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Tribes Today 

Today, there are many active native 
tribes around the world. They 
continue to fight for equal rights. 
Not all of these tribes have been 
able to protect their ancestral 
lands. Still, they remain true to 
their cultures and ways of life. 

Oroville, California 

The Lone Survivor 

In 1911, California was developing into a modern state. Cars were 
replacing horses. Telephones and electricity were making their ways 
into homes. 

In the city of Oroville, California, the local sheriff received a call. A 
starving man had been caught stealing meat. The man did not speak a 
language that anyone was familiar with. He had leather strips through 
holes in his ears. A piece of wood pierced his nose. He wore a loincloth 
made of bearskin. 

Newspapers spread the story of this strange person. Eventually, 
scholars discovered that he spoke the language of the Yahi. The Yahi 
were part of the Yana tribe. No one else in town spoke the language. 

ancestral

loincloth
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In fact, no one else from his tribe 
could be found alive. 

This man, Ishi, became 
famous. Reporters called him the 
last “untamed” American Indian. 
He had spent his whole life in 
the hills, living the same way his 
ancestors had for thousands of 
years. Now, he found himself in 
a modern society. In some ways, 
Ishi was the last chapter in a 
meaningful book about the Yana. 

Ishi demonstrates how to 
use a bow and arrow. 

A Lost Name 
In Yahi culture, people did not speak their own names. Even though he was the last of his tribe, Ishi followed this taboo. People called him “Ishi” because it means “man” in the Yahi language. 

taboo
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Change in a Golden Land 

About 14, 000 years ago, humans first set foot in what is 
now California. It was a much different place then! 

Woolly mammoths and mastodons, both elephant-
like animals, moved in herds across the land. Giant sloths picked 

leaves off trees. Camels munched on grass. 
People hunted and ate these beasts. But soon, some of 

these huge animals became extinct. The first Californians 
had to find new ways to survive. Tribes moved to new 
places searching for food. They spread their cultures as 
they went. 

Luckily, these cultures are not lost. Before the 
Spanish arrived, American Indians did not read or write. 
So, there are no written records from the early tribes. 
But, historians have studied artifacts. These primary 
sources give clues about out how the tribes lived. 

Animal bones show what they ate. Burial sites 
share information about their beliefs. Baskets offer a 
look into their daily lives. All these items tell about 
these people of the past. 

Tightly woven baskets like 
this could carry water. 

extinct
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Fierce Competition 

Huge animals served as food sources for early tribes. But these animals were also food for other predators, such as saber-
toothed 

cats and dire wolves. Early tribes had to defeat not just their prey, but other predators, too. 

High-
Tech 

Hunt 

California Indians used several weapons 
to hunt. A common weapon was the 
atlatl  (AHT-lah-

tuhl
). This device helped 

to hurl spears. The atlatl was a very 
advanced weapon. It let humans hunt 
from far away instead of having to strike 
animals up close. 

Bones from woolly 
mammoths and other 
animals have been found 
in tar pits in California. 
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