
Awards Committee, 
Society for California Archaeology 
 
May 14, 2020 
 
RE: Nomination of  Mr. Nick Tipon for the California Indian Heritage Preservation Award 
 
Dear SCA Awards Committee Members: 

 
It is a privilege to nominate the Sacred Sites Protection Committee of  the Federated Indians 

of  Graton Rancheria and especially Mr. Nick Tipon for the 2021 Society for California Archaeology 
California Indian Heritage Preservation Award. Mr. Tipon is an enrolled citizen of  the Federated 
Indians of  Graton Rancheria (FIGR), a sovereign government and federally recognized Tribe of  
Southern Pomo and Coast Miwok people. The following statement presents some of  Mr. Tipon’s 
many accomplishments relating to the field of  California archaeology, including his professional 
commitments, participation and leadership in legal contexts to improve the cultural well-being of  his 
community, and a strong record of  educating professional archaeologists and the general public 
through classroom visits, public talks, and conference presentations. 

For 33 years, Mr. Tipon worked as an educator and held several leadership roles within the 
Santa Rosa, California school district, including Principal, District Technology Consultant, 
Department Chair, and Grant Writer. Upon retiring, his broad experience and interest in learning more 
about Tribal operations led Nick to volunteer on FIGR committees. He initially joined FIGR’s 
Education Committee and would eventually Chair this committee for one year before transitioning to 
the Cultural Resources Committee (organized by Tim Campbell, Gene Buvelot, and the late Frank 
Ross), which was later renamed the Sacred Sites Protection Committee (SSPC). 

Without formal training in archaeology or cultural resource law, Nick joined the committee 
with an open mind and a desire to protect and learn more about Coast Miwok and Southern Pomo 
history, sacred sites, and natural resource gathering areas. In his words, “once I wanted to learn more 
about our culture I knew I had to learn more about the discipline that was teaching, learning, and 
writing about it.” Nick subsequently enrolled in three archaeology courses taught by Tom Origer at 
Santa Rosa Junior College and he immersed himself  in cultural resource law. After only one year as 
SSPC member, he was elected Chair. 

For the next 10 years (from 2004 to 2014) as Chair of  SSPC, Nick Tipon, Nick’s brother Ken 
Tipon, and Gene Buvelot spearheaded critical government to government consultations and attended 
countless meetings with local, state, and federal planners to help build productive and lasting 
partnerships. Much of  this legwork routinely involved informing archaeologists and agencies that 
FIGR is a functioning and sovereign government, not an extinct culture. Tirelessly attending 
government and agency meetings and amid the tense climate surrounding FIGR’s casino project, Nick 
and SSPC colleagues prepared grants, developed policies and guidelines for FIGR and SSPC, and 
established dialogs with agencies and archaeologists. Nick also visited or monitored countless 
construction projects in FIGR territory, he read and commented on archaeological reports, and 
became a key advocate for FIGR’s cultural heritage and threatened sites, even when doing so was 
publically criticized (Fimrite 2014). Put simply, Graton Rancheria’s voice was heard in places where 
Coast Miwok and Southern Pomo voices had never been heard before. 

Retired and managing the workload of  a nine-to-five job, Nick Tipon discovered creative 
outlets for his interests by working as a volunteer at regional events and as a board member. With 
encouragement from Kat Anderson, Nick created a native plant guide for monitors to identify plant 
taxa around project sites. “While monitoring, I wondered about what people ate at sites and what else 



was there besides obsidian.” A consummate teacher, Nick regularly volunteered at the Tolay Fall 
Festival and offered wisdom and perspective to visitors who expected only a pumpkin or hay ride.  

His board memberships included service on the Richmond Museum of  History and the Marin 
Museum of  the American Indian. He is a founding member of  the Historical Society of  Santa Rosa 
and helped organize the first “Adobe Day” in 2015, an event designed to raise public awareness and 
interest in protecting the 187-year-old Carillo Adobe. His strong interest in consultation and 
repatriation earned him a seat on the Native American Advisory Council of  the Phoebe A. Hearst 
Museum of  Anthropology, and perhaps most poignantly—considering FIGR’s colonial past and 
decolonial future—Nick served as Vice President of  the California Mission Studies Association. 

In a relatively short time span of  11 years, Nick Tipon, a retired school principal, delivered 
over 50 presentations, enough to rival the careers of  many professional archaeologists. Standing at the 
frontline where most public introductions to California’s Native peoples—and to one of  the darkest 
chapters in California Indian history—take place, approximately half  of  Nick’s presentations 
happened in fourth grade classrooms. Classroom presentations on Southern Pomo and Coast Miwok 
history reminded students that California Indians are still here and challenged teachers to reconsider 
standard fourth grade mission projects. Nick also works closely with local universities, including 
Sonoma State University and UC Berkeley, providing college students (and faculty) with insights about 
contemporary archaeology and its relationship with tribal peoples. Many students would later join the 
CRM profession and bring with them a deep commitment to fostering productive relationships with 
the tribes they consult. In university lecture halls and fieldtrips, Nick has been a powerful advocate for 
studying local tribal histories and undertaking collaborative archaeological field programs. 

Mr. Tipon regularly presents to numerous smaller—but no less significant—local 
organizations including Kiwanis clubs, the Laguna de Santa Rosa Foundation, Safari West, and the 
Sonoma County Land Trust to name four examples. He has also presented on such topics as artifact 
curation, the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, collaborative and community-
based archaeology, and climate change at annual meetings of  the Society for California Archaeology 
and the Society for American Archaeology. At the 2009 SCA meeting in Modesto, Nick served as 
discussant on three critical forums on “Site Preservation and Protection,” “Native People and CRM 
Professionals,” and a forum analyzing the 2007 apology from the Catholic Church to FIGR for the 
brutal history of  missionization. A decade later at SCAs (2019), Nick presented on Point Blue 
Conservation Science's STRAW Program—still another example of  Nick’s unwavering dedication to 
cultural heritage protection and natural resources conservation. 

Quoted in an American Archaeology magazine article addressing the impacts of  climate change 
and sea level rise on archaeological resources, Nick Tipon’s interests and motivation to protect and 
preserve sacred sites and lands extends to a national stage. “It was one thing when nature was doing 
it,” said Nick, “but knowing that [the destruction of  cultural heritage] is caused by man is more 
disturbing. We can't just stand by and let it happen” (Toner 2014:19). What are Nick’s plans and hopes 
for the future? “I may want to look more closely at the destruction of  traditional cultural resources by 
climate change events. I hope the SSPC will find a way to capture and share Tribal knowledge about 
our traditions. As the Chair [of  the SSPC], I have been fortunate to have the time to see and learn 
aspects of  our culture that few other Tribal members have seen.” 

To summarize, it is a great honor to acknowledge the accomplishments of  the Sacred Sites 
Protection Committee of  Graton Rancheria and especially the efforts of  Nick Tipon. Mr. Tipon’s 
leadership and participation in particular helped FIGR navigate daunting legal contexts for the well-
being of  his community. Additionally, Nick’s professionalism and strong record of  teaching 
archaeologists and the general public alike make him a clear choice for the 2021 Society for California 
Archaeology California Indian Heritage Preservation Award. 
 



Please let me know if  you require any additional information. Thank you for your consideration. 
 
Very sincerely, 
 
Tsim D. Schneider, Ph.D. 
Department of  Anthropology 
University of  California, Santa Cruz 
 
Nominated by: 
Tsim D. Schneider, UC Santa Cruz 
Peter Nelson, San Diego State University 
Michael Newland, Environmental Science Associates (Past President, SCA) 
Kent G. Lightfoot, UC Berkeley 
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