
                                                                                                                        Baldes - Part 3 - 1 

Podcast: Becoming Wild Again in America: The Restoration and Resurgence of the Pablo-
Allard Bison Herd 
Part Three: Envisioning a Future with Bison 
Narrator: Jason E. Baldes 
Host: Francine D. Spang-Willis 
 

Music fades in. 

 

Francine: Hi, I'm Francine Spang-Willis and the host of Becoming Wild Again in America: 

The Restoration and Resurgence of the Pablo-Allard Bison Herd. In part three, "Envisioning 

a Future with Bison," Jason Baldes, who is of the Eastern Shoshone Nation, shares his 

connection to the land and the buffalo. He explains his buffalo conservation work on the 

Wind River Reservation in Wyoming, which includes descendants of the Pablo-Allard bison 

herd.  

 

During the nineteenth century or 1800s, the landscape of the American West was settled 

through settler colonialism processes. As a result, millions of acres of Indigenous land were 

lost to settlers and the US [United States] federal government. The near extinction of millions 

of bison almost occurred, and a separation of the bison, land, and Indigenous peoples took 

place. 

 

As part of this podcast series, we will consider the impacts of these processes. We will also 

consider recent bison conservation efforts and their impacts.   

 

A bison is snorting and breathing. 

 

Jason: Taking a trip to East Africa built my interest in bison because of the witness of 

wildebeest. When I returned, I knew I needed to do something, so I wanted to have a positive 
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influence. I've always told myself since I was a young kid to try to do good work. When I 

returned, I teamed up with a couple of other gentlemen, Martin Blackburn and Bill 

Goggles. We were the cultural component of a mental health program called With Eagles 

Wings. We organized youth camps for about seven years. And during the youth camps, we 

would camp in teepees, we would hire a cook, and we raised the money to hold these camps, 

to educate our young people about fields in biology. And so, we'd bring up native scientists 

that were hydrologists or foresters or ethnobotanists. We gave every kid a fishing rod so that 

they would learn how to catch a fish and be able to appreciate that relative. 

 

After about seven years, I realized that was incredibly important. But I needed to have a 

degree to be able to work in the realm of policy in terms of water, fisheries, or wildlife, or 

buffalo. After seven years of talking about the issue of buffalo and the atrocity of how they 

were treated as they left Yellowstone National Park, I focused on buffalo. So, when I 

eventually moved to Montana, it was to work entirely in my academic career on bison 

restoration. When I got to Bozeman [Montana], I focused and partnered with the Rocky 

Mountain Natural Resource Conservation Station [Northern Rocky Mountain Science 

Center], the USGS [United States Geographical Survey], and worked with Dr. Peter Gogan 

who was a bison specialist. I wrote a management plan for basically all through my 

undergraduate, as a model, to provide to the Shoshone Tribe for what a bison restoration or 

management plan could look like. While I was working on my undergraduate, we hadn't yet 

passed a resolution back home for bison restoration. 

 

We needed the tribal government; we needed the people to vote and say that buffalo was 

important to bring back. I was almost finished with my undergraduate, and we still hadn't 

quite had a government resolution passed. But in 2009, a colleague and close friend from 
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back home, Lynnette Sinclair, who had developed a curriculum called Five Buffalo Days, 

Myregite Boyzhan Daivaih. And that was for a school program to educate young people 

about the importance of buffalo. She introduced a resolution to the general council that was 

passed in 2009. It really opened the door for me to continue my efforts to work on behalf of 

the Shoshone Tribe. And [coughs] so, after I graduated, I wrote a proposal for an EPA 

[Environmental Protection Agency] Star Fellowship to fund my graduate work in improving 

the community and ecological health by a restoration of bison to the reservation. I was funded 

and also received the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation funding to fund my graduate work. And 

that morphed into cultural plant biodiversity in relic wallows and tribal bison policy. 

 

And throughout that process of not only my undergraduate but my graduate work, I began to 

do contract work through with the National Wildlife Federation [NWF]. As a contractor with 

NWF, we facilitated a process for the tribe to go through for us to work on their behalf 

through NWF. We wanted the tribe to appoint the representative because we needed to be a 

member tribe of the Inter-Tribal Buffalo Council. I was appointed as the Shoshone Tribe's 

representative for that. And then we had a chunk of land that was fee land—it wasn't tribal 

land—purchased in the '80s by the tribe was three hundred acres. And then, the SBC [Eastern 

Shoshone Business Council] at the time designated that area for where we would establish 

buffalo.  

 

In 2014, 2015, we started building the fence. And really, all the Shoshone Tribe had to do 

was agree to what we were doing. In our MOU [Memorandum of Understanding] with the 

tribe, we emphasized conservation of the genetics, of course, certified disease-free animals so 

that there was no threat to any cattle producers. And then we went in, and we built the fence. 

The fence was modeled after Fort Peck [Nation], who has been leading the way in bison 
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conservation, and they have had little to no issues with breaching of their fence. It's a six-

strand, sixty-inch tall, smooth top and bottom wire, considered a wildlife-friendly fence. It 

allows elk and deer and antelope through it but will prevent bison. And then we electrified it 

as well, not necessarily for the buffalo because the fencing was sufficient without electricity, 

but for the appeasement of the adjacent landowners. We not only electrified it, but we 

provided new gates for their infrastructure and improved the perimeter of that place. 

 

And because the US Fish and Wildlife Service has that trust responsibility to the tribes and 

the [US] Department of Interior had adjusted the language to ensure that surplus animals 

from those conservation populations have to first go to tribes. Then we worked closely with 

Lee Jones, who is the bison manager for the Department of Interior. She was able to identify 

some surplus animals from the Neal Smith Wildlife Refuge in Iowa. In November 2016, we 

brought ten bison from Iowa, and that was the first ten that had been here on behalf of the 

tribes or tribe for a hundred and thirty-one years. And that was significant; that was very 

emotional. There were a lot of people there. We had a small ceremony welcoming the buffalo 

home. And lots of schoolchildren were there. It was a success. When we released those, we 

kept an eye on them. We hired a gentleman to check on the buffalo every day, make sure the 

perimeter fencing is all good, and they have water and all of that. 

 

The first calf was born in May 2017. In the fall of 2017, we brought ten more bison and also 

surplus Department of Interior animals from the National Bison Range in Montana. We were 

curious as to what would happen between the buffalo when they arrived, didn't know what 

would happen, whether they would accept one another and such. But within twenty minutes, 

they were all together, and they haven't really been apart a whole lot since. When you start 

with buffalo to a new area, it's key that you always bring in young animals because they're a 
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matriarchal animal led by a lead female. If you bring in older animals, they have that homing 

instinct and will want to return to what's familiar to them. But bringing in young animals 

ensures that they grow up with the place in which they're located, and the hierarchy can be 

determined among themselves and not dictated by us as men. 

 

The two herds combined in 2017. In late, no, early 2019, we had a death [cough], excuse me, 

of a pregnant cow, and we did a necropsy immediately to determine what her death was. It 

was a malignant catarrhal fever MCF, which is fatal to buffalo and comes most often from 

domestic sheep and goats. MCF is airborne, can float up to five miles, and there's no vaccine 

for it. So, in an ironic twist, instead of landowners worrying about disease brought from 

buffalo, we are, in fact, more concerned about disease from livestock. And this is the 

historical fact as well, that a malignant catarrhal fever probably played a huge role in the 

decimation of bison populations in the late 1800s, mid-1800s, from the arrival of those 

livestock, so, that's a big concern. There's nothing really we can do about it but continue to 

monitor the herd and ensure that, eventually, they have a large enough land base that the 

proximity of livestock will be too far away.  

 

In a tribe-to-tribe agreement with the Fort Peck Tribes and the Shoshone Tribe, we agreed to 

share in the offspring of Yellowstone [National Park] buffalo.  In 2007 and 2008, the 

Northern Arapaho Tribe had been on the list first to receive Yellowstone buffalo. At that 

time, right before they were to be brought here, they failed to pass a resolution in support of 

it. And therefore, the buffalo had no place to go. Ted Turner agreed to take those sixty-six 

buffalo. I believe it was in exchange for their offspring. Eventually, those buffalo went to 

Fort Peck [Reservation], and they split them with Fort Belknap [Nation]. The offspring of 

those is what we received in 2018 from the Fort Peck Tribes. And so, we got five bulls from 
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Fort Peck to supplement our population. I believe there have been twelve calves born so far 

since the first arrival in 2016.  

 

Francine: In this next section, Jason explains how bison are not classified as a wildlife 

species.  As a result, they are not treated with the respect they deserve. However, the Eastern 

Shoshone Nation has begun to manage their bison herd as wildlife species under their tribal 

game code on the Wind River Reservation. 

 

Jason: We're working with the Northern Arapaho Tribe to help steer the direction of the 

Arapaho Tribe's program to go in a similar one with the Shoshone Tribe. We manage them as 

wildlife under our [tribal] game code and emphasize the importance of genetics and away 

from farming and ranching. And this is one of the tougher paradigms to get through today 

because of the way that we classify or see buffalo. We don't recognize them as a wildlife 

species. Instead, we see dollar signs, and that really is a fundamental dilemma when, in terms, 

how we promote our traditional values and worldview.  

 

The way our grandmas and grandpas saw it was that [coughs] buffalo have a place on the 

land and a rightful and needed essential role [coughs] ecologically. They belong as much as 

the wolves and the bears and mountain lions and bobcats and fishes, clear down to the mouse. 

All of those animals that were put here, by the one above, have a place. 

 

The other worldview that was brought here was that everything is driven by the economy or 

by money, which is important in this day and age. But when we have the ability to provide 

the level of respect for this animal that our grandmas and grandpas have, it would be to treat 

them as they were intended, and that is as wildlife. That was the historical relationship we 
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had with our animal species. They were kin. They were recognized as gifts to us from the 

creator if we utilize them with respect and utilized everything on them, and there was little to 

no waste. But with this new worldview paradigm and pressure to colonialize, we've lost our 

way of viewing the world that holds those values and morals of our grandmas and grandpas 

intact.  

 

As a youngster, I witnessed the way a wildlife reintroduction should happen with pronghorn 

antelope and bighorn sheep. But it's taken eighty years to get buffalo restored here, and we're 

not even to the level yet of giving them the respect as wildlife. That really is a challenging 

thing because our values and morals of what our grandmas and grandpas held are slipping 

away from us along with our language. Our ceremonies, thankfully, are still around and 

available if we choose to use them. A lot of that healing that we need is to [pause] go back to 

the ways that are ours. And every tribe has its belief ways and ceremonial ways that are 

unique to that people.  

 

We've forgotten, all of us, how to respect the water, the animals, the plants, the air, their life-

giving spirit, and we've commodified it, commercialized it. Pharmaceutical companies can't 

patent a plant, but they can synthesize the ingredients and create drugs that are profitable. 

This landscape is full of our groceries, and it's our pharmacy. A lot of times, these knowledge 

ways are exploited for the benefit of what we've known in terms of the dollar. How do we, I 

guess, reevaluate what we hold valuable and keep it away from valuating in terms of the 

dollar of what you can make from it? The clash in worldviews are probably the biggest 

obstacle to moving forward as humanity because we've forgotten our place in the natural 

world. And not treating buffalo like wildlife is a symptom of that.  
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Francine:  

Next, Jason envisions the bison restoration and resurgence on the Wind River Reservation. 

 

Jason: To build the community support and ownership of the buffalo and the program, I felt 

it important that we expand to an area that's nearby our communities. And because the area 

that we wanted to expand to is adjacent to where the Shoshone Tribe's buffalo and now also 

where the Arapaho Tribe's buffalo are, then it creates some synergy between the two tribes, 

which are under a lot of division. The buffalo, as a way, brings the two tribal governments 

together.  

 

If and when we expand to that area, it's already essentially fenced by two highways and 

bound by two rivers, the Little Wind [River] on the south and the Big Wind [River] on the 

north. These sixty-seven thousand acres are nowhere near the acreage that we have available 

on this reservation [Wind River Reservation]. There are hundreds of thousands of acres in the 

Wind Rivers [Wind River Mountain Range], as well as the Owl Creeks [Owl Creek 

Mountains], that are our prime habitat for bison.  

 

But the sixty-seven thousand acres allow for people to buy in, people to see them. It could 

promote ecotourism. There are educational opportunities. It's accessible for not only 

community members but even our spiritual leaders who would want to visit and see those 

animals nearby, as opposed to far away, where it takes a long time to get to them and keep an 

eye on them and that sort of thing.  
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If, after two or three years, we were able to successfully manage those buffalo on sixty-seven 

thousand acres as wildlife, under our game code, our population could increase to about five 

hundred to seven hundred animals within there. 

 

If we're able to build a successful program and community support for what's happening after 

five, seven years, then essentially, we expand habitat and make the Wind Rivers available to 

buffalo. Thousands of buffalo could exist in the Wind Rivers and the Owl Creeks if we allow 

that. They were there historically. There are bones and horn sheaths and things buried 

throughout. And if and when we can manage buffalo in that way, the ecological benefits will 

be visible. 

 

Francine: In this next section, Jason shares some of the impacts of bison restoration and 

resurgence.  

 

Jason: The dust bathing behavior, the wallowing behavior create micro depressions in the 

landscape. And it's important for water accumulation and seed dispersal. Those will come to 

proliferate the landscape again.  

 

Their horning of trees prevents things like Junipers from expanding beyond their historical 

range. Buffalo would have been the way that held trees back from encroachment into the 

sagebrush. Today, the BIA [Bureau of Indian Affairs] goes, and they cut those trees down. A 

lot of science now mimics what the buffalo already did.  
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Hair is very important for bird species. As we have more buffalo, there would be more hair 

available for animals, plants, and birds. Some birds that use that hair for their nests, for their 

eggs to reach the right incubation temperature, insects, lepidopterans like butterflies.  

 

It's been shown in tallgrass prairie that wallows are important for reptiles, salamanders, and 

other plants that are cultural plants, foods, and tools, and medicines historically utilized by 

Native people. A lot of the medicines that we have access to and still use would be highly 

sought after, likely by pharmaceutical companies if we were to share some of that. So, 

ensuring that our traditional ecological knowledge is also taught to our own as opposed to 

marketed to some company is important.  

 

The buffalo will likely influence the landscape in ways that we haven't seen because this 

restoration of buffalo to large landscapes is very new. We're all learning more and more as 

we go. And the buffalo influence to the land and to the plants and animals in other places has 

increased, so we know the biodiversity of those species will go up. They'll be more abundant. 

And [pause] that's more beneficial for everybody than having cows on the landscape. 

 

Francine:  Jason explains the tension between cattle ranching and bison restoration. The 

tension began when millions of bison were slaughtered and removed from the American 

West in the late 1800s. The systems and policies created through settler colonialism processes 

to live on and use the land are still being implemented today and perpetuate the tension 

between cattle ranching and bison restoration. 

 

Jason: I have often come to the paradox of "Am I opposed to cattle?" But I'm not really 

opposed to cattle because it's really in opposition to the system that was imposed upon us. If 
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we're now in an era of revitalization, that people recognize the loss of our languages and how 

that was wrong. If the boarding schools were wrong, and if the systematic removal of our 

children was wrong, then why is it wrong to fix some of those things?  

 

The buffalo was removed as a food source for Native people. The federal government has 

trust responsibility to ensure that we have access to our traditional foods. It's recognized in 

our treaties. It's recognized in our territories that are off reservation now if we exercise those 

rights. And so, we have to do that.  

 

In order to be sovereign, we have to act sovereign. If we don't educate our people about what 

that even means or some levels of what federal Indian law means, how can we undo some of 

these wrongs if we don't know? But we have to be educated and be knowledgeable and be 

very resourceful in how we do that. 

 

I used to help out with a Native American Fish and Wildlife Society [National] Summer 

Youth Practicum. We talk about the seven "Rs" and how all those "Rs" really reflect who we 

are as people, morals, and values. Let's see if I can remember all seven. Respect is the 

number one—relationships that we have with our loved ones and all those things around us. 

We have a responsibility as human beings to all of those relations. And we have to have the 

right reason for doing things, not for money or other things. We have to be reciprocal. We 

have reciprocity, and that everything moves in a circle. If you take, you give first. We have to 

be resilient in what we do because we have lots of opposition to it. We have to have the 

resourcefulness to be able to use what we have at our disposal to get what we need to be 

done. [Respect, Relationships, Reasoning, Reciprocity, Resourcefulness, Resiliency, 

Reverence] 
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Francine: In this next section, Jason shares how the restoration and resurgence of the bison 

can positively impact our connection to the land and each other.  

 

Jason: When the buffalo came back, we anticipate a lot of these biological changes that 

happen, and academically, there's a lot of interest in that. The University of Wyoming has the 

High Plains American Indian Research Institute, which helps place students, Native students, 

with research pertinent to who they are. It was the same for me when I decided on Montana 

State University. I was going to go and work on something that benefited my home and was 

important to me. And [I] kept that in mind. For future students, that's a key component, that 

we provide them the opportunities to do research that's pertinent to their home community 

and to their people.  

 

While the university provides microbiome mini-grants, and we want to provide students 

opportunities to look at some of the ecological changes themselves. We've done some soil 

samples with college students at buffalo [Shoshone Tribe's buffalo herd] to see the impact of 

wallows on soil quality and soil parameters and things like that. So just creating an 

opportunity for young people to be there amongst the buffalo is one of the first steps, I think, 

to recreating that connection. 

 

During the COVID [Coronavirus Disease 2019, COVID-19] pandemic, we harvested two 

buffalo to give to the food programs to distribute to tribal members. And that was another 

way of getting a piece of those buffalo to people. To, again, kind of help in that piecemeal 

healing. If you can just ingest some, that's in itself healing. Or if the kids are out there at the 

buffalo, they're able to take a piece of hair home with them; that's a piece of that healing. 
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In terms of our ceremonial use, a buffalo heart is oftentimes needed for the center pole of the 

Sundance. We haven't been able to yet but anticipate in the future harvesting buffalo for our 

Sundance, but also for the educational opportunities with the Five Buffalo Days. So, within 

that educational program, buffalo was harvested, and then elders were brought into the 

school. The children learned how to process the intestines and the stomach and the heart and 

the liver and the kidneys, how to skin it, how to dismember, quarter it, which pieces of meat 

were used for what, down to the bones. And which bones were most utilized, and how you 

make hide scrapers from the shinbone, and how you make glue from the hooves. All of the 

process were done in the Five Buffalo Days program. And so, we really want to ramp that 

program up. Instead of Five Buffalo Days, I'd like to see it be three hundred and sixty-five 

buffalo days. The idea of a buffalo institute or a culture school has come to be an idea that 

could help.  

 

It gives me hope in thinking that if we had a facility, a building, a place where students could 

come. Not housed in one school, but instead housed as an institute where other students could 

come to get education and curriculum entirely around that buffalo. So, not only the buffalo 

itself but the culture, not Shoshone or Arapaho, but the Indigenous people, and how in our 

sustainable lifeways that we had.  

 

This was a model that we lived by for thousands of years that sustained us. It wasn't 

agriculture. It was the buffalo, and it was the knowledge of the plants and the medicines and 

the things that were here already without technology, without money. It was just the 

traditional knowledge. By having an institute or a culture school that emphasizes those 

components, then it's a way to decolonize our way of learning. 
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It emphasizes the importance of our languages and our cultural values. Even in prayer and 

spirituality, building that sweat lodge with young people and telling the stories about how all 

of those represent the buffalo ribs. And how that the old rocks that are the oldest beings have 

spirit. They're inanimate, but they have spirit. And how that fire has always been a part of 

who we are to stay warm, to cook our food, how we acquired that fire comes from a story that 

we can share. When we apply that water, that life-giving medicine, that was the first 

medicine. When we apply that to those hot rocks that have that life, then it's the breath of 

God. Inside that lodge is purification. And when people are having hard times and having 

difficulties, that's where we used to go for help. 

 

A lot of our young people don't have access to that, don't have access to that knowledge, and 

they yearn for it. I think that they sometimes don't even know that they yearn for that. But if 

we had that in place. Then that would go a long way in the healing. By making that animal 

and that knowledge available to our young people not for money or marketing, but to build 

our resiliency amongst our young people to be Shoshone and Arapaho, or whatever they are, 

and build it with compassion and empathy and care for one another.  

 

I would hope it reinvigorates our young people in leading us in sovereignty and holding the 

federal government accountable for trust responsibility. That our self-determination, as tribal 

nations, is maximized for the benefit of our communities, that we're doing due diligence and 

educating not only ourselves but others about our own history. The Indian Education for All 

Act is very important in that. Bringing buffalo back is obviously not only important to us, as 

Native people, but to many that recognize that history was as ugly as it is and want to do 

something. 
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I was on the phone call earlier. And we had a naming contest to build support within the 

organization for our work and over ten thousand submissions, with the top names being hope 

and freedom and Shoshone. The fact that those three names filtered to the top out of ten 

thousand submissions, especially hope in a time like now, really shed some light on the 

importance of this tribal restoration effort to the American people that are cognizant of that 

history. Maybe they don't know a whole lot about it, but they know enough that they can 

support a project like tribal bison restoration. And not only here, but there are lots of tribes 

that are involved in the effort and want to ensure that our young people, regardless of our 

tribes, have access to [coughs] that knowledge in that relationship. 

 

Francine:  Next, Jason explains some of the negative impacts that stemmed from the 

settlement of the land. He also describes how bison restoration and resurgence can help us 

evolve past certain processes for the benefit of the greater whole. 

 

Jason: We look at America and how most of it has been plowed up and paved over or 

privatized, and there are very few places where there are public lands. And so, [pause] I think 

the general public, the general American public has a voice in what happens to these public 

lands, which are managed by the federal government and prioritizes things like oil and gas 

development and agriculture. But I think as American people realize, maybe not now but 

down the road [pause], the destruction that's happened in this country in terms of 

development.  

 

Agriculture as a whole has not done a whole lot of good either. The environmental damage 

from large pig farms and beef operations and chicken farms and things is not a healthy way 
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of producing food either. The monocultures of many of the agricultural products that are 

produced have resulted in the decline of many, many species, birds, and mammals.  

 

The few remaining vestiges, mainly out West and largely on public lands where these places 

still exist, are going to become treasures. The restoration of those places, like large land base 

places where buffalo can be managed as wildlife, are going to be vestiges of maybe what 

once was, already are. But as we restore buffalo and grow our populations in various regions, 

people realize that's important and supersedes, and it overrides private land ownership.  

 

There are three million acres of public land in Wyoming that's inaccessible to the public 

because of landlocked areas that prevent the public from getting to them. And that is an 

example of [pause] a wrong that the American people can agree with. These public lands 

should be accessible to the public for public use and not be limited by private landowners. If 

we could ever get the federal government to think about sustainability or ecological integrity, 

and we have a top-down approach that emphasizes those, then bison restoration of public 

lands is going to be a [pause] contentious but successful effort in that we can't talk about 

ecological restoration without the keystone species.  

 

We have to begin fixing some of the wrongs. In some places, that's possible. In other places, 

it's not. I think that there's a lot of power and clout in the farming and ranching community 

and in the large landowners. That the threat to their livelihood is—[pause] I think about the 

threat to my grandma's and grandpa's livelihood and what was done to them [pause]. They 

have been here hundreds of generations, not five or seven, and justify and make that a reality 

as opposed to what is relatively new here, which is agriculture.  
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Francine:  In this next section, Jason gives an example of bison and cattle co-existing on the 

land. He explains how we can engage with the bison and land more holistically to benefit all 

of our relatives, including people, animals, air, and water. He also brings up an important 

question, "Why are cattle and agriculture often given priority over the bison, the land, and 

other wildlife on the land?" 

 

Jason: Buffalo and cattle can co-exist just fine without disease transfer or interbreeding. 

Buffalo and cattle will not interbreed on their own. An example of that is the Henry 

Mountains, Utah herd. It was introduced in the '60s. Brucellosis was eliminated, and they 

exist on about six hundred thousand acres. And so, that's one of the few public herds that co-

exist with cattle. There's been no disease transmission, and there's been no cattle gene 

introgression.  

 

The opposition was still such that farmers and ranchers complained about the buffalo, though, 

in the Henry Mountains because they said that the buffalo were eating all of the forage for the 

cows. They commissioned a study in one of the universities in Utah, and it was determined 

that the culprit was rabbits. But it's because Utah has a bounty on coyotes. If they eliminate 

the predators, then the rabbit population explodes; they eat the forage and reduce availability 

for not only the cattle but also bison.  

 

The management of our especially predators is not holistic. It's not a respectful appreciation 

for their role ecologically on the landscape. It's the priority for agriculture that predators will 

kill my cows or my sheep and therefore should be eliminated. While the wildlife species were 

there a heck of a lot longer than the cattle and sheep, but somehow, they get priority on our 

public lands over the wildlife species.  
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And that's a dichotomy that exists in the West with how we manage what they say is 

resources. That man, again, has control over and dominion of this place and its animals. And 

that's how we do it now.  

 

Historically, we were, and we saw ourselves as part of this place and the animals, and we're 

not set out to destroy or eliminate all of the predator species. If there were conflicts, yes, an 

animal was killed. But for the most part, our tribes, they did not eat wolves and bears. You 

only killed what you were going to eat. Those animals were respected. They had a kinship.  

 

A lot of the ways that we lived were from how we saw other animals. In the matriarchal 

structure of a buffalo population, the eldest female leads the herd. A lot of times in our 

societies, we were matriarchal, very similar to the buffalo, but also to the wolf. We watched 

how they lived with their families and their family unit and how they cared for, love one 

another, that was emulated.  

 

The medicines that we know about often we learn from the bear. We utilize those foods and 

medicines in our ceremonies so that the bear has provided us the knowledge of which plants 

will help heal us. Those types of relationships and respect and recognition and 

acknowledgment is how we managed things.  

 

Today with the way things are prioritized, it's out of whack, it's out of balance. And just like 

the rabbits in Utah, the bounty on coyotes, you know, you mess with one component, it's 

going to have an effect on another component. There are lots of components within our 

ecosystem within which we live. And to disrupt that is seen as is playing God, playing 
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creator, and that's not something that we did. We had respect for the natural processes of 

things and looked at things holistically for the people, for the animals, for the air, and the 

water, our relatives.  

 

That's why we have those sayings in our language we use in ceremony. You know, Lakotas, 

say, “Mitakuye oyasin,” or “Besiihii neito’ein’no” in Arapaho [Dumuh nehrooweruh in 

Eastern Shoshone]. All our relatives—referring to not just our family or our human relatives 

but the ones that crawl below the earth, above the earth, the four-legged, ones who fly, the 

ones who swim, the ones in the air, all of our relatives. When we acknowledge that, and we 

say those things, then we realize our place in the universe. It isn't above and beyond all of 

this. And all of these things aren't here just for us to make money from. That's why our 

grandmas and grandpas, when they made decisions, thought about seven generations or 

further down the road and made choices depending on what would be best for their 

grandchildren. Today, we don't tend to do that as much. We exploit and try to make a quick 

buck, or we market the buffalo, or we build a casino.  

 

Francine: Jason describes some of the successes and challenges of bison conservation 

collaborations. 

 

Jason: Well, I'm a little biased because I work for the National Wildlife Federation [NWF]. 

But I think that as the largest member-based conservation organization, NWF has a 

relationship, especially with the Shoshone Tribe, for about thirty years. Since that time, other 

organizations have begun to partner with tribes specific to bison, but also water and other 

environmental conservation issues. Most of those entities were threatened or felt threatened 

by sovereignty and the lack of understanding about how the government-to-government 
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relationship works or consultation works. Through the years, NWF has led the way in how 

that can happen.  

 

The World Wildlife Fund, Defenders of Wildlife, Natural Resources Defense Council, local 

conservation organizations like the Wyoming Outdoor Council or the Wyoming Wilderness 

Association, many of these entities reach out to the tribes, but with little feedback. I think that 

often tribes are reluctant to partner with these entities because they don't really understand 

what they do. I think that's probably why the tribal historic preservation offices are very 

important for the tribes. Because it allows a door or an office to be there for these entities to 

communicate about, say, impacts of oil and gas or a pipeline that's running through your 

traditional territory or disease in adjacent bighorn sheep populations or migratory patterns of 

ungulates like deer and elk. Without those partnerships or without the relationship building, 

oftentimes, some of those projects go unheeded.  

 

With the two tribes [Eastern Shoshone and Northern Arapaho], it even creates more [pause] 

confusion and a challenge because you're not talking to one entity. You have to talk to two 

entities every time. In a situation like the Wind River Reservation, the partnership becomes 

very challenging. I think that's the reason why it's taken as long as it has to even to be where 

we are. I mean, I can't imagine we'd be—you know, five years ago, I couldn't imagine we'd 

be here in terms of our buffalo project. So, I'm optimistic about what can happen in the next 

five years.  

 

But it wouldn't have happened without the partnership with the National Wildlife Federation 

being the larger member base conservation organization with four million members. It allows 

for resources to filter in that would otherwise be unavailable. And that's similar to those other 
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conservation entities. They can bring in resources that help the tribe achieve its goal, which is 

oftentimes aligned with like-minded conservation organizations.  

 

If there are differences, obviously with the cultural values and things like harvesting for a 

ceremony, the conservation organization would know nothing about that or why that's 

important without that consultation and relationship. But once those understandings are 

formulated, then usually a like-minded approach can be determined.  

 

You know, much of the Wind River Reservation, when it was diminished, much of the lands 

became Forest Service, wilderness area, or national park. But in the past, those federal 

agencies, as well as state agencies and local municipalities fail to recognize that the 

government-to-government relationship in the consultation process is required by law but 

often is ignored or fails to happen, and that falls on both sides. It's up to the tribes to enforce 

sovereignty, enforce self-determination, but it's also up to that federal, state agency, or local 

municipality to consult with the tribal governments. 

 

Francine: Thank you for listening to this podcast series. While it focused on the Pablo-Allard 

bison herd journey from the late 1800s to 2020, the broader bison journey will continue far 

into the future.   

 

Thankfully, diverse organizations and people are coming together to collaborate and support 

the bison restoration and resurgence on the landscape.  They are successfully reconnecting 

and connecting the land, bison, other wildlife, and people. As a result, we are becoming wild 

again in America.   
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Hopefully, this decolonizing work gave you a deeper understanding of America's layered 

history. As we go forward, I challenge you to find opportunities to continue the dialogue and 

help create new processes to benefit the land, bison, other wildlife, and Indigenous and non-

Indigenous peoples.  

 

Music fades out. 

A bison is snorting and breathing. 

 


