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I spent 30 years in Yellowstone as a backcountry
ranger, patrolling a 900 square mile area. It was
the perfect place to observe and study my two
major interests: Buffalo and Indigenous peoples.

Because of the elevation and protected lands the
camps and hunting blinds from 6,000-8,000 years
ago are still visible today. I would camp in the
same beautiful locations and travel the same game
trails. I used the same rock blinds waiting for
poachers that Indians used to hunt game.
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Most buffalo in Yellowstone today are
descendants from Plains buffalo introduced 100
years ago. But few people know there is still a
herd in what was my patrol area, the PelicanMirror Plateau herd, which dates back thousands
of years.

Because of what I learned in Yellowstone, the
management focus of our Iowa herd had to be
entirely different than seen in today’s public and
private herds. We started in 1976 with 3 animals
and now have 5 family groups and 400 bison on
1000 acres.

I discovered that my two interests, Bison and
Indigenous peoples’ cultures were not only
complementary, but were identical.
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Headquartering 32 miles from any road and living
without electricity and running water for 3-5
months per year, I could observe, feel and
experience the camp and hunting life of the
peoples and animals from thousands of years ago.
The vitality of life was still there to soak in.

This cultural vitality was expressed in
Yellowstone’s bison. The Pelican-Mirror herd in
particular had a zest not seen in private and public
herds.

The culture of bison and Native Americans ended
simultaneously.
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Life melded with an undisturbed environment.

I was able to see bison interact in ways that were
logical and understandable, where seemingly
isolated actions were in fact related to the whole.

What I found was an animal that mirrored
Indigenous peoples’ make-up. Once I understood
this universal order, and could observe and
predict bison behavior, management of my own
herd became systematic, not symptomatic.
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The essence of this management was the
formation of Social Order Herds. Three to five
generations, 12 - 15 years and 30 animals are
needed to obtain the basic infrastructure of a
functioning family. Three hundred individuals
(extended families) is the upper limit of
interactive recognition for a lot of species,
including elk, monkeys, humans and elephants.

The herds that people see as tourists are not
random assemblages of individuals. This slide
shows a Power group of 60-70 animals, which is
about the maximum before spin-off satellite herds
start. The largest number of bison killed in a
“stand” ever recorded was 107 animals. This
stand probably consisted of a Power group and a
freshly spun-off, but still very dependant, Satellite
group.

The seemingly separate herds of Hayden Valley
were often part of a larger extended family. The
singular bull or small groups of bulls, seen off on
the sides, were also part of these families. The
easily recognizable matriarchal segment would
come over to the bulls and visit them, whether
during the rut or not
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We talk of bison, but what I saw applies to all
herd animals, whether it is Cape Buffalo or
Elephants.

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
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The clan and band structure of multiple herds in
Hayden Valley can be seen duplicated in the
paintings of Native American villages

It is all reproducible at whatever level of
infrastructure.
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The extended families of hunter gatherers I see in
Yellowstone’s bison.

The only difference I see between Indigenous
camps and bison camps are that bison do not
carry shelter with them.

Because there is little of nature’s pre-Whiteman’s
structure left, we need to look to the recorded past
to find confirmation. 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.
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Hornaday would have done well to read the
accounts of Coronal Dodge. The presence of
“countless small groups” and “confused masses”
are mutually exclusive. Only with the loss of
infrastructure during the finally stages of the
buffalo slaughter and in today’s dysfunctional
herds could we ever see “a confused mass”.

The hunter-gatherer peoples recognized the
similarities and therefore utilized animal
infrastructure to solve problems within their own
tribes (herds).

Whiteman was so blind! We think of bison as
multiples of individuals, not as extended family
herds. They have the same infrastructure required
for functioning corporations or cities. It was much
less destructive to remove a whole family than
cripple the efficiencies of multiple families
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In today’s supposed enlighten society, we have
very little left to observe of human or animal’s
shared common culture. This void of
understanding has greatly affected our attitude,
and thus management of herd animals.

Roles mean emotions. Any family that has
individuals with roles means there is emotion that
cannot be ignored.

This may seem radical but we have to consider it
if we are to acknowledge emotions in animals.
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Today we understand the harm done to people and
the society advocating ownership or superiority
over any other peoples. Whether it was Hitler’s
“master race” or the cancerous culture of
“owning” slaves in America’s past, the
detrimental effects are known.
Can it be said how we view the animals that
occupying this earth with us affects us in the same
detrimental ways? Do we need to allow for the
animals we manage a level of self determination?
This is our goal at Tall Grass Bison.

This attitude can be applied to all herds we
manage. Economic and philosophical
considerations go hand-in-hand.

No matter how many bison we have in this
country, can there be any true restoration without
considering family and cultural make-up that
bison depended on for eons?
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The modern world has so quickly lost the
knowledge of what constitutes a herd of animals.

With respect we can reacquire this knowledge of
animals, then apply it to America’s public and
private bison herds

It would have been counter productive for Bison
to be any other than environmentally compatible
if they were to flourish as a species. Knowing that
bison have the same extended social families as
humans, allows us to become more connected to
life on our planet. But with knowledge comes
conscience which means we have no other choice
than to be more respectful of the animals we eat.
Also, it is a given that nature is most efficient and
thus we cannot exclude herd animals from being a
part of nature’s efficiency. We can use this
knowledge of social order, which is the key to
nature’s efficiency, and apply it to private
enterprise.
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With support systems in place and without the
fear of unpredictable behavior, getting a drink is a
lot more orderly.

What one sees in Yellowstone, extensive animal
use without riparian damage, can be duplicated in
private herds infused with social structure.

A hike up Yellowstone’s Hayden Valley reveals
environmental compatibility, with large animals in
large numbers, at the water’s edge.
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Summertime grazing flows into Fall’s colors with
little damage at the water’s edge.

Whether it is Yellowstone’s “wild” herds or
private producers “domesticated” herds, should
make no difference. Both can graze with the same
efficiency as long as we allow them to live the life
of their ancestors.

Omnivores, such as humans and bears, can eat
animals instinctively but need training to eat
vegetation. Herbivores, such as bison and cattle
can eat grass, but need instruction to eat herbs.
Thus, any herd animals that are weaned or are part
of herds without social structure should more
aptly be called “Grassivores”. Ultimately this
animal has inadequate uptake of nutrients. This
translates into the nutrition from herbs not being
available to us when we eat these animals.
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Another 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.

This means we allow them to form up into their
own families. Self determination for us means
ours fences and boundaries are not the walls of
prisons.
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With bison needing extended families as their
cornerstone of species survival, adaptation and
expansion for hundreds of thousand years, to
suddenly take this away in the last 150 years
means that most all of today’s public and private
herds are composed of dysfunctional individuals.
Chronic stress is inherent in all of these animals.
Indigenous peoples’ preference for front quarters
from nutritionally dense mature animals is no
longer an option with the tight muscles (tough
meat) associated with chronically stressed
animals.
Construction of corral infrastructure is a major
expense with bison herds. If we understand
bison’s need for individual space we can construct
something that is a lot less stressful for these
animals. The cost of injuries, death or weight loss
from stress is eliminated.

Notice the concerted effort of this bison family to
stay away from the confining barriers of the
bridge and walk down the center of the road.
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To understand bison we need to understand the
emotions and fears of humans. For bison, wanting
to go back to safety is no different than humans
wanting to retreat to familiar surroundings. Notice
no scrape marks on the walls or gates. This is
because all the bison trotted down the middle
three feet of the alleyway.

This corral is no different that any public bison
corral that I have assessed. Bison are pushed
ahead, which goes against their very nature.
Would we want to be pushed into an obvious dead
end alley?

To duplicate the behaviors seen in Yellowstone’s
bison we give them 24 foot wide alleys, 80 foot
turn-arounds at each end and a 40 foot tub. In two
days, we loaded 10 trailers with 100 animals in 2
½ hours. No more than three to five bison were
moved from the sorting areas and through the
working corrals at any time. None had previously
been worked in corrals. There were no injuries,
such as gorings, peeled off hides, or broken horns.
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There is a lot more written history concerning the
extended family make-up of indigenous peoples
than what has been written about bison. To find
the answers of bison make-up and behavior we
need to search no further than how indigenous
peoples lived. For example, to see how satellite
herds split off from the main group, we can read
how Native Americans formed new bands.

Not only can we restore the physical herd, but can
also restore the relationship that Native
Americans had with bison culture.
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It is logical for Native Americans to take the lead.
But that should not limit others from experiencing
and advocating the same relationship with animals
as Native Americans had with them.

This is not utopian dream; this rainbow has a
philosophical, ethical and economic Pot o’ Gold.
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