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Our ability to work with animals 
depends on our relationship to them.

• If we have religious or 
ethnic beliefs that view 
humans as superior 
over all other life forms, 
then we will treat 
animals as 
subordinates or 
inferiors.



In America today, most livestock 
producers and even game managers 

think of themselves as superior to the 
animals they care for.

• Consequently, many 
managers treat their 
animals no better–or 
even worse–than 
slaves.



They use the animals to serve 
their economic, social and 
landscape needs without 

considering the herds' needs for 
self determination and dignity. 



Ironically, because managers don't 
consider their animals' needs for 

autonomy, they lose the economic 
efficiency they strive for.



ITBC has the unique opportunity to 
restore and promote the original 

human-bison relationship.

• This Native American view of 
animals is more balanced, 
honorable and respectful 
than the one that has 
prevailed on this continent 
since European settlement. 

• Restoring this original 
relationship will transform 
our system from one based 
on paternalism to one that is 
more equal and brotherly.



Both the Oral and Written 
Records make Many 

References to the 
Native American

World View





“The birds and beasts, trees and rocks, are 
the work of some great power. Sometimes men
say that they can understand the meaning of 
the songs of the birds. I can believe that this is 
true. They say that they can understand the call
and cry of the animals, and I can believe this 
also is true, for these creatures and man are 
alike, the work of a greater power … we 
believe that he (Wakan-Tanka) is everywhere.”

–Chased by Bears (Oglala Lakota)
Animals of the Soul by Joe Brown



Animals as models

“I have not much to tell you except to help
you understand this earth on which you live. 
If a man is to succeed in the hunt or the 
warpath, he must not be governed by his 
inclination, but by understanding the ways 
of animals and his natural surroundings, 
gained through close observation.”

–Related by an elder to 
Lone Man, Lakota Medicine Man
Animals of the Soul Joe Brown



The Native American view of 
humans, animals and nature 

shaped their hunting practices.

• Indians learned from 
coyotes and wolves 
how to hunt bison 
more successfully.

• Only if you’re part of 
something can you 
hunt as successfully 
as the Indians did.



Native American Lifestyles 
were Interwoven with their 

Environment



Indians at play…

Hundreds of Choctaw play at once, running, tripping, fighting, throwing.



…or dancing…



…was no different than 
wild horses at play.





“Like the Pawnees and Arikaras in the North, the 
Southern Caddoans had a system of matrilineal 
clans. Descent was on the female line.”

–George Hyde
The Pawnee Indians



All a part of the larger tribe…



“There must have been a golden 
age sometime prior to 1650…the 
French and Spanish accounts give 
a pleasing picture of the happy life 
in these (Caddoan) villages in the 
17th Century.”

–George Hyde
The Pawnee Indians



After the Europeans Came

• Extermination
• Enslavement
• Exploitation



“By the Act of 1882, they (Omahas) 
were placed under the laws civil and 
criminal of the state of Nebraska. Their 
ancient tribal organization has ceased 
to exist, owing to a changed 
environment, the extinction of the 
buffalo, and the immediate presence of 
the white man’s civilization. Nothing 
remains intact of the ancient tribal 
customs except the practice of exogamy 
(marriage outside clan) between the 
kinship groups.”

–Alice Fletcher and Francis La Flesche
The Omaha Tribe



The Buffalo Hunter



The Champion Buffalo Hunter
By Victor Grant Smith 
(written in the second person)

“In the winter of 1881, Vic killed 
over 4500 buffalo on the Red Water,
and he had his men haul the hides
to Glendive on the Yellowstone
River. He made the largest killing
in one stand on the record–107
buffalo in less than one hour….



The method he pursued was to 
approach a herd of buffalo, pick out 
an old cow, and shoot her just in
front of the hips. Then he would hit
another cow in the same place, always
picking the old cows, as their 
children, grandchildren, cousins, and
aunts would stop with the wounded.
When shot in that spot, an animal, 
be it elk, deer, or buffalo, seldom 
gives more than one or two jumps



and stops still, all humped up with
pain. After placing about 15 shots
where they were most needed, he
had the herd stopped and the 
buffalo paid no attention to the 
subsequent shooting.”





“It was almost as if the remnants of the 
great herd had lost the will to run away.”

–Joe McCobs, buffalo hunter

• 4900 hundred hides 
through September 
1877 to May 1878

• Killed 2200 so close 
together he could stand 
in one spot and see 
most of the carcasses.

• The buffalos 
disappeared along one 
river after another.



Havoc to Wildlife and Indians
“This very numerous gathering of Indians along the
Missouri, from near the mouth of the Big Sioux up 
to the Niabrara and beyond, seems to have been in 
main, refugees–people still equipped mainly with 
flint weapons, who had been attacked, demoralized, 
and forced to flee from their former homes by tribes 
arms with metal weapons and even with firearms.
The mounted Padoucas in the plains to the 
Westward may also have been responsible for the 
driving of some of these Indians to the Missouri…



The Arikaras had apparently taken into their 
tribe refugees from several originally separate 
Caddoan groups, and even people of alien stocks. 
At the beginning of the 19th Tabeau, Lewis and 
Clark, Brackenridge, and some others who 
sojourned among the Arikaras remarked that 
these Indians spoke a variety of dialects, some 
of which were so far apart that Indians living 
in the same village had difficulty understanding 
one another, and sometimes they had to 
use interpreters when they wished to communicate 
with their neighbors”

–George Hyde, The Pawnee Indians



Cultural “cleansing”

Student body assembled on the Carlisle Indian School grounds, 1892



Whites’ right to game
“We can not consent to having them (Indians) 
passing through our peaceful domain several 
times a year, to beg and to plunder, and to 
frighten our families. And to kill off, and drive 
out of this region, all the game, which nature, 
and nature’s God, has placed here for the benefit 
of the poor frontier settlers, who are trying to earn 
an honest livelihood by tilling the soil…. This is 
not the voice of one man,but of the indignant 
multitude along the Republican Valley.”

–R. Eli Paul The Nebraska Indian Wars 1865-1877



“If the buffaloes diminish, so do the Indians, 
and the diminution is not felt. 

The manner in which they hunted before 
firearms were introduced (by driving the 
buffaloes into pens) was infinitely more 
destructive than at present.

–Edwin Thompson Denig
The Assiniboine



Enslavement 
of People and 

Animals











“Inspire a negro with perfect 
confidence in you & learn him to 
look to you for support, & he is your 
slave. –Southern planter



Dunbar stated that in the Indian 
country it was not considered right 
to make free gifts to common 
Indians, which encouraged begging 
and angered the chiefs, whose 
authority rested mainly on their 
people looking to them for 
occasional distributions of gifts.
–John Dunbar, Indian Agent 1844



How Do We 
Restore Bison 

to its Proper Role?



•The European model, one of 
exploitation and superiority, will 
not give us the answers. 
•Abuse of humans and animals 
will always result in loss of 
dignity, economic efficiency and 
humanity.
•We need to look to the past and 
future for Universal Truths 
applicable to both humans and 
animals.



Universal Truths
The Omaha believed in the 

oneness of the universe 
through the bond of a 

common life power that 
pervaded all things in 
nature, animate and 

inanimate.



Universal Truths
•All species have deep needs, such 
as home and security.
•These needs dictate formation of 
all life and order.
•Therefore, there are parallels in 
family and social organization 
needed for continued existence of 
that species.



“He (Catlin) sat with her (his 
wife, Clara)day and night. In her 
delirium, she called out for him, 
cried for the life they shared in 
St. Louis and Buffalo and 
Albany. She wept for home. She 
died in Paris on July 28th, 
1845.”
–George Catlin Letters and Notes 
on the North American Indians



“The Omaha believed in man’s relation to the 
visible powers of the heavens and the 
interdependence of all forms of life. The appeal 
bears evidence of its antiquity, breathing of a 
time antedating established rights and 
ceremonies. It expresses the emotions of the 
human soul, touched with the love of offspring, 
alone with the might of nature, and 
companioned only by the living creatures, 
whose friendliness must be sought if life is to 
be secure on its journey.”

–Alice Fletcher and Francis La Flesche
The Omaha Tribe



Thirty years in Yellowstone’s back 
country have shown me that all the 

above is true.

But that is not enough…



“Writing of the Sioux in 1821, Father De 
Smet remarked on the keenness of their 
observations of nature: They acquire this 
practical knowledge by long and close 
attention to the growth of the plants and 
trees, and to the sun and stars…parents 
teach their children to remark such things, 
and these in their turn sometimes add new 
discoveries to those of their fathers.”

–Joseph Epes Brown
The Animals of the Soul



We must learn from 
the Native American 

ancestors how to 
restore our relationship 

to the bison and 
become our “brothers’

keepers.”



At Tall Grass Bison, I have 
tried to apply the lessons I 
learned in Yellowstone, as 
well as the knowledge I’ve 
gleaned from many books 
about Native American 
history and mythology.



At Tall Grass Bison, even though we 
have to fence our animals in, we try 
to go by the philosophy of a young 
Dakota quoted in the Santee Dakota 
text of Boas and Deloria. “It is not 
good that man tries to own those 
walking on earth who live.”

We try to give them the dignity of self 
determination.





ITBC has the best chance to restore the 
herds that mirrored the lives of Native 
American ancestors.

In their social family herds, Native 
Americans will not only have efficiency of 
operation, they will provide examples and 
guidance of living to their tribes’ future 
generations. 
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