, and the surrounding community are 

potentially groundbreaking.  Particularly notable, is the fact that students will be able to expand 

the scope of their research for years to come.  Students have already started utilizing the forest 

for research, focusing on topics such as agroforestry, permaculture, ecological restoration, and 

sustainable management practices.  Additionally, there is already a plan in place to begin a new 

interdisciplinary concentration in the Forestry department titled Tribal Forestry.  The possibilities 

are unimaginable, and it shows that Humboldt is, again, progressive in its educational capacity. 

At the same time, there seems to have been little outreach or discussion with the Wiyot 

peoples and tribes either during the planning, acquisition or transfer.  An article written on 

November 14, 2018 for Humboldt State Now stated: 

After it is formally transferred to HSU, the forestland will be jointly managed through a 

cooperative agreement with the City of Arcata, which will include sharing fire roads, 

forest data and monitoring, scientific studies, and public access. Oversight at HSU will be 

through its College of Natural Resources & Sciences, with support from a Faculty 

Advisory Committee and a Community Advisory Committee. A tenured faculty member 

will be designated as the Forest Director.  

There is no mention of Wiyot peoples or tribes in this potential joint management plan. There is 

also no mention of their input in the cooperative agreement, nor is there a reconfirming of HSU’s 

previously stated dedication in the HSU Strategic Plan to “Strengthen relationships and engage 

with local Tribal Nations and communities through authentic actions, specific planning, 

accountability, and true collaboration.”  
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Dr. Cutcha Risling Baldy’s research is, in-part, focused on how institutions, organizations 

and political organizations should support and uphold the bio-cultural sovereignty of Indigenous 

Nations. Part of this work advocates that policies, procedures and agreements be written 

specifically to name and foreground the ongoing relationships tribal peoples have with the land, 

flora and fauna. In her 2013 article she argues:  

In order to interpret and understand ecological knowledge from an Indigenou perspective, 

research must be approached with the full acknowledgement and incorporation of 

bio-cultural sovereignty. The policy or research should explicitly acknowledge the 

Indigenous cultures and peoples of the area and their continued interaction with biota, 

landscape, wetlands, or environment. Any research or policy that involves land 

throughout the Americas should be written in a way that first acknowledges the 

Indigenous peoples of that land space. This language should be clear, concise, and fully 

supportive of the continued presence of Native peoples in the area. Even research or 

policies that do not specifically attempt “Indigenous”-based projects should fully 

acknowledge that there is a continued Indigenous presence on, in, and with the land. The 

language used to provide this type of support can have significant consequences and 

influence for federal policy and protection of Indigenous rights. In some cases written 

policies have both directly and indirectly had the effect of divesting Native peoples of 

their rights and responsibilities to the land. In other cases clear, meaningful agreements 

that acknowledge the bio-cultural sovereignty of Native peoples have resulted in 

opportunities to utilize traditional ecological practices that protect and secure the 

environment for many generations to come. 
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In regards to the acquisition of the Jacoby Creek Forest, Humboldt State now has the 

opportunity not only to foreground biocultural sovereignty, but to also work in partnership with 

Wiyot Peoples to return the land to its rightful owners. This document provides the following: a 

brief history of  Goukdi’n, currently known as the Jacoby Creek Forest, a brief overview of land 

return movements in California and beyond, and recommended first steps for the advisory 

committees and people who will be involved in advising on this forest. The return of stolen and 

dispossessed Indigenous land is an important first step in not only the reconciliation process, but 

is quickly becoming emblematic of best practices for institutions that historically have relied on 

the dispossession and removal of Native peoples from their lands in order to build wealth, 

capacity, and security.  

As an institution that centers equity, inclusion and sustainability, HSU has the 

opportunity to work in partnership with the Wiyot peoples, not only to return stolen land, but 

also to foreground Indigenous self-determination and sovereignty as essential to research. 

California is unceded, stolen land, having been violently wrested away from the Indigenous 

peoples of the region. In California, seizure of land from Indigenous peoples was systematic and 

supported by the ongoing attempts at genocide of California Indian people. At the center of the 

genocide of California Indian peoples was the fight for land. As new systems of power entered 

into the region, each was tasked with establishing ownership over land, which included the 

dispossession of land, land rights, land access, and land stewardship from California Indian 

peoples. In southern and central California, the mission system began by claiming lands in the 

name of the church. As a result of the ongoing imprisonment of California Indians into the 

mission system, many people died, moved inland or in some cases moved south to what would 

become Mexico, or they were forced to live in the missions without any access to sacred places, 
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gathering places, or ownership of lands. During the Gold Rush (1849) the early California 

Government called for the extermination of California Indian peoples as the only “humanitarian” 

way of dealing with the Native population. As a result, the State Government passed laws that 

legalized and supported the killing, enslavement and removal of Native peoples. As a result, 

close to 90% of the population was decimated during this period of time. Eventually, the federal 

government sent agents to negotiate treaties with Indian tribes in California in the hopes of 

peacefully moving them onto reservations. There were 18 treaties negotiated with tribes 

throughout the state. The treaties would have guaranteed them close to 8 million acres of land. 

The response from settlers in the region was outrage and once the treaties reached Congress, 

Congress refused to ratify them and instead put them under an injunction of secrecy. California 

Indians were never informed that the treaties were void and many of them had already begun to 

move to their agreed upon territories. This meant that they were considered to have “abandoned” 

some of their other lands. As Risling Baldy notes: 

When it was finally revealed that the treaties were null and void for California Indians, 

many tribes were forced to hastily renegotiate terms for reservation lands (Secrest 2003). 

Other tribes were denied recognition (Tolley 2006). Tribes were then subject to removal 

and relocation to urban areas and shared reservations with other tribes. All of these 

policies resulted in further loss of ownership and/or stewardship of lands. Tribes who 

renegotiated treaties were only guaranteed a fraction of the land that was first promised, 

and many California Indian communities were left completely landless. Lands that were 

lost included their ancestral territory and land that was considered sacred or integral to 

the continued cultural practices of California Indian peoples.  
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Following the disastrous implementation treaty policy in California, California Indians 

were once again subjected to the seizure of lands through federal, state and local government 

establishment of so-called wilderness areas or public lands and parks.  As explained by Risling 

Baldy:  

In the late 19th century the preservation movement and establishment of national parks 

included policies of Indian removal from these “empty”, vast, wilderness lands. For 

example, establishment of Yosemite National Park required the removal of the Yosemite 

Indian people (Spence 1999). Native lands, the places where California Indian tribes had 

interacted closely with the landscape for generations, were designated as unpopulated 

“wilderness” areas to conform to Euro-American notions of idealized, pristine conditions 

that supposedly existed before contact. This assertion was, in part, built upon the idea that 

Native peoples were not and had not interacted in any meaningful way with significant 

portions of California. These systematic attempts to attack the very existence of 

California Indians were a means by which white settlers set out to exterminate, control, 

and dominate the land, flora, and fauna of Native California. It also meant attempting to 

destroy Native knowledge and epistemologies as a way to claim rightful ownership over 

the land, a land which became designated as “vast wilderness” that had scarcely been 

utilized.  

Considering this violent history, HSU now sits on the aboriginal territory of the Wiyot people. 

This includes the Wiyot Tribe, Bear River Rancheria and Blue Lake Rancheria. Much of the 

coastal region that encompasses Mckinleyville, Arcata, Eureka and Loleta is Wiyot land, land 

that was never sold nor agreed to be transferred and is instead land that was violently seized from 

Indigenous peoples as a result of genocide and removal. Knowing this, it becomes clear that any 
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“gift” of land must be considered through the lens of how these gifts between colonial 

institutions uphold ongoing dispossession of land to Indigenous peoples.  

Returning stolen land to Indigenous peoples is a growing movement with not only 

international and national examples, but a very important and groundbreaking local example in 

the recent return of 200 acres of Tuluwat Island (sometimes referred to as “Indian Island”) to the 

Wiyot Tribe in October 2019. The movements for decolonization in education, research and 

policy must necessarily include the return of land to Indigenous peoples. In his 2014 book, Red 

Skin, White Masks, Glen Coulthard argues:  

Stated bluntly, the theory and practice of Indigenous anticolonialism, including 

Indigenous anticapitalism, is best understood as a struggle primarily inspired by and 

oriented around the question of land - a struggle not only for land in the material sense, 

but also deeply informed by what the land as a system of reciprocal relations and 

obligations can teach us about living our lives in relation to one another and the natural 

world in non dominating and non exploitative terms. 

The return of Goukdi’n to Wiyot peoples could potentially be a precedent setting, 

internationally recognized action. We could foreground HSU as a leading research institution 

that not only recognizes Indigenous connections to land, but also supports the ongoing 

revitalization and resurgence of the Wiyot, not at the expense of HSU, but as an important part of 

how HSU continues to be a part of this community.  

History of the Jacoby Creek Forest Parcels  

Wiyot ancestral territory extends from Little River near Trinidad to Bear River Ridge 

near Scotia, and east to Berry Summit and Chalk Mountain. Wiyot peoples have lived in this 
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region for time immemorial. Their connections to the land, waters and more-than-human 

relatives are solidified by their ceremonial practices and their cultural arts, like basket weaving, 

are testaments to the complexity of their societies. 

Tuluwat Village (Indian 

Island) is a holy and sacred 

site to the Wiyot peoples. 

This site had been used for 

thousands of years for 

ceremonies, hunting and 

fishing, daily activities such as 

food preparation and as 

residences for some Wiyots. 

One of the main functions of 

Tuluwat Village was the 

annual World Renewal 

Ceremony in which the 

Wiyots would bless the new 

year and ask for peace and 

harmony in the universe. 

Tuluwat Village is also the 

center of the Wiyot’s spiritual and religious world: their creation stories revolve around the 

island and the surrounding land.  
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Also part of the Wiyot ancestral territory is Goukdi’n, known by us today as Jacoby 

Creek Forest.  Culturally speaking, there are many resources that the Wiyot would have come 

here for, including food, medicine, and housing and basketry materials.  Some of these include 

redwood, sitka spruce, red alder, big leaf maple, western red cedar, red and black huckleberry, 

Western hemlock, yerba buena, wild ginger, salal, maidenhair fern, chain fern, hazelnut, and 

potentially tan oak.  There were many ways in which the Wiyot would have managed the land, 

including; prescribed burnings, harvesting trees to build homes, harvesting berries, seeds, grasses 

and clovers for food, and basket-making materials, harvesting salmon, steelhead, mussels and 

clams for sustenance, and hunting deer, elk, bears, ducks, geese, pelicans, etc. (Murray & 

Wunner, 1980). The relationship that the Wiyot have with this land is reciprocal, meaning that 

the land cares for the people just as the people care for the land.  Therefore, it is clear that 

reconnecting the tribe with Goukdi’n is the same as the tribe reconnecting with its family, and 

with their home. 

It was the discovery of gold in 1849 that brought settlers to the region and resulted in the 

attempted destruction of Wiyot people and culture. The ensuing "Indian troubles" culminated in 

a series of massacres February 26, 1860, the most infamous at Tuluwat in Humboldt Bay.  The 

Wiyot people had gathered at the traditional site for the annual World Renewal Ceremony, which 

lasted seven to ten days. At night, the men would replenish supplies, leaving the elders, women 

and children sleeping and resting. Under cover of darkness, local men armed with hatchets and 

knives rowed to the Island and brutally murdered nearly all the sleeping Wiyot. Although the 

white men involved were locally known, no charges were ever filed. Remaining Wiyot 

temporarily took refuge at Fort Humboldt (where nearly one half died of exposure and 
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starvation), and later were forcibly relocated to reservations at Klamath, then after a devastating 

flood in 1862, to Hoopa, Smith River, and Round Valley. 

In 1908 the Federal Government established three Rancherias in Wiyot territory. The 

Table Bluff Rancheria (now Wiyot Tribe), the Bear River Band of Rohnerville Rancheria and the 

Blue Lake Rancheria continue to thrive today. In 1958 Congress began terminating California 

Indian tribes. They terminated 34 in total which included all three of these rancherias. However, 

as a result of class action lawsuits and suits filed by the tribes all three of the rancherias were 

once again recognized by the Federal Government in the early 1980s.  

Blue Lake Rancheria has developed a number of leading environmental programs and 

continues to expand their economic development opportunities that support hundreds of local 

jobs, government operations and programs, economic diversification, a hotel and casino, 

resilience and sustainability efforts, environmental protection, and a wide array of social 

services. Bear River Rancheria has also developed a number of economic development 

opportunities for their community and beyond. They recently opened the Bear River Family 

Entertainment Center and continue to offer many social services programs as well as operate a 

hotel, casino, and family recreation center. The Wiyot Tribe also has a thriving tribal nation 

which includes social services, natural resource management, and continuing partnerships with 

organizations and agencies to protect the land and environment. 

Shortly after the Tuluwat Massacre and removal of the Wiyots from their ancestral 

territory, President Abraham Lincoln signed the Homestead Act in 1862.  This legislation 

granted Americans 160-acre plots of ‘public’ land in exchange for a filing fee.  The purchaser 

had to build a home and maintain continuous residence on the land, while making improvements 

and farming it.  This Act single handedly caused the voluntary occupation of white settlers in 
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270 million acres of land across the U.S. between 1862 and 1976.  Humboldt County was no 

different, and 160-acre parcels were being purchased all over Goukdi’n.  Once the lands came 

into private ownership, the new owners could do whatever they wish with their property. 

For the next hundred years or so, the ten parcels in the HSU Jacoby Creek Forest were 

transferred from one settler to another via private sale, bankruptcy or estate settlements.  There 

were easements placed on the properties so that roads could be built in and out of the forest, and 

a few trees could be cut down for a profit.  During the 1950s timber started becoming a 

commodity and, due to the giant old growth redwood trees in the region, lumber companies 

began purchasing the land from private owners.  In this particular area, Simpson Timber and 

Sierra Pacific Industries (SPI) were purchasing most of the land.  It was not until around the 

1980s that each of the ten parcels ended up in SPI’s hands, under the family corporation named 

R. H. Emmerson and Sons, LLC.  Since this time, the land has been deemed a timber production 

zone, preventing further development. 

In 2009, Director of Environmental Services for the City of Arcata, Mark Andre, got 

wind that the Emmerson’s were looking to auction the property.  Mark worked for the next ten 

years to acquire all of the funding necessary to purchase this land.  The goal was to keep a 

portion of the land to connect Arcata’s upper and lower Jacoby Creek Forest.  The City then 

entered a joint venture with the California State University Trustees which transferred the 

remainder of the acquired land to the State, to be managed by HSU.  This collaboration set its 

intent on conservation, and has restrictions as part of the Land Transfer Agreement (“The 

Agreement”) which pertain to wildlife, watershed, and forest protection.  The details of The 

Agreement can be found attached to the end of this document. 
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Throughout the arrangements leading up to the transfer of this land, the biggest concern 

is the lack of communication with local tribes, especially those of Wiyot ancestry.  Despite the 

work being done in our local region on the return of Indigenous land to Indigenous peoples, there 

has not yet been a discussion which centers Wiyot voices, concerns, ideas, and plans for the 

management of the forest. Ultimately, the goal of any institution should be the return of land, 

especially land that could hold cultural, spiritual and social significance for tribes that are still 

rebuilding from attempted genocide, removal and termination. Land return is possible and as 

demonstrated by the recent return of Tuluwat Island, land return is what builds true collaborative 

community partnerships. 

Understanding Land Return  

Tuluwat (Indian Island) to the Wiyot Tribe (Eureka, CA) 

In 2018 the Eureka City Council 

voted to return the remaining 

city-owned portion of Duluwat 

(known as Indian Island locally) to 

the Wiyot Tribe.  The decision was 

unanimous among the 

councilmembers, and has an 

enormous amount of community 

support.  The transfer documents were officially signed on October 21, 2019, and hundreds of 

people came to experience the ceremonial return of the land.  There were numerous speeches 

calling for more collaboration, more community-building, more healing, and more returning 

land.  According to the Wiyot Tribal Administrator, Michelle Vassel, “It’s a really good story 
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about healing and about coming together, of community,” (thehill.com, 2019).  Kim Bergel, 

Eureka City Councilmember stated “The community support is huge on this,” (reuters.com, 

2019).  In fact, many of the city officials feel so strongly about the need to represent the Wiyot 

Tribe more effectively, that former Mayor Frank Jäger suggested that the city lower the flags at 

Eureka City Hall every February 26th to commemorate the Tuluwat massacre.  This long 

awaited event followed the 2004 return of forty acres on the side of the island where the sacred 

Tuluwat village site is.  The village site itself was returned to the Wiyot in 2000.  

Tásmam Koyom to the Maidu Summit Consortium (Humbug Valley, CA) 

Earlier in 2019, PG&E donated 2,325 acres of land in Tásmam Koyom (Humbug Valley) 

to the Maidu Summit Consortium, made up of nine Mountain Maidu groups, tribes, nonprofit 

and grassroots organization (pgecurrents.com, 

2019).  Although this transfer came out of a 

PG&E bankruptcy settlement, the lands were 

to: 

(1) Be subject to permanent conservation 

easements restricting development of the lands 

so as to protect and preserve their beneficial 

public values, and/or (2) be donated in fee simple to one or more public entities or 

qualified non-profit conservation organizations, whose ownership will ensure the 

protection of these beneficial public values. 

Additionally, there were numerous stipulations for an organization to comply with in order to be 

granted land by PG&E as a result of this settlement agreement.  Despite one protest by Plumas 

County, Maidu Summit Consortium was approved to receive the land in Tásmam Koyom.  This 
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transfer was the result of an unexpected situation, and yet is a truly significant example of land 

returning to a Native peoples. 

Blue Creek to the Yurok (Klamath River, 

CA) 

In 2018, the Yurok Tribe worked with 

Western Rivers Conservancy to secure 

50,000 acres of land in Blue Creek, a 

tributary of the Klamath River.  In this 

monumental transfer, Green Diamond Resource Company worked with the Tribe and Western 

Rivers to ensure the land could successfully be funded and transferred over a ten-year period. 

Similar to the Goukdi’n purchase, finances were sought and secured by numerous sources, 

though the land ended up in the hands of the Tribe whose ancestral territory it meanders through. 

Somehow that is not the outcome we are seeing locally, though. 

Collaboration between Sogorea Te’ Land Trust & Planting Justice to Ohlone Tribe (Oakland, 

CA) 

Also last year, a quarter-acre parcel of land in 

Oakland was transferred to the Ohlone Tribe. 

This project was a collaboration between 

Sogorea Te’ Land Trust, an urban Indigenous 

woman-led community nonprofit 

(sogoreate-landtrust.com, 2019), and 

Planting Justice, a community organization focused on food sovereignty, social justice, and 

community healing (plantingjustice.org, 2019).  Together, these organizations are committed to 

 



Risling Baldy & Tully 15 

reconnecting the Ohlone to their ancestral lands in order to facilitate healing for future 

generations to come. 

Richardson Family to Kashia Band of Pomo Indians (Sonoma County, CA) 

In 2015, for the first time in history, a Native 

American tribe purchased a private deed 

from a family in Sonoma County.  The 

Richardson family had been living on the 

property since 1925 and wanted to sell it, but 

preferred to sell it to the Kashia Band of 

Pomo Indians – the tribe whose ancestral territory the property is on.  Partnering with Trust for 

Public Lands to secure funding, the Tribe raised all the funds necessary for the purchase, and as 

part of the arrangement, they “agreed to link a 1-mile-long interpretive trail on their lands with 

the broader California Coastal Trail” (yesmagazine.org, 2019).  The true key to this story’s 

success “was identifying and forming relationships with entities that respect the Kasha’s rights” 

(yesmagazine.org, 2019) who all worked for five years to make this transfer happen.  

Kuuchamaa Mountain to Kumeyaay-Diegueño Land Conservancy (Tecate, CA) 

Kuuchamaa Mountain lies just outside Tecate, California, and is the most sacred 

mountain to the Kumeyaay peoples.  In 2009, three bands of Kumeyaay bought 43 acres on the 

sacred mountain, and later transferred it into the.  The reconnection to this land brings the 

Kumeyaay the ability to promote healing and spiritual growth, while healing the traumas that 

have been caused to their ancestors during colonization (kdlc.org, 2019). 

Ah-Ha Kwe-Ah-Mac’ Kumeyaay-Diegueño Land Conservancy (Julian, CA) 
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The Kumeyaay-Diegueño Land Conservancy’s sister organization, Native American 

Land Conservancy, was granted a 38-acre property near their ancestral village Ah-Ha 

Kwe-Ah-Mac’ in 2009.  The instruction for the transfer came after the previous landowner, 

Francis Helen Mosler passed away and left instructions for the property to remain an open space. 

When KDLC gained its nonprofit status, it took over the land, making it the organization’s first 

property (kdlc.org, 2019).  This is a perfect example of how simple a land transfer can be. 

Old Woman Mountains to Twenty-Nine Palms Band of Mission Indians (San Bernadino County, 

CA) 

East of Los Angeles, the Twenty-Nine Palms Band of Mission Indians partnered with 

The Native American Land Conservancy (NALC) to purchase 2,560 acres in the Old Woman 

Mountains.  The NALC strives to protect and restore sacred sites, while also providing 

educational resources for Native Americans as well as the general public 

(nativeamericanland.org, 2019).  This illustrates that many tribes wish to work with non-tribal 

persons to educate them about their lands, history, and culture.  

Southern Humboldt/Northern Mendocino to InterTribal Sinkyone Wilderness Council 

(Mendocino & Humboldt County, CA) 

The InterTribal Sinkyone Wilderness Council was 

founded in 1986, and is a combination of ten 

federally recognized Native American Tribes with 

ties to land in Southern Humboldt, and Northern 

Mendocino Counties.  After raising hundreds of 

thousands of dollars for the purchase of 3,845 acres 

of land in Sinkyone ancestral lands, the 
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organization created the first park to return land to a Tribe.  The management of the land 

“includes a preservation and restoration program focusing on stewardship of forest, salmon, and 

other culturally important resources” and in addition allows for “limited public access that calls 

for low-impact campsites and backcountry hiking trails” (lannan.org, 2019).  Again, the intent is 

to provide all people with the opportunity to enjoy this park, and not to restrict non-Native 

individuals from building connections with land. 

Beyond California: Land returns across the nation 

In addition to the above cases in California, there are at least a dozen other instances of 

land being purchased by a Tribe, or of it being returned due to various reasons.  The most related 

situation being Brown University holding 375 acres of land in a preservation trust for several 

Native American tribes, including the Pokanoket.  In 2017, the Pokanoket Nation of present-day 

Bristol, Rhode Island, demanded their land back, and after being denied, opted to camp out at 

Bristol’s Mount Hope for a month before an agreement was made.  Russell Carey, executive vice 

president for planning and policy at Brown, and the principal negotiator for the Brown 

University stated “We’re very pleased that the Pokanoket have agreed to engage other Native 

tribes to establish a trust that will both preserve this land and ensure sustainable access to its 

sacred sites in a way that is inclusive of other Native peoples. This was Brown’s goal,” 

(brown.edu/2019).  This was obviously a challenging decision for the University to make, yet in 

the end, all parties are getting some of what they want. 

Rich Snyder, a plumber in Colorado simply returned his land to the Ute Tribe, because he 

thought it was better off in their hands.  He was at a financial loss after the transfer, but did not 

mind doing what is right.  The Ute also received a gift of $250k by Monterey, California resident 
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Christine Sleeter due to profits from her family’s homestead on the Ute traditional territory.  For 

Christine, it’s a matter of “returning what was stolen” (sltrib.com, 2019). 

In Wyandotte Nation, South Dakota, the Jesuit St. Francis Mission relinquished 525 acres 

of land in 2017 to the Rosebud Indian Reservation.  The land had been given to the Mission in 

the 1880’s by the Federal government in order to support educational activities serving the 

Sicangu Lakota people who were living on the reservation at the time.  Reverend John Hatcher 

stated “we’re out of the property business, and we’re out of a colonial approach to the work of 

mission” (nonprofitquarterly.org).  

University of the Wild professor, Dr. Larry Buell gave the Nimpuc tribe a 2.5-acre tract 

of land in 2016 in Nichewaug (known as Petersham, Massachusetts).  Then, the nonprofit 

Nimpuk Cultural Preservation, Inc. paid Buell $92.5k to purchase 18.5 more acres in the same 

area in June.  The land was officially transferred back to the Nimpuc tribe in a “Ceremony of 

Acknowledgement” on September 21st this year.  A resident of Petersham stated “the presence of 

Nimpucs in Petersham will expand our residents understanding of the town’s early history and 

teach us to all live more lightly on the Earth through the understanding of indigenous ways 

practiced in this region for eons'' (telegram.com, 2019). 

Jim and Marget Hogan donated a vacant parcel of land in New Jersey to the Brotherton 

Indian Reservation.  The reservation had been sold off piece-by-piece by the state during the 

early 1800s, which was not their right to do.  This forced the 200-plus Leni-Lenape living there 

to move elsewhere.  Now they can finally return to that land.  Finally, in 2018 Art and Helen 

Tanderup transferred 1.6 acres of land to the Ponca tribe.  Part of the motivation for the transfer 

was to legally block the construction of the Keystone XL pipeline.  Art Tanderup stated “the 
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Ponca and people of this community continue to build strong relationships as they work in 

collaborative efforts” (intercontinentalcry.org, 2019). 

In fact, the legal system is riddled with cases and legislation regarding land returns. 

Oregon recently passed the Oregon Tribal Fairness Act, returning 17,000 acres of land to the 

Cow Creek Band of Umpqua Indians, and 15,000 acres to the Confederated Tribes of Coos, 

Lower Umpqua & Siuslaw Indians.  Similarly, Congress is considering returning nearly 12,000 

acres to the Leech Lake Band of Ojibwe in a measure that “seeks to reverse a land seizure by the 

U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs that dates back to the 1940s” (startribune.com, 2019).  In a 

litigation with the Narragansett Tribe of Rhode Island, 1,800 acres of land was returned to the 

tribe as part of a settlement agreement.  Other states along the East Coast including Maine, New 

York, Connecticut, and Massachusetts had similar lawsuits, as well.  There is also a question of 

whether the U.S. Supreme Court will rule to overturn a murder case from 1999 in Muscogee 

Creek Nation’s reservation, due to the fact that the original case was accidentally presided over 

by the Oklahoma Supreme Court, instead of the Federal Court.  The decision will determine 

whether half of the State will be returned to the Tribe, or not. 

What is most interesting about these cases, is that (1) the Native American Tribe never 

precluded people from interacting with the lands that they receive, except during a ceremony, 

and (2) stronger relationships were forged due to this process.  Some of these cases were not 

easy decisions by the landowner(s), yet there is a clear sense of responsibility to do what is right: 

to return land to the peoples who were forcibly removed from the land hundreds of years ago. 

These processes have proven to be of teamwork and building a sense of community; something 

every human can relate to.  At the end of the day nothing really changed, except the name on the 

title and the way the land is treated.  
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Recommendations  

Within the next 6 months 

Provide the Wiyot Tribe, Bear River Rancheria and Blue Lake Rancheria with all 

documentation pertaining to the transfer: To establish responsible and collaborative 

stewardship, transparency is key.   It is integral that Humboldt State provide the tribes with any 

and all documentation pertaining to this transfer.  This may include written or email 

correspondence regarding the transfer of the parcels, transfer documents, including deeds, maps, 

and title information.  

Hire a consultant to work with Tribal Historic Preservation Officers to complete an 

inventory of the forest region (internal document only, not to be published without tribal 

permission): In addition to sharing this information, there must be a better historical and cultural 

interpretation completed in Goukdi’n.  The process for this should include the Wiyot, Blue Lake 

Rancheria, and Bear River Rancheria’s Tribal Historic Preservation Officer(s) and another 

consultant.  Items to consider during this research may include the location of potential sacred 

sites, burial grounds, or culturally significant plant species. It is important that students, 

organizations, departments and faculty do not begin research or field work in this region until it 

is clear if any sacred sites or sites of cultural significance could be impacted. This will help to 

establish guidelines for how to protect this region for the long term. 

Establish a committee mission statement: The mission statement for our committee 

should explicitly state the intent of the committee with the central goal being the eventual and 

ultimate return of Goukdi’n to Wiyot peoples.  This mission statement would need to be agreed 

upon by all committee members and also made in partnership with Wiyot peoples. In addition, it 
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would need to be a guiding document for the work of future committee members. An example of 

a mission statement could be: 

The Jacoby Creek Forest Faculty Advisory Committee’s mission is to work alongside and 

under the direction of Wiyot representatives in regaining the health, diversity, and 

productivity of the Goukdi’n for the use and enjoyment of present and future generations 

of Wiyots and Humboldt State University students.  We acknowledge that this land is 

Wiyot territory, and that no acts or research shall be carried out on the property without 

the Wiyot’s consent.  It is our responsibility to remain duly diligent in attaining this 

committee’s ultimate goal of returning these parcels to the Wiyot within a reasonable 

amount of time.  

Visit & Build Relationships with the Local Wiyot Peoples: Once there is consent from 

each of the committee members to the decided-upon agreement, every committee member 

should attend a meeting at Table Bluff with the Wiyot Tribe, Bear River Rancheria, and Blue 

Lake Rancheria.  The focus of this meeting will be to envision the final outcome of the land in 

Goukdi’n being returned to the Wiyot, as well as the steps needed to achieve this goal.  In order 

to be fully collaborative, it is important to meet the Wiyot in their space, with every tribe 

represented.  

Establish an MOU with the Wiyot peoples: Finally, by August 2020 it should be 

expected that the preceding steps will be completed, and the duty of the committee will be to 

complete a memorandum of understanding (MOU).  This MOU will be an agreement between 

the Wiyot peoples and the committees charged with the creation of policies and procedures in 

Goukdi’n.  Some items which should necessarily be included are; a plan for seeking and 

allocating finances for the management of the forest; allocating finances to pay for a temporary, 
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full-time Community Development Research Position (at HSU), whose role will be to work 

alongside THPOs and the Wiyot to determine the best course for returning the land; explicitly 

stating the plan for returning the forest to the Wiyot including a timeline; and an outline of the 

structure of the committees, as well as the relationship they have with one another, and with the 

Tribe. 

There is a tremendous opportunity here for HSU to gain national and international 

acclaim for working with local tribes on land return. Recently our Governor, Gavin Newsom, 

admitted to the horrible acts committed to Native Americans on California’s soil over 150 years 

ago.  In a direct quote, he states, “California must reckon with our dark history.  We can never 

undo the wrongs inflicted on the peoples who have lived on this land that we now call California 

since time immemorial, but we can work together to build bridges, tell the truth about our past 

and begin to heal deep wounds.”  In addition, he is calling for a Truth and Healing Council 

“which will be responsible for examining and producing a written report of the historical 

relationship between California Native Americans and the State from the Native perspective.” 

While this is a truly incredible step for the State, the apology cannot stand alone. The return of 

stolen land is paramount to building research that is not only informative and place-based, but is 

also cutting-edge and foregrounds Indigenous peoples. Working toward this goal of land return 

will take a lot of work and may likely take several years, but the work will be meaningful and 

will solidify HSU’s ongoing commitment to social and environmental justice. 
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