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Hupa sweat house, date unknown.

begun to recover. By the beginning of
October, Work noted:

Some of the sick particularly
the children who were first
taken ill are recovering. Sev-
eral of them and some of the

[adults] have had no shaking

fits for some days, but they are

occasionally visited with fits of
the hot fever and continue
very weak.

The sick continued to improve
through mid-October, although most
still felt weakened by their condition.
Work himself had been ill with ma-
laria since the end of August. The lack
of sufficient quinine proved ruinous
for the party. They had long ago ex-
hausted the supply provided them by

so far recovered, but a few of
them require to go under the
Doctor’s care but they were so
much exhausted and continue
still so debilitated that it will
be some time before they be fit
for any duty. Several times
during our journey, the people
were so weak I was apprehen-
sive the greater part of them
would die on the way before
reaching the fort, I attribute
their recovery in a great meas-
ure to the change of climate in
the mountains, but as this had
not an immediate effect they
did not begin to get better
until some time after we
crossed the mountains, 15

Dr. McLoughlin at the onset of their HISTORICAL APPRAISAL

journey. In his last journal entry, According to the historian Sher-
dated October 31, 1833, Work wrote: burne Cook, we can accept Work’s ac-
The people who were sick are count as basically accurate for Work
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Maidu Indians spearing “suckers” in tributary of Feathcr River
near Lake Almanor, Plumas County, circa 1920s.

Gathering tules, place and time not known.
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Making tule boat, place and time not known.

had no motive to distort the facts.
Based on statistical analysis, Cook’s
findings indicate a population of sev-
eral thousand Indians in the basin of
the lower Feather River between Chico
and the junction of the Feather and
Sacramento rivers before 1832. Over
the course of the next two decades,
travelers passing through the Sacra-
mento and San Joaquin valleys ob-
served and noted many abandoned
Indian villages. First-hand accounts
written by Charles Wilkes, Hall J.
Kelley and Lansford W. Hastings cor-
roborate the desolation wrought upon
the Indians throughout the region.16
Malaria can be a fatal disease for
anyone, but why did so many Indians
die while the whites generally sur-
vived? One reason may be that the Na-
tive Americans possessed no genetic
physiological defense. The high death

rate among the natives may also be
explained in part by the Indian peo-
ple’s greater vulnerability to other dis-
eases. Because malaria weakens the
immune system and frequently pro-
duces anemia, other diseases can gain
opportunity in a normally healthy in-
dividual. The anthropologist Robert T.
Boyd suggests that cultural beliefs
contributed to the high death rates of
native Americans in Oregon during
the nineteenth century. Examining
the culture of the Chinook and Kal-
puya tribes, Boyd claims that two sets
of cultural practices “contributed to
the rapid decimation of the Indi-
ans.”l7 The first centers on their be-
lief in curative effects of sitting in
sweathouses and bathing in cold
streams. The Indians followed a prac-
tice of taking a twenty-five minute
sweat bath in a small, beehive-shaped
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hut beside a cold stream, and immedi-
ately afterward running into the
stream.l® Boyd acknowledges this
practice and extends the argument:

Malaria, of course, has its own

sweating stage. Following this,

in native logic, the next step

on the way to a cure would
have been a dip in cold water.

A dip in cold water, previously

therapeutic, now  became

deadly.19

Various tribes in California also
constructed sweathouses, including
the Northern Yokuts and the Lake
and Eastern Miwok. The Eastern
Miwok used the sweathouse for the
curing of disease. The Lake Miwok be-
lieved certain springs could cure ill-
nesses.20 The process Boyd describes
is not in itself “deadly,” but biological
studies have shown that Native Amer-
icans exhibit a high degree of suscepti-
bility to bronchial and lung diseases.
This vulnerability may have increased
the risk of death due to pneumonia or
influenza or even the common cold,
should any of these viruses have in-
vaded a weakened, anemic immune
system.2!

Boyd also stresses the food-
gathering habits of the Chinoock and
Kalpuya tribes, notably their gather-
ing of the plant wapato that grows in
swamp regions. He believes this prac-
tice was a contributing factor in the
high numbers of deaths. Boyd writes:

Seasonal availability of other items
of wild food dictated that the Indians
be elsewhere at other times of the
year, but in September, they probably
converged upon the swampy regions
where wapato was found. Unfortu-
nately, this was precisely the time
when these areas would be infested
with mosquitoes.22

Extending the Boyd thesis to the
California tribes of the Central Valley,
certain cultural similarities become
apparent. In 1829 Alexander McLeod,
while employed by the Hudson’s Bay
Company, led an expedition through
the Central Valley. On February 15,
1830, McLeod reported to John
McLoughlin that:

The Indian population in the
Bonaventura [Sacramento] is
very great. It is impossible for
me to give even an idea of
their number. Several villages
[we passed] each contained at
least 1500 men and every
creek or lake where water
could be found Indians were
stationed at in great num-
bers.23

The waterways played a ecritical
role in Native American culture. Their
villages and camps typically were on
or near rivers and streams. In turn,
waterways always play a critical role
in the life cycle of the mosquito, which
breeds in marshy lands John Work’s
expedition traveled through the terri-
tories of the Maidu, the Konkow, the
Nisenan, the Miwok, the Northern
Valley Yokuts, and the Patwin. The
subsistence patterns of these tribes
relied heavily on the rivers. In particu-
lar, all of these people gathered tule,
from marsh lands along rivers, to
create mats and baskets. The Indians
laid nets and weirs in water to capture
salmon, perch, sturgeon and other fish
for food. They also gathered bulb
plants that grow in marshy areas.?4
Each of these activities required wad-
ing in the rivers and adjacent marsh
regions. The probability for Indians
encountering mosquitoes increased
with each activity performed in or
near the water. These subsistence pat-

Page 12

Golden Notes



terns of California Indians correlate
with Boyd’s thesis that cultural prac-
tices contributed to the high death
rates experienced by Oregon tribes
due to malaria.

In addition to these practices, Na-
tive Americans accorded religion and
ritual an important place in their soci-
eties. As the epidemic swept through
the countryside, the impact on the In-
dians’ state of mind must have been
devastating. Everywhere they looked,
families and friends were ill or dying.
The significance of proper burial rites
loomed large for these people, and
their inability to provide these ser-
vices may have contributed to their al-
ready reduced capacity to fight off
infections. We know a proper burial
was important to some Oregon na-
tives, for they went to McLoughlin
specifically because they knew he
would bury them. In California the
Maidu, Konkow, and Patwin buried
their dead. The Maidu also buried per-
sonal property and gifts along with the
corpse. The Nisenan cremated their
dead and, following the cremation, the
remains of the body were gathered
and buried in a cemetery. Property
was burned with the deceased. For all
these tribes, mourning ceremonies fol-
lowed.25

CONCLUSION

It seems clear that, faced with a
crumbling societal structure, the Indi-
ans in their weakened physical state
may not have been able to cope emo-
tionally with the devastation sur-
rounding them, and out of futility they
may have chosen to cease fighting the
mysterious ailment that suddenly as-
sailed their society. As the tribes lost
more and more members, those left be-
hind faced a structural breakdown of

social care systems. For example,
fewer and fewer people were left to
bury the dead or tend to the sick.
Those left behind must surely have
suffered from depression and anxiety,
and may have lost the drive to go on
living. In a time of adversity or de-
spondency one must have the will to
go on living or death may follow.

In conclusion, over the last two cen-
turies, science has moved closer to un-
derstanding the processes of life.
Based on the evidence contained in the
historical record, especially writings
by Dr. John McLoughlin and John
Work, today we can feel confident that
malaria was one malady that caused
the high incidence of death in the
early 1830s among the Native Ameri-
cans of Oregon and northern Califor-
nia. Cholera, typhus and syphilis may
have contributed also to mortality
among these populations, but the evi-
dence of their introduction and effects
is neither so clear nor so striking as it
is for malaria.

Malaria entered California in 1833
along with the men and women of
John Work’s trapping expedition. We
have seen that a variety of elements
such as cultural practices probably
contributed to the Indians’ response to
the disease as it infiltrated their socie-
ties, and possibly how their own inno-
cent actions contributed to their
demise. The advent of malaria played
a major role in the depopulation of the
aboriginal peoples of present Oregon
and California. Instead of fighting a
human enemy, the Native Americans
fought and lost the battle with a life-
form that was both invisible and in-
comprehensible to them.
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Indians using tule canoe, artist not known.
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