Susan Chin

Tall Grass Bison

True ecological restoration is not possible without bison
living in their natural social family units. Otherwise,
management of these animals and the landscapes they occupy
will be symptom management.

Without understanding the behavior of the animal, how can
we expect to restore them and have them completely fulfill
their ecological role?
“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.” Animals of the Soul, Related by
an elder to Lone Man, Lakota Medicine Man, By Joe Brown

The initial formation of Social Order Herds takes three to five
generations (12 - 15 years) and 30 animals are needed to
obtain the basic infrastructure of a functioning family.
What we found by studying herd animals in Yellowstone was
an animal that mirrored all Indigenous peoples’ make-up.
Once we understood this universal order, and could observe
and predict bison behavior, management of our own herd
became systematic, not symptomatic.

Our observations come from being in Yellowstone National
Park, for Bob Jackson for 30 years as a backcountry ranger
and me for 7 years with the Bear Management Office and the
Wolf Recovery Project. What we saw and learned has been
applied on the ground in Iowa.
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Most buffalo in Yellowstone today are descendants from
Plains buffalo introduced 100 years ago. They have had
multiple generations to develop family social order. As well,
they have probably picked up more information through the
Pelican-Mirror Plateau herd, which dates back thousands of
years. Few people know that herd still exists and has been
developing for thousands of years.

Note how these buffalo have lives that don’t revolve around
their “care takers”.

The bonding continues with the cow and yearling despite
having another calf of the year as seen in this Yellowstone
photo. It is similar to a kindergarten child with enough
independence to leave mother for short periods, but still needs
nurturing.

The same as in Yellowstone. Bonding does not end after the
yearling age, it is only the beginning. This would mean very
little if there is no perpetuation to the next level. Only the
most basic of communication can develop in these animals
when culture is not allowed to develop.
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The next progression of the basic family group. One will only
get this in herds with family social order. Whether it is in
Yellowstone…

9

or on the farm…. And it doesn’t end with yearlings. It is just
the beginning.

Those nuclear families expand into extended families.
Eventually as the group develops and matures, satellite groups
will spin off. After this it is a matter of maintaining territories
and competition for those territories.

If you put together groups of unrelated and dysfunctional
animals from different ranches, these groups will stay
separate from each other. But these cohort groupings only
have the appearance of being a “family”. This bonding is not
sustainable because the ages and sexes will break up.
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Three hundred individuals is the upper limit of interactive
recognition for many species including elk, elephants and
humans. Thus, this becomes the maximum number of one
extended family group. It includes matriarchal power groups,
its satellites and affiliated bull groups.
This also gives us the blue print for all human life.

Here we have all the necessary components for an extended
family.

Because there is little of nature’s pre-Whiteman’s structure
left, we need to look to the recorded past to find confirmation.
Hunters, trappers, explorers, and pioneers alike talk of bison
families, herds of 50-300, mother, grandmothers, and
daughters.
Most “science” still fails to recognize the infrastructure
present in herd animals. Furthermore, even if structure is
acknowledged, science fails to understand the implications of
this structure.
Think of a large gathering of people, for example a county
fair. It may look like chaos if one does not think of families.
But once that concept is accepted, the groupings become
obvious, even the clusters of non-blood related subadults
(teenagers).
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We are willing to accept that Elephant’s have families. But
with human’s superior species prejudices, it can be hard to
accept that animals and people have the same make-up.
Circled in red are some of the satellite herds to the larger
power groups in front and to the sides. Look a little closer and
one can circle every group Colonel Dodge describes.

With our backgrounds, environmental compatibility is not just
important but inevitable with our beliefs.

American Bison Society
Rapid City, SD, 11/17/08

5

printed
11/16/2008

Susan Chin

Tall Grass Bison

Research was conducted on small mammal populations in our
pastures with buffalo grazing compared to similar
neighboring pastures that had cattle. It was found that the
population significantly increased, double and triple, for the
pastures with buffalo. It might be partly due to the increased
over-wintering capability, as well as survivability of young.
Also, the species of mouse that predominated was different.
Bringing the bison back to the land is perhaps returning the
flora and fauna back to what was historically there.
Prairie birds also benefit from the wool as nesting material,
similar to the wool increasing the ability of the mice to keep
young warm. The wool also gives the birds purchase, as can
be seen here with Brown-headed cowbirds in Yellowstone.
Birds can hang on to the wool, unlike the slick coats of cattle.

What we have that is different from all the others.

We are familiar with this sight in ponds across the country.
Riparian damage is a concern, especially in the West where
public lands are grazed.
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While our buffalo still go into the water, you do not see the
riparian damage so common in dysfunctional herds. Social
order herds will not want to establish a home in a high use
area. It would be like your family living in a house where
people came into the kitchen every hour of the day to get a
drink of water. Eventually you would leave, no matter how
wonderful the home itself was.

Riparian damage like what we see today did not occur before
Europeans came to this land. It is not seen in Yellowstone, as
in this photo. With support systems in place and without the
fear of being left behind, getting a drink is a lot more orderly.

It should make no difference whether it is Yellowstone’s
“wild” herds or private producers “domesticated” herds. Both
can graze with the same efficiency as long as we allow them
to develop the same herd structure as their ancestors.

Herd animals with family social order can utilize more plants
than dysfunctional animals. Omnivores, such as humans and
bears, can eat flesh instinctively but need training to eat
vegetation. Herbivores, such as bison and cattle can eat grass
with no training, but need instruction to select herbs. Thus,
any herd animals that are weaned or are part of herds without
social structure should more aptly be called “Grassivores”.
This diverse grazing promotes diversity in the plant
communities.
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Not only do they learn from each other what to eat and when,
they also are more able to experiment and try new foods.
They can use the family’s existing knowledge and apply it to
new foods that become available to them. Would you want to
be at a buffet table with infinite choices, but only know how
eat the bread and water?

During the fall, it is hard to find locust pods because our
buffalo have learned to eat them, as can be seen by the seeds
in their cow pies. This can be a valuable source of protein and
fat in the fall when it is needed.

So even if native prairies were restored, a functional herd is
necessary to know how to use it. A dysfunctional herd would
only pick out the grass, what they instinctively know to eat,
and leave the rest. Ultimately this animal has inadequate
uptake of nutrients. This translates into the nutrition from
mineral rich herbs not being available to us when we eat these
animals.

Encroachment of woody plants, such as juniper, sage, and
pines into grasslands is becoming more prevalent, challenging
land managers. But this can be mitigated or reversed by social
order bison that know to eat plants other than grass. Or by just
occupying areas the way they once did.
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This photo of Cape Buffalo shows the tight mass of animals.
We have the same on our farm and what you see in
Yellowstone’s animals.

Herd affinity happens in or out of fly season.
An important aspect of nature’s efficient grazing is that
related individuals like to stay close together. Range
Science’s perpetual dilemma of grazing animals, “Eating the
best and leaving the rest.” does not occur when animals want
to stay close to a cousin, mother or grandmother. With social
order herds, one gets Management Intensive Grazing without
fences.

Without language developing and without extended family
bonding these private herd dehorned cows are about as lonely
and untrusting as one can expect. It is not a life any animal
should have to endure.
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Another advantage to herd animals with family social order
preferring to stay together is that they move and graze together.
This lawn mower path creates an edge effect between tall and short
grass. Edge effects result in increased diversity. More insects, more
birds, and more mammals can use the area. Also the disturbance
that moving bison create is concentrated. So insects, birds, and
mammals, instead of small eddies of disturbance, now have a flood
to contend with the aftermath of the whole herd. This makes them
vulnerable, which in turn means a good chance at a meal for a
predator. So now raptors, swallows, and small carnivores are
willing to follow the herd, giving them a shot at a food source not
normally worth going after.

Young animals in front graze the youngest, more tender
portion of the vegetation. They are followed up by the mature
component of the herd which takes off the next segment.
Then the bulls which eat the rougher forage.
This also means that the herd moves faster as a whole which
create greater disturbance in the small mammals, insects and
birds in the area they graze.

We have seen this in Yellowstone with coyotes following elk and
bison herds, as well as at our Iowa farm. Historical accounts tell of
10,000 wolves following the huge herds of buffalo on the Plains.
And speaking of predators, what do bison do about them?
“we beheld a most butifull landscape; Numerous herds of buffalow were
seen feeding in various directions… I observe near all large Gangues of
Buffalow wolves and when the buffalow move thee animals follow…”
writes Clark

Why only follow if they are hunting. Wolves were more likely
after the mice they disturbed than the bison themselves.

Bulls are the Herd Protectors
“An army surgeon told Colonel Dodge of seeing 'a little knot of six or
eight buffalo, all bulls, standing in a close circle with their heads
outwards, while in a concentric circle at some twelve or fifteen paces
distant sat, licking their chops in impatient expectancy, at least a dozen
large grey wolves.... After a few minutes the knot broke up, and, still
keeping in a compact mass, started on a trot for the main herd, some half
mile off. The central and controlling figure was a poor little calf, so
newly born as scarcely to be able to walk. After going fifty or a hundred
paces the calf lay down, the bulls disposed themselves in a circle as
before...”,
“The Hunting of the Buffalo” by E. Douglas Branch
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Far too many of the protective males are seen by people as
animals who willingly give their lives so tribes can have food.
People show “proof” of this because the male steps out of the
herd. In reality the bull does not want to die any more than the
soldier going to war. He is just trying to protect the herd, no
different than this bull is doing with the grizzly.

While the herd does not normally react to groups coming out
into the herd, the posture of the filmmaker was unusual. The
bull group seen in front of the cameraman split off from the
herd and came over to check him out. They were filling their
role of herd protectors.

Clean water and healthy riparian area attract those birds that
thrive on it. Add to that the grassland birds coexisting with the
buffalo. Biodiversity begets more biodiversity.
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Some of the mesocarnivores that will benefit from social
order herds. Regular visitors to our farm.

The lower herd may have beautiful surroundings but it is a
herd only skin deep. The one in the top photo is
multigenerational and full of vitality. Why have a shell of a
herd when they can offer us so much more? A functional herd
has everything that it needs to take care of itself. If we let
them, they can even offer us something in return. A view into
a life style that we have lost in our drive to become
“civilized”.
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