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OVERVIEW OF THE PROJECT AND 
GOALS OVER THREE YEARS
In 2017, Sacramento Native American Health 
Center received a 3-year planning grant for 
the Sacramento Circles of Care project. This 
project focuses on planning the infrastructure 
necessary to implement a holistic, comprehensive, 
coordinated behavioral health system of care 
for urban American Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN) 
children and youth, 0-25, and their families living 
in Sacramento County. Under this program, SNAHC 
holds the central role of building collaboration 
between families, youth, and system partners to 
addresses the current local need for increased 
capacity, efficiency, sustainability, and culturally-
appropriate behavioral health services. This 
project brings the Sacramento AI/AN community 
together to plan and perform an in-depth gap 
analysis of the systems of care that can impact the 
mental health and wellness of American Indian 
children and their families. 

PROGRAM GOALS

• Create a culturally relevant integrative system 
of care with youth, adults, respected elders, 
agencies, and providers in Sacramento County 
by engaging AI/AN Families and Community 
Members, AI/AN Youth and Multi-Agency 
Partners.

• Develop a community-based System of Care 
Blueprint model, for how AI/AN children/
youth Mental Health and Wellness services 
and supports will be provided in Sacramento 
County, building off of the Community Needs 
and Strengths Assessment and the Community 
Readiness Assessment.

• Actively build a culture of learning among staff 
and community to support goals of system 
change by building knowledge of the system of 
care, family-driven and youth-guided care, and 
community-based participatory evaluation.

• Increase awareness of child/youth mental 
health and wellness issues through social 
marketing by developing and implementing a 
community-based social marketing and public 
education plan.

BRIEF HISTORY OF NATIVE 
PERSONS IN SACRAMENTO 

The history of California tribal communities is a 
history of resistance and resilience. In discussing 
the mental wellness of Native people today, it is 
essential to acknowledge and impart some of the 
history that lead to this moment. This history is 
not meant to be comprehensive; it is an effort to 
convey some of the depth and intensity of what 
Native American people have lived through and 
survived. The strength necessary to not only exist, 
but to thrive, in today’s world is enormous. This 
resilience is, in and of itself, the most noteworthy 
strength and asset of the Native community. 

The Sacramento area includes the ancestral 
homelands of the Maidu, Miwok, Me-Wuk, Wintun, 
Wintu, Patwin, and Nisenan Tribes.1 Tribes lived off 
the land they inhabited and today they continue 
to inhabit the foothills, the rivers and deltas, and 
the central valley of their ancestral homelands. 
Sacramento Native Tribes had extensive trade 
networks, political alliances, and led stable lives 
with rich cultural and social traditions.2  Within 
each region tribes were linked by intermarriage 
as a way to create partnerships and alliances 
between local tribes. The lives of California Native 
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communities were forever changed with the 
arrival of the Spaniards, the Mexican government, 
the influx of immigrants to the Sacramento 
region during the Gold Rush, and the systematic 
oppression by federal and state governments that 
continues to this day.3 

The Spanish Missionaries began to systematically 
colonize California in the mid to late 1700’s.4 
California Native Tribes were enslaved into the 
Mission system and endured physical, mental, 
and sexual abuses by Spanish priests and armed 
forces. 4 6 Native Americans living in the Missions 
were forced into Christianity and violently 
punished for speaking their Native language 
and practicing tribal traditions.7 8 Families were 
separated and forced to live apart from each 
other. There were many attempts by California 
Tribes to escape enslavement, risking torture 
and death if recaptured.9 The Spanish priests 
also brought diseases from Europe that were 
fatal to California Natives. Due to the unsanitary 
living conditions California Natives had to endure 
inside the missions, many became sick and died.11 
By the time the Mexican Republic stripped the 
missionaries of their power to coerce labor from 
the Natives in 1836, approximately one third of 
the Native population of California was dead as a 
direct result of their actions.12

Mexico and the United States were battling for 
control of California during the early part of the 
1800’s. For California Native tribes, the fight to 
exist and maintain ancestral lands continued. In 
1824, the Mexican government issued 800 land 
grants to Mexican citizens.8 Most, if not all, of 
the land grants issued were lands that belonged 
to enslaved Natives.12 During this time John 
Sutter, a Swedish immigrant, became a Mexican 
citizen in order to be granted land by the Mexican 
government. He acquired about 50,000 acres of 

land that belonged to local Me-wuk and Maidu 
people and then enslaved them.13 

Land grabs and Indian slave hunting parties from 
Mexico continued to decimate the California Indian 
population until the American invasion in 1846 
and during the Gold Rush starting in 1848.14 An 
unprecedented number of colonizers arrived in the 
region and violence erupted, particularly against 
Natives who resisted the intrusion of Gold Rushers 
onto their land.12 Within two years of the discovery 
of gold, over two-thirds of the Native population 
was killed, some 100,000 people.15

The Maidu, Miwok and Nisenan tribes suffered 
greatly at the hands of Sutter and white settlers. 
In 1848, the Mexican-American War ended and 
Mexico ceded what are now Arizona, California, 
Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah and 
Wyoming to the United States. California Native 
communities continued to be pushed off their 
lands with the discovery of gold at Sutter’s Mill. 
Sutter used violence and intimidation to force 
local Natives to work and protect his land.13 He 
slaughtered men, women, children, and elders if 
they did not comply with his demands.16 At the 
same time, California was becoming a State and 
began to systematically abolish Native people 
by creating laws that legalized their murder, 
kidnapping and enslavement by stripping them of 
all rights. Natives were denied the right to vote, 
were not recognized as citizens, and were denied 
due process. Military sponsored raids on Native 
villages and forced removal of Natives from their 
ancestral lands were commonplace. 

In the 1850’s the US government began attempting 
to make treaties with the California tribes, though 
these were based on faulty information, poor 
translations, and a well-earned lack of trust from 
the Natives. Despite California entering the Union 
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as a free state, inhumane indentured servitude 
laws were instituted, further subjecting Indians 
to slavery and denying them citizenship or the 
opportunity to address grievances in court. 
This, consequently, laid the foundation for the 
establishment of a system of slavery in California 
which was not abolished until 4 years after the 
Emancipation Proclamation.19 By 1900 there were 
fewer than 16,000 Natives living in California.  

Between 1851 and 1852 representatives from 
Washington were sent to California to establish 
treaties with Native tribes.8 The treaties agreed 
to set aside 7.5 million acres of land for Natives.8 
Eighteen treaties were made with various 
California tribes, however not all Native California 
tribes were represented or aware of what the 
government was trying to do and many did not 
understand what they were signing or agreeing to 
because of language barriers.12 18 Ultimately, the 18 
treaties created were not honored or recognized 
because they were blocked in the United States 
Senate.12 19 Lands belonging to California Tribes 
continued to be taken and Native people 
continued to be displaced and murdered. 

In 1863 more than 400 Maidu, Wailaki, Pit River, 
Pomo, Concow, Koncow, Pahto from Chico and 
surrounding Counties were forced to walk 200 
miles to Round Valley onto Yuki lands.20 21 Only 
277 Natives survived the relocation to Nome Cult 
Farm.22 The Yuki were forced to share their land 
with other Natives that had different cultural and 
language practices.23 These seven tribes were 
forced to live together and became what is now 
the Round Valley reservation.24

In 1887, California passed the Dawes Act which 
granted United States citizenship to tribal people 
and also relinquish communal control of their 
lands.25 This law incentivized Native people to 

disband and separate so they could own land and 
become US citizens. This allowed the government 
to dissolve tribal lands and to create land 
allotments for Natives and non-Natives in an effort 
to further assimilate tribal communities. Allotment 
property tax often resulted in the forced sale or 
seizure of many allotments made to Native people. 
This land was typically sold to non-Natives.26

The process of recognizing the autonomy and 
rights of California Tribes by the government 
began with the Supreme Court of California 
granting citizenship to California Natives in 1917. 
Since 1921, political activism on the part of 
California Natives has led to federal action, though 
this has not been without controversy. The Indian 
Reorganization Act (IRA) followed and was signed 
by President Roosevelt in 1934. The IRA set aside 
sixty-one reservations in California and meant to 
restore tribal lands, ownership, sovereignty, and 
self-reliance.8 The IRA also created a definition of 
a person as Indian based on three criteria; tribal 
membership, ancestral descent, and/or blood 
quantum. Blood quantum began to be widely used 
as criteria for tribal membership. It originally dates 
back to the 1890s when settlers began allotting 
lands in Oklahoma and created rolls to document 
Natives’ names and their blood quantum. 
Generally, the more European blood, the more 
civilized, and the more trustworthy a person was 
considered.

In 1944, reparations were agreed to for the theft 
of California Indian ancestral land; though this 
included a deduction of the government’s costs 
of providing services to the reservations they had 
forced Natives onto against their will. Eventually 
only $5 million was awarded, or approximately 
$150 per person. Further legal action by tribes 
led to a decades long battle with the American 
government, ultimately leading to a payment that 
worked out to 47 cents per acre of stolen land. Of 
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note is the fact that the entirety of these activities 
occurred outside normal court processes and 
without constitutional protections. 

In late 1952, another issue was brought to the 
attention of the public. “Twenty-two young 
Indians, veterans of World War II and Korea, 
claimed they cannot buy shaving lotion because 
it contains alcohol. They have formed an Indian 
Right Organization to fight what they call ‘this new 
menace to the Indian.’”27 However, this was not 
the first time that the problem had been brought 
to the attention of the government. In 1946, 
Indians, in a hearing in Eureka, requested that the 
prohibition against the sale of alcohol to Indians 
be lifted. In April 1953, Governor Earl Warren 
signed into law Senate Bill 344, which for the first 
time in 81 years made it legal for “full blooded 
Indians” to purchase alcohol.28

Termination era policies had devastating effects 
on the Native people across America. These 
policies continued Native assimilation efforts, 
ended government support of tribal communities 
and most importantly ended Federal recognition 
and protection of over 100 Tribes nationwide.29 
For California Tribes, it meant the Rancherias 
would no longer receive support from the Federal 
government, but State governments could take 
over assisting tribes.30 Native Americans were 
encouraged to leave their reservations and 
relocate to urban areas for better economic 
prospects. Sacramento was designated as a 
relocation site. Men were promised vocational 
training and most ended up working manual labor 
for the rail road and the women were domestics. 
They were promised transitional support upon 
arrival, which often did not come. Life on the 
reservation was hard due to limited resources, 
poverty, and a lack of economic and educational 
opportunities. Natives from across the United 
States left their respective reservations and 

C O M M U N I T  Y  N E E D S  &  S  T R  E N G  T H S  R  E P  O  R  T

moved to urban areas as part of federal Relocation 
policies; often this was a one-way bus ticket. 
Those that stayed in these urban environments 
searched for employment but experienced 
discrimination, exploitation, and poverty. 
Native people with varied cultural practices and 
traditions found themselves living in large urban 
centers and cities, far from home and in need of 
support. Naturally, these people came together 
and created community, mixing with each other 
and other racial groups, creating a new urban 
Indian community. Nearly 100,000 Indians were 
relocated to California from 1952-1968 as a result 
of these and other related policies, and as a result 
it has the highest population of Natives of any 
State. 

 By the 1960’s minority groups across the nation 
were organizing and demanding equal rights 
and access to opportunities provided to White 
Americans. In the San Francisco Bay Area, a group 
of Natives calling themselves, Indians of All Tribes 
(IAT), organized the occupation and attempted 
reclamation of Alcatraz Island for Native people.31 
Indians of All Tribes was protesting Federal 
Termination policies, broken treaties, land grabs, 
forced relocation, and systematic extermination. 
After successfully landing on the island in 1969, 
the Occupation of Alcatraz gained nationwide 
media coverage and highlighted the diversity of 
Tribes from across the nation that were working 
toward the same goals: to have the government 
acknowledge the atrocities against Native people 
and work towards reconciliation.32 The occupation 
lasted for fourteen months and brought 
attention to the brutal history Native generations 
experienced in America. To this day, Native people 
from all over the continent gather in solidarity 
for a sunrise ceremony on Unthanksgiving day on 
Alcatraz Island. 
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Another important development since the 1960s 
was the creation of Native American studies 
departments at major universities in California. In 
the fall of 1969, Indian students at the University 
of California at Berkeley, Los Angeles, and Davis 
and at Sacramento State University demanded 
that these institutions begin programs and offer 
courses in Indian culture and history. Today, 
much valuable information has come from these 
programs. They have also assisted Indian students 
by providing them with needed services, and have 
promoted a better Indian self-image.

The forced assimilation, enslavement, genocide, 
systemic oppression and removal of Native 
people from their lands led to the destruction 
and separation of families and cultural support 
systems. The experience described here focuses 
on the Sacramento area, however none of this 
experience is geographically isolated. Native 
people from across this continent have had similar 
experiences – murder, rape, enslavement, stolen 
lands, disrupted family structures, relocation, long 
walks, broken promises. In spite of this, Native 
communities are still here. They are educating 
younger generations about cultural practices and 
traditions, and continue to adapt and change to 
thrive in this America.

Today, the State of California has 109 federally 
recognized Tribes and 78 more petitioning for 
recognition. There are close to 100 Rancherias 
in the State.33 Under Relocation, over 100,000 
reservation Indians resettled in metropolitan 
areas, including Sacramento. The Sacramento 
Native community includes tribal people from 
many different States and regions with unique 
cultures and histories. There is a distinct cultural 
richness in the Native population of Sacramento. 
The continued existence of Native people and the 

preservation of cultural identity and traditions 
is, in of itself, a revolutionary act and one that at 
many times in California and US history had to be 
maintained in secrecy.

Due to this history, the Native community in the 
Sacramento area is incredibly diverse. There are 
many people from tribes that do not historically 
belong to this land; for some there has been 
a significant loss of cultural and historical 
knowledge. The impact of blood quantum as a 
defining factor for the degree of how “Indian” a 
person is has been significant. This practice fails 
to recognize Native practices of adopting others 
into their tribes and the existence of multiracial 
children. There are many issues with this form 
of identification, including that not all Natives 
were historically accurately recognized and 
recorded, and some refused to be recorded as 
a matter of principle. Today, tribes vary on the 
requirements to be considered a member of the 
tribe. This is a factor that contributes to variation 
in sizes of remaining tribes, with some having 
only a handful of members while the Cherokee 
Nation claims over 500,000 members. This also 
has become a factor between Indian people and 
can contribute to lateral oppression, individual 
feelings of being “Indian enough”, and challenges 
around identifying oneself as an Urban Indian. As 
a counter balance to this, today there are thriving 
cultural practices of Urban Indians who do not 
have access to their ancestral lands/community. 
This includes a wide range of religious and 
spiritual beliefs that include Christianity as 
 well as tribal practices including Bear Dance, 
Round House, Sweat Lodge/Inipi, Sundance,  
Native American Church and a thriving social 
community include Pow Wows, Big Times and 
Community Events.




