Great Basin Natives
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Native American girl from the Ute tribe.

The Great Basin is located between two mountain ranges, that is how the airesdri's
name. The area is lightly populated and the tribes in this region are Shoshone,rféaiute a
Mono.

The plateau area north and west of the Great Basin was home to tribes namezl Reeds,
the Ute, and the Umaitilla.

Before the Europeans came to California, there were many native peogarimany dif-

ferent small tribes. The Hupa and the Shasta were tribes that lived in nordiesm@.

The Cumash and the Salina lived along the coastline. The Maidu and the Miwok lived in the
desert like eastern area and the Pomo lived just north of what is now San Brancisc



Land & Animals

The Great Basin is an arid inland region encompassing much of the western UniésdlSta
consists of a vast natural basin, with occasional rocky uplands breaking up larttestodt

mostly barren desert. The region is surrounded by mountains and plateaus: thdeSiada

on the west; the Rocky Mountains on the east; the Columbia Plateau on the north; and the
Colorado Plateau on the south. The open expanse of the Mojave Desert in the southwest por-
tion of the region is the one exception.

The rivers and streams of the Great Basin drain from the flanking high couotiiré cen-

tral depression and disappear into sinks; the waterways thus have no outlet to the oceans
The mountains to the east and west block the rain clouds, leading to low rainfall and high
evaporation. The Great Basin once contained dozens of enormous lakes, the remnants of
which include Great Salt Lake, Utah Lake, and Pyramid Lake, among others.riibéern
lakes have a high salt content. In the western part of the Great Basin is feathdvalley,
where summer temperatures exceed 52°C (125°F). The sparse vegetation throeghout t
Great Basin is called desert shrub, in which sagebrush is dominant with some pifion and |
niper trees in the higher elevations.

In the northern area, the plateau, there are mountains and forests. Spruce, balsams and as-
pens grow higher in the mountains. The states of Washington, Oregon and Idaho are in the
plateau area.

In the southern areg the Great Basin, there are flatlands with salty soil and sand where
very little grows but sagebrush. It is very dry and desertlike, but cold. As in thevestit

desert, pifion and ponderosa pines and juniper grow. This area includes Utah, Nevada and
parts of Wyoming and Colorado.



Prickly Pear Cactus

California is the area west of the Sierra Nevada mountains to the Pacific Ocean. MNorther
California has a cool, moist climate. There are dry, hot deserts in eastiéonnizaland
southern California is sunny and mild.

Salmon and trout were very important foods for all the people in these regions. Tigky ca
fish in several different ways. One way was spearing them, like the Hupe maing in the
picture. Another way was to make nets to catch them. The fish were cleaned and hung on
racks to dry or smoked over a fire.

Horses were important to the people of the plateau and Great Basin. Hotsesfedo the
are in 1730 by the Spanish. Horses helped the people travel farther to find food and to trade
with other tribes and traders.

The Nez Perce picked out the best horses of the herds to have foals (babies) so the horses
would be healthy and strong. Today the Nez Perce people still breed appaloosa horses. The
appaloosa is the state horse of Idaho.



People & Languages

Great Basin woman with basket of nuts

The nomadic tribes ranging throughout much of the sparsely populated Great Basin spoke
languages of the Uto-Aztecan family. The lone exception was the Washoe testheho—

like some peoples of the California culture area—spoke a Hokan dialect. The mesgor G

Basin peoples were the Paiute, Shoshone, and Ute, with various subdivisions and offshoots,
including the Bannock, who branched off from the Northern Paiute. Although dialeed vari
throughout the region, their similarity made it possible for different groupeda@mmon

words to communicate.



Food & Housing

Life in the Great Basin was an unrelenting quest for food, water, firewood, andaisdter
basic tools and utensils. The vast deserts supported few large game animalgesousdi
hunters preyed upon available small game, including rabbits, rodents, snakes, lizards, and
birds. They were adept foragers and collected insects, grubs, seeds, nuts doernests.

They had to dig for much of their food—small mammals, reptiles, roots, and inseets. As
result, non-Indians who encountered these peoples often referred to tbaggers

The availability of food dictated whereabouts and activities in the courseeai aSome
food gathering was communal. Families would occasionally gather to drive rabitther
mammals into brush corrals
where they were slaughtered.
Grasshoppers were driven into
trenches with fire, roasted alive_
and ground into flour. Peoples &
venturing into highland areas

mountain goats, fished rivers a
lakes, and harvested pine nuts
from pifion trees.

Desert House



Most Great Basin peoples lived in small, simple cone-shaped structures thahaekr of wil-
low pole frames and covered with brush, reeds, and grasses. Such dwellingsnilerécsi

wickiups made by the Apache in the Southwest
culture area. Some Great Basin Indians also bt
larger huts and windbreaks using similar mater

The peopleof the Great Basin lived in a dry de-
sertlike area. They had to move often to find fo
Click on the home that you think belongs in the
Great Basin.
The Paiute people lived in the Great Basin re
where it was very dry and food was scarce. T
had to move in a wide area searching for food, §
their shelters were quickly built of branches, grigass
and sagebrush. ;

The people of the Plateau built structures that were like the teepees dittsep@bple, but in-
stead of animal skins, the pole framework was covered with woven mats of plantedsd re

The Nez Perce people of the Plateau built teepee shaped longhouses wheréasaliesal

could live. The structures were covered with grass mats or animal skinssBéka plateau

and the plains people both had horses, they could travel wide areas. Customs from both regions
were shared by both groups of people.

Some of the California people built
structures made of planks of redwood in
a pyramid shape. These structures were
called roundhouses.

People living in the warm regions of
Southern California covered their
wickiup structures with palm branches.

The people of the plateau regiomath-
ered roots, nuts and berries. They ate
plants such as wild onions, carrots, pota-
toes and huckleberries. Pine, reeds and
grasses were used to build their homes.



In the dry and desertlike Great Basin food was more difficult to find. Plants provided

most of the food for the people. Pifion nuts, agave paste, berries, wild onion and carrots were
often eaten. Baskets were made from brush and grasses, because the peaptaaiarr

things with them when they traveled looking for food.

People of the Great Basin used cone shaped baskets to gather roots, nuts
and berries. The basket was carried by placing the strap across the fore-
head.

Acorns from oak trees were one of the primary foods for the California

and Plateau people. The nuts were gathered in baskets. Acorns are bitter
raw, so they had to be crushed and washed in warm water. The acorn meal
was then cooked into mush or baked into bread.



Just like all other native people, the plateau, Great

Basin and California tribes dressed in materials

found in the region where they lived. In hot weather,

men wore breechcloths made of animal skins or

woven grass or reeds. When it got colder, especially

in the northern part of the region, they added deer-
skin shirts, leggings, and moccasins. Women wore dresses of skins, and later of cotton.
Decoration was of porcupine quills, elk teeth or beads.

Before European traders came to the area, people
used animal skins to make clothing. In the late 1800,
s, cloth was used to make clothes. This Nez Perce
woman is wearing a dress made of cloth. Often
dresses and shirts were beaded or covered

with elk teeth or shells. The friendship bag at the
woman's feet is used to carry belongings and is
made of woven plaritbers. Only the Nez Perce

used bags such as this one. The cradleboard that the
baby is in is also beaded.



Many Great Basin Indians, like peoples in the Cali-
fornia culture area, used baskets as both carrying and
cooking containers, although their baskets were typi-
cally less sophisticated. To traverse large streams,
they built bulrush floats to carry their belongings.
They wove nets for hunting small game from plant
materials, and they made bows and arrows and
clubs. Long, hooked sticks were fashioned for pull-
ing small animals from burrows. Some groups made
duck decoys using tule reeds covered with duck
skins. In Ute society, arrow and spearhead makers
held a special place of honor.

Did you know?

If a warm bath full of soapy bubbles isn't your thing,
this might make you change your mind. Some tribes
believed one way to make children stronger was to

bathe them in icy water - even in the winter.



Ute Coyote Petroglyph

Great Basin peoples believed in a spirit world and spirit beings, who communidtited w
them through dreams and visions. Their shamans conducted rituals to locate food and heal
the sick, and they passed on mythological traditions through storytelling. Thardodifl

many peoples included Wolf as the good brother who makes things and Coyote ak-the tric
ster bad brother who disrupts things.
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