Environmental Stewardship and Cultural Preservation on California’s Coast

THE TULUWAT VILLAGE SITE ON INDIAN ISLAND IN HUMBOLDT COUNTY, CALIFORNIA
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Introduction

Indian Island is the spiritual center of the universe for the
Wiyot Tribe. The island is located on Humboldt Bay, within
Eureka’s city limits, in Northern California. For thousands of
years, the tribe served as stewards of the island, performing an
annual World Renewal Ceremony at the Tuluwat Village site.
Millennia of harmony ended in 1860 when a small group of
white settlers interrupted the ceremony and murdered nearly
100 women, children and elders; this began a period of near
extinction for the Wiyot Tribe. For nearly 120 years, a shipyard
operated at the site. Today, the area has been returned to the
Wiyot Tribe and the World Renewal Ceremony has been
restored. This case study tells the remarkable story of a tribe
that persisted against all odds to recover from an unimaginable
tragedy, preserve their culture, reclaim their land and clean up
over a century of contamination.

The path of returning to Indian Island was a long one for
the Wiyot Tribe. With limited resources, the tribe faced the
challenge of not only acquiring the site property, but also
leading cleanup at a culturally sensitive and remote location.
Tribal leaders worked creatively to leverage resources and
forge partnerships with individuals, area businesses, local
government and organizations as well as state, regional and
national partners. Employing creative cleanup methods and
new technologies, the tribe balanced the preservation of
archeological artifacts and protection of human remains with
the need to address the contamination.

Today, Tuluwat Village and the ancient shell midden at the site
have been cleaned up and preserved. It is once again safe for
tribal citizens to visit the site and resume their ceremonies. The
area is a national historic landmark and serves as a place for
the tribe to share their stories and history and impart important
lessons on environmental stewardship. “It had been a dream of
mine to restore the land to the tribe. When I first set foot on the
site after Tuluwat Village had been cleaned up, it was the most
incredible feeling,” said former Wiyot Tribal Chairwoman
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The site is located on Indian Island between Humboldt Bay and
Arcata Bay. It is a national historic landmark.

Cheryl Seidner. “T had been working on this project for most of
my life, and wow — it was just amazing.” The sacred site also
contributes to the overall environmental health of Humboldt
Bay and nearby fisheries.

This case study explores the tools and partnerships that have
led to successful cleanup and transformation at the Tuluwat
Village site. The following pages trace the evolution of land
acquisition, cleanup and reuse efforts, highlighting the tribe’s
leadership, project partnerships, and coordination of remedy and
restoration considerations. The case study provides information
and lessons learned for parties interested in Superfund site
restoration, municipal land acquisition, tribal land stewardship,
cultural preservation and culture-based land revitalization.

The Wiyot Tribe returns to the Tuluwat Village site, ending a period of mourning and embarking on a new path of environmental
conservation, cultural preservation and spiritual renewal.









Timeline of Events

Pre-1850

Tribal ceremonies conducted at the site and shells deposited at the midden for over 1,000 years.

1850

About 3,000 Wiyot people live in 20 villages across the Humboldt Bay area.

1858

First recorded white settler arrives on Indian Island.

1860

Robert Gunther assumes ownership of the island.

1860

Nearly 100 women, children and elders massacred at the site during the tribe’s World Renewal Ceremony.

1860

Dikes built on Indian Island to drain the salt marsh for agriculture and grazing. Lumber mills established
on the island. Period of near extinction begins for the Wiyot Tribe.

1870

Dry dock boat repair yard opens on the Tuluwat Village site.

1910

Only 100 full-blooded Wiyot people remain alive.

1924

Robert Gunther transfers ownership of Indian Island to Ida B. Gates.

1960

City of Eureka acquires part of Indian Island.

1964

Shell midden on Tuluwat Village site designated as National Historic Landmark by the U.S. Department of
the Interior.

1976

Individual Wiyot citizens receive federal recognition from the U.S. government.

1981

Wiyot Tribe wins lawsuit with the U.S. government; Wiyot tribal status is reinstated.

1990

Boat repair yard closes at Tuluwat Village Site.

1992

Tribe begins holding annual vigil on Woodley Island for the 1860 massacre.

1996

Tribal acquisition of the Tuluwat Village site is proposed at a Wiyot Tribal Council meeting.

2000

The Wiyot Tribe purchases 1.5-acres of the Tuluwat Village site consisting of a contaminated and
developed areas from previous dry dock boat repair facility. Volunteer cleanup efforts begin.

2002

Plantings for erosion control underway.

2004

City of Eureka gives over 40 acres of land next to Tuluwat Village site to the Wiyot Tribe. These areas
include burial grounds and shell midden.

2004

EPA awards the tribe a $200,000 TBA brownfields grant. Six groundwater wells installed and 30 soil
bearings collected.

2006

Wiyot Tribe holds first ceremony (coming of age) in over 140 years. Removal of invasive plant species and
planting of native willows at the site. Sheet pile installation prevents contaminated runoff and shell midden
erosion.

2007

Tuluwat Restoration Project EIR approved by the city of Eureka.

2009

Contaminated soil removed by hand.

2011

Bulkhead construction and in-situ chemical oxidation of contaminated soil.

2013

EPA provides $552,000 in direct cleanup funding. EPA installs cap, demolishes caretaker shed and
performs asbestos abatement. Cap is hydroseeded with native species.

2014

Cleanup finishes. Mourning period for the Wiyot Tribe ends. First World Renewal Ceremony held at the
Tuluwat Village site in 154 years.

2016

Water quality monitoring station upgraded to provide real-time data.

2017

City of Eureka reaffirms its commitment to transfer all remaining city-owned land on Indian Island to the
Wiyot Tribe.

2017

EPA selects Wiyot Tribe for its Excellence in Site Reuse award.

TODAY

There are a total of 620 enrolled Wiyot tribal citizens.




The Tuluwat Village Site:
The Story in Pictures

Pre-Cleanup

Aerial view of the site in 1940.

- A boat at the dry dock
. shipyard on site, circa
1970.




Site conditions in 2000,
when the Wiyot Tribe
acquired the Tuluwat
Island property.

Hazardous waste shed and winch equipment at the site before cleanup.









Rare species — Humboldt Bay owl’s clover (Castilleja ambigua) and Point Reyes bird’s-beak (Cordylanthus martitimus)
— thriving at the site.









