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History, Location and Status of the Language 
 

Karuk is the native language of the Karuk people who have lived, since time immemorial, 

on the Klamath River in northern California, from near Seiad Valley in the northeast to Bluff 

Creek, about ten miles southwest of Orleans in the southwestern portion of Karuk territory.  

 

 

Some linguists have classified the Karuk language as belonging to the Hokan language 

family, but within that family it is considered to be an isolate.   

While there are perceptible differences in pronunciation and vocabulary at the far ends of 

Karuk territory, these differences are not so major that speakers at one end of the territory are 

unable to understand speakers at the other end.  

Dialects are mutually intelligible variations of a language with substantial differences in 

vocabulary, grammar and pronunciation. In terms of vocabulary, the downriver speakers of 
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Karuk called the sweet cicely root, locally known as “Indian celery” or “angelica root” ‘ihêera’ 

while the upriver speakers used the Shasta word ‘iknish.’ Some speakers report pronunciation 

differences between upriver and downriver Karuk speakers, but specific differences have not 

been verified. Academically trained linguists would not perceive these differences as substantial 

enough to declare the existence of upriver and downriver dialects, but there are certainly some 

perceptible differences between upriver and downriver speakers.   

Karuk is spoken natively by approximately ten people and as a second language by 

approximately thirty people. As of this writing, there are over 3,379 tribal members. Thus, less 

than one half of one percent of Karuk people are fluent in their language.  No fluent speaker is 

under the age of fifty, though there are younger Karuks who are learning Karuk as a second 

language, and at least two infants whose parents are making an effort to raise them in the Karuk 

language.   

The first contact Karuk people had with Europeans probably occurred in the early 1800s, 

and the visitors were probably traders from the Hudson's Bay Company. In 1848, it was 

estimated by Cook, 1956, that the Karuk population was around 2,700.  There were two dramatic 

drops in population, the first as a result of genocide, and the second as a result of cultural 

assimilation. Gold miners rushed to Karuk country in 1850, and by 1852, most of the Karuk 

towns as far upriver as the confluence of the Salmon and the Klamath Rivers were burned to the 

ground. By 1851, the Karuk population dropped down to 1,050 as a result of military operations, 

‘social homicide’, deprivation and disease (mainly syphilis, introduced by Europeans). An 

unknown, but presumably large number of Karuks left the area to take up residence with other 

neighboring tribes. The estimated Karuk population dipped as low as 755 in the US census of 

1930.{Bright, 1978 #6}  Bloodshed and conflict characterized the relations between whites and 

Karuks in that era, according to several sources, including Barnett, 1940.   

After Karuk people began to return to the places their villages had once been, places that 

were then occupied by the homes and farms of white people, there were more social relationships 

between Karuk and English-speaking people. 

Changes in our language 

Over time, all living languages undergo changes in vocabulary, pronunciation and 

grammar.  In northwestern California, the languages have undergone a great deal of change since 
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the 1800’s, much of it as a result of European contact.  The early, very violent relationship 

between Karuks and gold miners or the military lent itself to a certain kind of language change.  

Karuks observed new items and new technologies from a distance, and gave names to them 

through description in Karuk and extension of meanings of Karuk words. In the year 1877, 

Stephen Powers wrote, 
"They (the Karuk) are ready and fertile in invention; no new object can be 
presented to them but they will presently name it in their own language, either 
by coining a word or by applying the name of some similar object with which 
they are familiar.." 
 

Examples: 

vakaytunvêech 
vákay -tunvêech 
worm -small ones 
Lit: 'little worms' 
rice 

 
 apxantiichtáyiith 
 ápxaan - tínihich- táyiith 
 hat.cap- flat-  Indian.potato 

Lit: ‘white man’s potato’ 
 potato 

  
ithyur 
Lit: ‘hauling, dragging 

 car 
 

Later, when there were more social relationships between whites and Karuks, a new type 

of borrowing commenced, where Karuk speakers heard the English names and reproduced them 

using Karuk pronunciation rules. While both sets of words for 'rice' and 'car' are still used today 

by speakers of the Karuk language, some of the older words, the ones based on Karuk, drop out 

of use, as in the case of 'potato.' 
 réesh  
 rice 
 
 putíruh 
 potato  

 

 kâah 
car 
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In addition to the introduction of words for things which came to Karuk country as a 

result of contact with European-Americans, there came another, more devastating threat to the 

Karuk language.  Following the trend that was enforced in other Native communities across the 

emerging United States, Karuk children were removed from their homes and families and taken 

to boarding schools run by the Bureau of Indian affairs, where they were forbidden to speak their 

language. From that linguicidal policy came the first generations of Karuk people who did not 

learn the Karuk language and would be unable to pass the language on to their children.  

Several of the remaining fluent speakers mention that their families hid them from the 

BIA agents that came to take Karuk children away to boarding schools or that they were for 

some reason permitted to stay home to help their family. 

In 1949 and 1950 when William Bright first came to Orleans to do research on the Karuk 

language, he reported that there were still around two hundred speakers of Karuk, but that 

children were not learning the language.  At that time, the language didn’t seem in danger of 

disappearance, nor was it regarded as something of value by the majority, since so many people 

had gone through the boarding school experience and been punished for speaking the language.   

Times changed again, and among Karuk people there was a revival of interest in restoring 

to the Karuk people all that which had been taken away, including the Karuk language.  By 1973, 

the Karuk language was being taught at the schools in Happy Camp by Gladys Guy and Shan 

Davis.  By the early 1980s, Karuk language classes were offered on a daily basis at Happy Camp 

High School.  One of the students in those classes was Leaf Hillman, currently the Vice 

Chairman of the Karuk Tribe.  After his first year of Karuk language instruction, only Shan was 

teaching, so as a student teacher, Leaf co-taught the class with Shan.   

With the skills he learned as a student teacher, Leaf began teaching language classes at 

the schools in Orleans and Somes Bar in 1982, and continued teaching until the late 1980’s.  The 

Klamath-Trinity Joint Unified School District’s Indian Education program has ensured Karuk 

language instruction in its schools that serve sizeable Karuk populations.  Currently, K-8th grade 

students of Orleans Elementary School have weekly language instruction. The 9-12th grade 

students of Hoopa Valley High School, the only high school in the district, had two years of 

Karuk language instruction in 1997-1999, and has since then had a vacancy open for a teacher of 



 

- viii -  

Karuk to teach a daily class.  Unfortunately, there hasn’t since been a teacher of Karuk able to 

commit to a five day a week part-time appointment.  Hupa and Yurok languages both have 

credentialed teachers who teach other subjects at the public schools in Hoopa.   

With the support of the Administration for Native Americans, the Karuk Tribe has 

sponsored community language classes in Orleans, Happy Camp, and Yreka.  At the time of this 

writing, the tribe is waiting for news on an application to conduct a distance education Karuk 

language class.   

While it is very good that the public schools are incorporating tribal languages and 

cultures into their curriculum and that the tribe sponsors community language classes, the 

general agreement among language acquistion educators is that school-based language classes 

can produce advanced beginners at best.  In order to develop fluency in a language, total 

immersion in the language for extended periods of time is necessary.  Given that the 

approximately eight fluent speakers do not even live near each other, a person who wishes to 

immerse in the Karuk language generally needs some extra support.   

To that end, the Advocates for Indigenous California Language Survival (AICLS) 

designed and  implemented the Master Apprentice Language Learning Program. This core 

program of AICLS trains pairs of people to work together for successful language teaching and 

learning.  An elder and a younger tribal member who are committed to  learning the language are 

trained in one on one immersion techniques. The trained team members are then paid stipends so 

that they can devote the 10-20 hours per week necessary to do the work. Key to the program is 

the concept that the team conducts their daily life together in the language. The teams keep 

journals and AICLS monitors them by phone and site visits.  Over sixteen Karuk 

master/apprentice teams have participated in this program, with several of the masters having 

worked with multiple sets of apprentices over the years. One of the co-founders of AICLS, 

Nancy Steele continues to serve on their board, and consults with many tribes and organizations 

in language revitalization efforts. 

Previous Research & Study of the Karuk Language 
 

Previous linguistic work has been done on the Karuk language.  John P. Harrington 

produced copious notes and published “Karuk Texts” in 1930, “Karuk Indian Myths” and 
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"Tobacco Among the Karuk Indians of California" in 1932.  William Bright did fieldwork on 

Karuk in 1949 and 1950 and produced a combined grammar,  collection of texts and a dictionary 

which was published in 1957, "The Karok Language." Though its intended audience was the 

academic community, many Karuk people have copies of this book in their homes today. Dr. 

Bright continues to work with the Karuk language through ongoing consultation with local 

language specialists. In recent times, he has consulted with the Klamath-Trinity Joint Unified 

School District and Northern California Cultural Communications on the production of two 

years' worth of Karuk language curriculum. He has conducted numerous workshops for teachers 

and students of the Karuk language. 

In the late 1980's or early 1990's, Monica Macaulay did some fieldwork on Karuk, and 

has published several articles on various aspects of Karuk grammar.  There are also a handful of 

articles based not on primary research of Karuuk, but on data pulled from Bright, 1957.  

Julian Lang, a Karuk tribal member, is the founder and director of The Institute of Native 

Knowledge (established in 1989). He has gained a wide reputation as a multi-media artist,  as a 

published writer and teacher of native  culture and languages. He spent endless hours with 

Harrington's papers and others language/ethnography work and transcribed much of Harrington's 

into the practical spelling system. In doing so, he brought many of the recorded stories back to 

life and into the community. He published Ararapíkva: Creation Stories of the People, a 

collection of traditional Karuk stories and a description of Karuk history and culture.  He has 

also produced plays in Karuk and English, including Coyote’s Journey and The Orleans Maiden.   

There are also efforts by the Karuk Tribe and by local organizations and individuals to 

restore and revitalize the Karuk language. In 1997, the Klamath-Trinity Joint Unified School 

District established the Native Languages Program at Hoopa Valley High School.  It is relevant 

to note that the same campus where this innovative language restoration program now exists was 

once a Bureau of Indian Affairs school where children were punished for speaking their 

languages.  

In August 2002, the Karuk Tribe of California was funded for a three-year grant through 

the Administration for Native Americans to proceed with developing the first edition of this 

dictionary, producing a collection of audio and video materials, including a video on Karuk 

pronunciation and publication of collections of Harrington’s fieldnotes as transcribed by Jim 



 

- x -  

Ferrara. Jim Ferrara, who previously served as the Language Program Director for the Karuk 

Tribe, has transcribed many hundreds of pages of Harrington's unpublished field notes.  One 

collection has already been published,  ananakupheekxúnnikich: Karuk Ethnographic Notes, and 

two others are scheduled for publication,  Karuk Stories and Karuk Material Culture. 

Also, the Happy Camp Community Computer Center, a service of the Karuk Tribe, had a 

three-year Learn & Serve America grant to encourage the use of service-learning as a teaching 

method in the local schools.  One recently completed project is a web site entitled "Karuk 

Language Resources on the Web," which can be found at http://www.karuk.org/  

 

History of Karuk documentation and orthography  
 
 Like most other Native American languages, there was no writing system for the Karuk 

language prior to European contact. The development of a writing system for Karuk is something 

that began with contact from whites as a tool to document our language, and that we have 

adapted for our own use.   

 There were people whose intent was to document just a few certain names or vocabulary 

items or simple stories, and there were linguists and anthropologists such as John P. Harrington 

and William Bright whose work was much more comprehensive. 

 
Linguistic ‘technical’ spelling systems 

 Harrington’s materials were written in great phonetic detail, with a lot of distinguishing 

marks that no one has ever completely understood or tried to use since his day.  However, he also 

had a very good ear for and an obsession with documenting Karuk, so he left behind several 

substantial collections of Karuk texts and cultural descriptions. 

 In his deeply-respected 1957 book, The Karuk Language, a book which even today gets 

frequent use in many Karuk households, William Bright used a technical spelling system that 

was the norm for linguists of that day.  Special characters were used to represent the [th], [ch], 

and [sh] sounds of Karuk, such as Θ for ‘th’, and long vowels such as ‘aa’ were written as ‘a•’. 

 



 

- xi -  

Unifon 

 
 Tom Parsons of Humboldt State University worked with several Northern California tribes 

in the 1970s and early 1980s to promote the Unifon orthography as a tool for reviving 

endangered languages.  Shan Davis, Gladys Guy and Leaf Hillman taught using Unifon, and they 

also worked on a Unifon dictionary of Karuk.  The Bilingual Emphasis Program of Humboldt 

State University also developed many Karuk language materials using one of the very first Apple 

computers.   

 Unifon was used in curriculum and taught in the schools until the late 1980s, when Tom 

Parsons retired and another writing system, which had already existed but was not in general use, 

was introduced to Karuk people who wanted to learn their language. 

 
Karuk Practical Spelling System 

 Unifon was still being used when the Karuk Language Restoration Committee was formed 

in 1987, spearheaded by the efforts of people like Nancy Steele, André Cramblit, Robert 

Goodwin, Robert Grant, Priscilla Ainsworth and Vina Smith.  At the time, there was only one 

Apple computer in Humboldt County that was capable of producing texts in Unifon. Everyone 

else was still using typewriters, and there were no Unifon typewriters, so most Unifon texts were 

prepared by hand. 

 In 1989, Bill Bright was working with Nancy and Lyn on some projects through the Center 

for Indian Community Development at Humboldt State University. Lyn and Nancy were using 

Unifon, and in the course of his work with them, Bill introduced them to a more practical version 

of the technical writing system he had used to write The Karuk Language back in 1957.  They 

were working on a Karuk text, and Bill gave them drafts of the same text in both Unifon and the 

practical spelling system.  With input from  Nancy and Julian Lang and other community 

language people,  the system was adapted to make it even more accessible to the community.   

 In that same year, the Unifon and Karuk Practical Spelling texts were presented to the 

entire Karuk Language Restoration Committee, who elected to officially adopt the Karuk 

Practical Spelling System, which uses characters from the Roman alphabet with just a few 

diacritical, or distinguishing marks.  
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 Following is a chart comparing the orthographies used for writing Karuk.  This chart can 

be used to aid with reading most of the older Karuk language materials, though additional help 

may be needed to read texts in Unifon. 

 

Karuk Practical 
Spelling 

Bright, 1957 Harrington Unifon 

a a a O or u 
aa a• a• OO or O 
ch ��� tc  
ee e• e•  x, A or ee 
f f f f 
h h h h 
i i i i  
ii i• i• ii or i 
k k k k 
m m m m 
n n n n 
oo o• o• oo or o 
p p p p 
r r r r 
s s s C 
sh ��� c s 
t t t t 
th � � � 
u u u U or C 
uu u• u• U U or U 
v v v v 
x x x X 
y y y y 
' �� ' ' 

Dipthongs (two vowels that glide together when spoken) 
ay ��� ay I 
oy ��� oy  

 


