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Dear Educator: 
 
Thank you for your interest in the Clarke Museum.  We look forward to your visit with 
_____________________School on _________ _________ at ____________ consisting of your 
_________ grade class of __________ students and ________ chaperones, touring the Main Hall 
(History Hall) and/or the Native American Room.  Enclosed is some material that may help your 
preparations. Please read everything carefully. 
 
MUSEUM ETIQUETTE:  
  Museums objects are often old and fragile, so it is important that children be 
instructed not to run or jostle each other & not touch anything beyond a few designated 
“touchable items”. No food, beverages, or gum in the museum. No photos without permission of 
the staff – flash photos in particular can be damaging to artifacts. We do allow pictures of the 
class viewing exhibits – check with your docents. 
 So that everybody can enjoy & learn from this visit, please encourage the children to talk 
quietly & respect the volunteer tour guides.  Please remind accompanying adults that their first 
responsibility is overseeing the student’s behavior, so they should not bring pre-school children 
with them & not use cell phones or spend their time chatting with other adults. 
 We have a gift shop with many items with local crafts & books on history & Native 
American Culture.  Please notify us ahead of time if children will be allowed to make purchases, 
you can tell them about this opportunity in advance & make plans for this included into your 
visit. 
 
EXHIBITS: 
 Exhibits in both the Main Hall & the Native American Hall change frequently so that 
different subjects can be covered & items rotated out of storage. So, it is a good idea, shortly 
before bringing students to the Museum, to make a visit yourself & see what is currently on 
exhibit.  This might help you prepare a “treasure hunt” or questions for which students can look 
for answers. Trained Volunteer docents will guide your tours, but the more prepared the students 
are, the more worth while the Museum visit will be. Scheduling an “Outreach” visit before a tour 
is another way to prepare your students. Docents can provide scavenger hunts for your class if 
you would like. 
 Enclosed is some information which might prove helpful. Feel free to make copies. 
Among the enclosures, is a brief overview of Humboldt County history that served as the 
introduction for a Clarke Museum publication, Eureka & Humboldt County, California. You 
might find the whole book, with 240 pictures from the Clarke’s collection, to be a useful 
resource on local history.  It is available at our gift shop along with other educational materials 
including a DVD on Native American basket making & the Clarke Basket Collection. 
 
OUTREACH OPPORTUNITIES: 
 The Clarke also has an Outreach program that can supplement trips to the Museum or 
substitute for them when field trip money is scarce. Trained volunteer or staff docents will bring 
to the class a kit of touchable items that demonstrate different aspects of local history. Currently  
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a general Humboldt history overview & a compare and contrast program focusing on the differences and
 similarities between Native Americans and early settlers are available. 
This program requires a $25 donation for schools within the Eureka/Arcata area and an additional $.51
per mile for areas outside of Eureka/Arcata up to 60 miles roundtrip. 
 
Again, we look forward to your visit.  If you have any further questions, please call. 
 
 
 
      Sincerely, 
 
 
      The Clarke Historical Museum Staff 
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INTRODUCTION1 
 
 

 
 “Eureka” is the classical Greek for “I found it!” In 1850, settlers and gold seekers found 
what they were looking for in what was to become Humboldt County, California.  They named 
their village and future county seat Eureka. 
 For many centuries before, however, the area had been the ideal home for others.  The 
boundaries of future Humboldt County contained portions of the home territory of several tribes, 
most prominently the Wiyot, Yurok, Hupa and Karuk.  Thought speaking languages from three 
different language families these groups shared similar beliefs, social structures, and material 
culture. 
 All were hunter-gathers, but the area’s mild climate and abundance resources allowed the 
people to live in permanent villages and to nurture wild plants. Subsisting on acorns, game, 
coastal shellfish, and the rivers’ abundant salmon and trout, they developed elaborate 
ceremonials and the art of fine basket making.  There was little warfare because disputed within 
and between groups were usually settled by paying compensation.  The people lived in close 
harmony with their environment and each other. 
 That harmony was shattered by Shasta County rancher Pierson Reading’s discovery of 
gold in the Trinity Mountains in 1848.  Although Spanish explores and Russian fur hunters had 
earlier touched Humboldt’s coastline, it took a months long westward expedition led by Josiah 
Gregg to establish a route from the Trinity gold fields to the coast.  In April of 1860, the Laura 
Virginia was the first American ship to enter the bay, naming it Humboldt after the famous 
German geographer and scientist, Alexander von Humboldt. 
 Soon fortune seekers flocked to the area by ship and over the mountains. Humboldt 
County was not a major resource of gold.  Though Orleans and Willow Creek had mining-based 
economies, and beach sand under Gold Bluffs was worked with little success.  However, the 
coastal towns of Eureka, Arcata (originally called Union), and Trinidad grew into prosperous and 
notoriously rowdy ports and supply centers for the mines.  Pack trains moved gold seekers and 
supplies into the mountains, and one of California’s first railroads was built in Arcata to transport 
goods from the docks to the town plaza. 
 The miners and early settlers, however, usurped or destroyed the resources on which the 
native populations depended.  Conflict led to massacres, the establishment of government forts, 
and forced resettlement.  These policies, plus introduced diseases, destroyed some tribes entirely. 
Others, however, have retained their identity and many aspects of their culture. 
 Timber, Humboldt’s “red gold” was soon discovered to be a resource as valuable as the 
area’s minerals.  Massive redwood trees, some 2,000 years old and growing to heights of over 
300 feet, thrive in the narrow fog belt along California’s northwest coast.  Felling and milling 
activities began almost immediately as lumbermen, used to smaller eastern trees, developed new 
techniques and tools to deal with the huge redwoods. Timber companies multiplied, expanding 
their operations inland, building trail links as they went, and scattering the area with small 
lumber-based towns and temporary camps. 

                                                 
1 Service, Pamela F. and Raymond W. Hillman, under the auspice of the Clarke Historical Museum, Images if 
America, Eureka and Humboldt County, (Chicago: Arcadia Publishing) 2001. 



 2 

 The need to shop put timber plus the availability of raw materials stimulated a local ship 
building industry.  Fishing for crab, oysters and various ocean fish, especially salmon, grew into 
a major industry, and Humboldt Shelter Cover and Trinidad Bays supports active fishing fleets.  
Whaling was occasionally carried out as well.  The rugged coastline sprouted lighthouses in an 
attempt to protect shipping, but the area remained the site of numerous spectacular wrecks. 
 The land itself and the moderate climate proved to be another valuable resource for 
Humboldt County.  Farmers from many countries were attracted to the rich soils around 
Humboldt Bay and several river bottoms, while the hills provided good grazing.  Sheep raised 
here produced exceptional fleece and the dairy industry prospered.  Fruit growing was also 
successful, and the area became particularly know for its apples. 
 Humboldt towns grew, and the more prosperous citizens built elegant homes using local 
wood.  The difficulties or road travel over the mountains, and the dangers and discomfort of sea 
travel, kept the area fairly isolated.  As a result, residents developed an attitude of rugged 
independence.  The “redwood curtain” began to part, however, in the 20th century with the 
building of a rail connection, completion of the Redwood Highway, and the rise of automobile 
travel.  Tourism quickly joined timber and fishing as a major industry.  A movement to preserve 
the redwoods led to the creation of local state and national parks.  Though this cut into timber 
profits, it bolstered tourism and preserved endangered species. The natural and architectural 
beauty of the area, combined with relative accessibility to Hollywood, also made Humboldt 
County the setting of many films from the silent era to the present. 
 Although vastly changed in the last century and a half, Humboldt County in one respect 
remains true to its roost.  It is an area where people and their natural environment are strongly 
interdependent - a place where many who long for and ideal home can still cry out “Eureka!” 
 The Collection was begun by Eureka High School teacher Cecile Clarke, who founded 
the public museum in 1960.  In addition to its thorough local history collection the Clarke is 
nationally recognized for its excellent collection of Native America basketry and ceremonial 
regalia from northwest California.  The museum is located at 240 E. Street in Eureka.  Further 
information is available at 707-443-1947. 
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The Native American Collection of the Clarke Historical Museum 
 
The Clarke Museum is considered to hold the largest and best collections of material from 
northwestern Californian Tribes to be found anywhere in the world.  We are proud to be able to 
preserve this heritage and to educate the public about these ancient cultures that continue to be a 
vibrant part of our community today. 
 
Tribes and Early Life: 
 A look at the map of California tribes shows a particularly large number concentrated in what 
today is Humboldt County. So many groups were able to live a non-nomadic life in this area because 
of the abundant resources.  The many rivers provided salmon, eel and other fish while shellfish were 
available along the coast. Hunting was good, and abundant oak trees provided acorns, the dietary 
staple.  The people selectively managed their environment through pruning, weeding and controlled 
burning to improve the habitat for game and increase the yield of plants used for food and basket 
making. 
 The tribes of Humboldt County moved into the area in waves of people over the last several 
thousand years. They spoke very different languages but through social contacts, trade, intermarriage 
and a common environment they came to share similar cultures.  There was little warfare among the 
tribes; disputes were often settled through compensation.  Local tribes were not ruled by chiefs; 
instead decisions were made collectively by village elders.  The arrival of Euro-American settlers 
after 1850 disrupted the life of the native peoples. Deliberate killings, removals and the introduction 
of unfamiliar diseases decimated local tribes.  Nonetheless, five tribes remain active in the area: the 
Wiyot around Humboldt Bay, the Yurok (the largest tribe in California) along the north coast and 
Lower Klamath, the Hupa whose Trinity River reservation is California’s largest, the Tolowa in the 
Crescent City area, and the Karuk on the Upper Klamath. 
 
Spirituality: 
 The traditional belief among local Native Americans is that the creator placed them here at 
the beginning of time and charged them with maintaining the prosperity and harmony of the world.  
This was done through prayer, proper living and ceremony. All things in nature and items created 
from nature were imbued with spirit, and all human activities had some spiritual aspect.  Prayers 
accompanied collecting and hunting, while baskets, canoes and other objects were made while 
praying and were intended to be beautiful to honor the creator. Ceremonies such as the White 
Deerskin Dance and the Jump Dance are still held in order to renew the world and reestablish 
balance. Among the tribes, the shamans or medicine people were often women. 
 
Basketry: 
 As with most California tribes, the people of this area made baskets, rather than pottery. Our 
local basketry is considered some of the finest in the world.  Baskets woven tightly enough to hold 
water were used for cooking by stirring hot rocks in the basket until the water boiled.  Baby carrying 
baskets were light and practical, and basketry eel traps were used for fishing.  Basketry hats for both 
men and women were a distinctive feature of local tribes. Hats can be distinguished from baskets 
because they have designs on the rounded part, the top of the hat, as well as the sides.  Baskets were 
also used for eating, for holding trinkets, for hoppers, for storage and later to sell to settlers and 
tourists.  Many distinctive designs appear on local baskets in a number of variations. Baskets made in 
this area use a technique that interweaves sticks and roots while overlaying patterns of grasses, ferns, 
roots and porcupine quills.  
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Tools: 
 Arrowheads, chisels, axe heads, spear points, knives, mortars, and pestles as well as other 
tools and weapons were made from stone. Chipping small flakes off a stone nodule produced sharp 
edges while patient grinding produced tougher more durable tools.  Obsidian, a natural volcanic 
glass, was particularly prized for practical and ceremonial tools and was traded from tribes to the east 
in exchange for sea shells and other coastal items. Bone and antler were also used for some tools, and 
fishing nets were woven using the fibers of wild irises. In cooking, women used wooden stirring 
paddles carved for them by male family members. Spoons carved from wood or horn were used by 
men while women used mussel shells as spoons.  Dentalia shells from British Columbia were used 
locally as money and could be worn as jewelry or kept in carved purses of elk horn. 
 
Canoes: 
 Most villages were located along rivers, and canoes were vital for fishing and transportation. 
Redwood, since it is particularly buoyant and resistant to bugs and rot, was considered the best canoe 
making wood, and tribes that lived in the coastal redwood zone specialized in canoe making, trading 
their products to inland tribes. Using controlled fire and tools of bones and antler, logs were patiently 
carved and given features acknowledging their spiritual status as living and respected beings. A 
Yurok redwood canoe is a feature of the Clarke collection. 
 
Houses: 
 Houses were permanent sturdy dwellings often made of planks taken from living trees.  
Grape vines lashed the planks together. Near the coast, was redwood, inland it was cedar. Houses 
were built partly underground to be cooler in the summer and warmer in the winter.  Doors were 
small and round to discourage the entry of wild animals and bad weather, the living area was the 
lower portion, which is around a fire circle. The surrounding upper area was used for storage. The 
roofs could be removed and the house pit used for ceremonial dances. Villages also had “sweat 
houses” where men underwent purification ceremonies and also where men and older boys often 
slept, as women and children slept in the larger Plank house. A scale model of a redwood dwelling 
house is featured in the museum. 
 
Museum Exhibits: 
 Nealis Hall was added to the Clarke Museum in 1979 exclusively to house the outstanding 
Native American collection.  Many exhibits change frequently so that items can be rotated between 
storage and public view.  The Becker collection of baskets and regalia and the Hover collection of 
Karuk baskets are permanently on view.   Frequently, some non-local Native American items are 
exhibited to provide a contrast with distinctive local styles. An attempt is also made to exhibit work 
of contemporary local Native American artists and craftspeople.  The Museum continues to add to its 
collection of local Native America material in order to expand the public’s understanding and 
appreciation of this old and ongoing culture.  Donations are welcome. 
 
Native American Culture is a fundamental part of Humboldt County’s heritage.  It is also a vital part 
of our community.  There are currently over 14,000 Native American in Humboldt County.  The 
Clarke Museum is proud to preserve and present the heritage of local Native American people.  
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Baby Basket Carrier with Sunshade: 
 

The purpose of this basket is for swaddling the baby so that he/she will feel 
secure.  If the baby is crying the baby would be placed in his/her basket and 
the child would feel better.  Usually beads, shells or a carving are hung from 
the sides. Boys would have masculine items such as obsidian while girls 
would have shells or beads. Baby basket can float face up in case they are 
dropped in the river. 
 
 

Hopper Basket: 
 

Used for grinding acorns: sometimes it is called a grinding basket. The 
woman uses a stone pestle for grinding. The hopper is placed on a rock 
with the smaller end down so that the acorn powder is caught on the sides 
of the basket. 
 
 

Redwood Plank House: 
 
Redwood planks were fit together very tightly to keep the bad weather out. 
The floor is built down into the earth and at the bottom is the fire where 
the women would cook soups and broths.  In this house women and 
children would sleep. 
 
 

Eating Bowl Basket and Carved Spoon: 
 
Bowl is a woven basket made for eating acorn mush and hot soups. The 
spoon is carved from elk horn, which denotes a man’s standing within his 
family, and woman used polished mussel shell. 
 
 
 

Eel Basket: 
 
Made of willow sticks, this basket is made by men.  The basket is 
submersed in the river and held in place by rocks and ropes. The eel 
swims inside the basket and can’t find its way out.  Eels were baked on 
sticks in a fire were smoked in the smoke house. 
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