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Podcast: Becoming Wild Again in America: The Restoration and Resurgence of the Pablo-Allard 
Bison Herd 
Part Two: Becoming Wild Again in America 
Narrator: Dr. Kyran Kunkel 
Host: Francine D. Spang-Willis 
 
 
Music fades in. 
 
 

Francine: Hi! I’m Francine Spang-Willis and the host of this podcast series Becoming Wild Again 

in America: The Restoration and Resurgence of the Pablo-Allard Bison Herd. In part two, 

“Becoming Wild Again in America,” Dr. Kyran Kunkel, as a wildlife biologist, shares his 

connection to the land and bison. He explains his conservation work with the Pablo-Allard bison 

herd's descendants. He also explains the benefits of returning the bison to the land and the concept 

of becoming wild again. 

 

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

colonialism processes. As a result, millions of acres of Indigenous land were lost to non-Indigenous 

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.  

 

In 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. 
 

Kyran: I'll talk about growing up in the Great Plains of the US [United States of America]. So, the 

northern and specifically the northern Great Plains of the US. My family farms in eastern South 

Dakota. My grandfather and great-grandfather farm in an area called Moody County, which is the 
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east-central part of South Dakota, which is primarily corn. It used to be tallgrass prairie, but now it's 

all not much. Now, hardly any tallgrass prairie left in the northern Great Plains. It's all corn and 

soybeans and dairy. Our farm is a mix of those things.   

 

I grew up with that background. I went to school in a larger city in Sioux Falls [South Dakota] 

because my parents moved to town.  I grew up though much outside. So, spending all my time in 

the back parts of the farm and a few wild places left in some of the parts of the Great Plains. So, 

exploring those every day after school, me and my sisters would go out and explore, me especially. 

For whatever reason being in a place that had those opportunities, it felt right; it felt good for me to 

be out.  It felt really comfortable and felt really like that was important for me growing up, and it 

continues to influence me greatly.  So, part of that growing up is—my family is hunters and 

fishermen. I grew up also from a very young age starting to hunt. Again, chances to go out into the 

countryside and hunt primarily birds.   

 

My father and I also went to the western part of the Great Plains, and that’s where I first got to 

experience the grasslands. We went pronghorn hunting, deer hunting, and bird hunting in the more 

western part of the Great Plains.  I started to feel even more attractive and enjoying those 

experiences because the place felt more wild.  It was bigger, and it was less people, and it was more 

remote.  I was especially drawn to that, and that just drawing me to the West.  Hunting and fishing, 

I knew at a pretty early age, spending time outdoors, that I wanted to live my life, do my life’s 

work, have a career that allowed me to be outdoors. 

 

Pretty early on, I think in junior high or high school, I knew I wanted to be a biologist, a wildlife 

biologist, because I like seeing animals, spending time around animals, and being outdoors. I then 

went to school in South Dakota to become a wildlife biologist at South Dakota State University in 

the Fisheries and Wildlife Sciences Program near where I grew up and got to, of course, do the 
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things you do in undergraduate school, take classes. The more I did, the more I liked the field and 

decided that this was for sure what I wanted to do. I decided I wanted to go on to graduate school, 

but I wanted to keep going and working in wilder places. And for me, the wilder places were the 

western United States.  

 

I went west and took undergraduate jobs in the Badlands National Park in South Dakota. And that's 

probably, I think, my first job and my first real experience with buffalo or with bison was working 

in the Badlands National Park, where there is a herd of probably four to five hundred bison within 

that national park. Part of my work was understanding them, too. I was working for some graduate 

students that were trying to look at factors influencing biodiversity in Badlands National Park, and 

bison were part of that. We were doing what you call road transects, where we would do 

spotlighting surveys at night for various species, including bison. So, [laughs] some of my first 

encounters were, with the spotlight in the middle of the night, seeing big eyes as we were driving on 

four-wheelers, I believe, big groups of and hearing them even as much as seeing them. 

 

I was really attracted because that was what—even more in my mind—was wild in the West was 

this animal, which we don't have anymore in the eastern part of the Great Plains, even in the 

tallgrass prairie. Of course, historically, they would have been extremely abundant there, but that's 

all been converted to farmland. There are no—and there are some small bison production herds, 

privately owned herds. I don't think I even knew any of those. It was my first experience were with 

bison on a bigger landscape.  

 

Then I was drawn even more to that concept into the interactions of these animals with other 

animals. In the case of the Badlands, it was prairie dogs. They were spending a bunch of time on 

prairie dogs, [laughs] and I had never been around prairie dog towns and then a diversity of birds. 

One of the first things I experienced about bison is, in addition to them being in what I consider to 
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be big, open, wild places, is that they were in places that had lots of other wild species associated 

with them. I connected those things pretty early on and went on to do my masters, graduate research 

in, again, wildlife conservation, but this time was going east. I went back east to another wild place 

in northern Minnesota, the boundary waters of the wilderness area of northern Minnesota, going to 

school at the University of Minnesota, but working on wolves.  

 

A part of my experience in the West, in summer jobs, yes, in summer jobs, was linking species 

together. When I thought about deer and pronghorn and elk and bison, I thought, "All right, what 

other animals influence and are part of this system, so to speak.” The big predators were very 

attractive as they are too many people. They find them very charismatic, just like an icon of the 

West, just like a bison. So, but there were no wolves in the West at that time. There were wolves in 

Canada and Alaska, but there were no wolves in the West. There were no grizzly bears in the areas, 

at least in the areas that I was working in.  

 

I went back east to northern Minnesota and did my master's work looking at the impacts of wolves 

on prey, in that case, whitetail deer.  [I] worked and lived for three, almost, yes, three years, up in 

the north, in the wild places, on the ten thousand lakes of the boundary waters of northern 

Minnesota. And again, another wild, beautiful place, remote, and wilderness area that increased my 

interest even more in these big, wild places filled with wildlife.  

 

Then I went on to do my—try to get back west again. I went on to do my doctorate work, my PhD 

work at the University of Montana, which is in Missoula [Montana]. I found a project that had 

funding and a person that I wanted to work with at the University of Montana on wolves. By that 

time, wolves had then started to recolonize, to recover on their own in the western US and 

specifically northwestern Montana, Glacier National Park. I moved to and lived for four years up on 

the west side of Glacier National Park. And which was again and still is one of the most remote and 
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wild river valleys, in the western, in the lower forty-eight states. And [I] came to work on wolves. 

Again, questions of—because wolves were starting to come down from Canada—what were going 

to be these impacts of this new, relatively speaking, predator that hadn't been there for a hundred 

years on the landscape and on wildlife? 

 

So, that was my PhD work for four years, trying to understand what the impact of wolves moving 

into a new place were going to be on the prey species.  In this case, it was moose, it was whitetail 

deer, and it was elk. So did that work, which was also in Canada; some of the work was in Canada. 

Again, just really amazed and excited, and thrilled, and special feelings that were of great awe and 

joy of being in those places, and still wanting to go to even more big and wild places. 

 

The next step for me then was Alaska. I went to Alaska to work for the [United States] National 

Park Service for a couple of years, again, as a wildlife biologist. I got to see amazing, amazing 

places and big landscapes and places where there were bison in Alaska. It was through all that I 

knew for sure that I wanted to do, of course, wildlife biology and to do science. I was drawn much 

to answering questions about how these animals live amongst other animals and on the landscape. 

And especially what humans have done to these landscapes and how they influenced them and what 

we need to do in these places, even though some of them seem pretty big and wild, to conserve 

these species on them. And a lot of cases restore them because there are lots of places where we 

don't have these animals anymore.  

 

I, after Alaska, went to an organization called the—came back to Montana, was drawn back to 

Montana—the Turner Endangered Species Fund. There I got really enveloped in bison because Ted 

Turner [Robert E. Turner III] owns some big ranches in the western United States and is doing 

wildlife conservation and restoration work. One of those big restoration projects that he does on his 

ranches is bison. He returned bison to all these big ranches that he's purchased in the West. There 
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again, I got to then—directly for the first time—do my own research on an association with bison 

and how they live and interact and what they do on these big landscapes.  

 

And seeing that you can, you can bring bison back, bring buffalo back to big landscapes, and it's 

relatively easy. They take care of themselves [laughs]. They're hearty, robust, amazing creatures. 

And they don't need much help from us. They just need space and some grass. As long as they have 

that, they do well. That work on bison brought me to the World Wildlife Fund to do, actually to do, 

a bison restoration project. The World Wildlife Fund had started a northern Great Plains program in 

the late '90s and early 2000s. And because I was working on bison for Turner, they brought me in to 

do a bison restoration on a project they were calling, at that time, American Prairie Foundation. 

Their goal was to create a large landscape, a large reserve or park in the northern Great Plains. 

Because what we found out through science with the university, various partners, NGOs [non-

governmental organizations] was an understanding that even globally, we have not done a very 

good job of taking care of what we call temperate grasslands. These big, large expanses of grass 

because those are mostly the areas we've turned into agriculture, where we've grown crops. And 

they're where we produce all our food.  

 

But we have not set aside any of these large landscapes. And there are only a few places that you 

can still do it. The northern Great Plains of Montana was one. The big grasslands in Central Asia of 

Kazakhstan and Mongolia are another. Patagonia's steppe in South America is another. Our work 

was to try and conserve a big place because you need a big place to restore a functioning system. 

And because we learn that less than one percent of grasslands had been conserved, we wanted to 

make something big. We set out to find a place in central Montana, and we called it American 

Prairie Reserve and started an American Prairie Foundation, which became American Prairie 

Reserve. [We] started buying up ranches that were for sale, ranchers that wanted to sell and were 

retiring or doing other things. World Wildlife Fund created this program called American Prairie 
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Reserve that then became its own entity and started buying up and creating the American Prairie 

Reserve.  

 

That's where I've worked for a lot of years, and especially on our biggest project. Our biggest 

wildlife project was to restore bison because there are no bison in central or eastern Montana. In 

fact, there are no [big herds of “wild”] bison in Montana and in much of the West except on private 

lands [“ranched” bison]. Of course, the exceptions to that are Yellowstone National Park. But when 

bison come out of Yellowstone Park, they get into trouble. They get in conflicts with the—in the 

neighborhood. That was also part of our rationale for making a reserve really big because we didn't 

want bison to come into conflict with people.  We wanted them to have enough space to behave as 

bison behave.  

 

Bison were killed, were eliminated from most of the US by the late 1800s, we didn't know much 

about how bison lived. Of course, along with that removal of bison, we also removed a lot of the 

Indigenous people from that landscape. We didn't have an understanding even from Indigenous 

people, nor did we care to ask how bison used to live and what their role was on the Great Plains 

and in the West.  

 

We set out to try and understand that by restoring bison and restoring them on a large enough place 

to know what they did to the grasslands and how the grasslands influenced them and how they 

influence other species like predators, and birds, and other biodiversity. That was our and is the 

continuing goal of the American Prairie Reserve is to restore bison on a large scale, tens of 

thousands, hopefully over the long term, over millions of acres is the goal. 

 

It's unclear how long it will take to get there. But that's the idea because our thinking is that's how—

there were tens of millions of bison, of course, on the Great Plains historically. We're trying to 
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understand that you need to at least have thousands of animals on hundreds of thousands of acres 

probably to understand and have them be what we call in science, in wildlife biology and 

conservation, to be ecologically effective. To be influenced by the land and to influence the 

land. They're considered to be, based on the work we've done to date, a keystone species where they 

have big effects because they are large animals. They eat lots of grass. They move a lot. They 

behave very differently than the animal we replaced them with, which is cattle, usually on small 

fenced-in areas.  

 

When you have bison moving over large areas, they graze real intensively in some places and then 

move long distances before they graze again. We think they created, based on what we know about 

the diversity of animals in the Great Plains, what we would call a heterogenetic landscape where 

there was grass that was really heavily grazed sometimes and some grass that wasn't. And that some 

species do well in tall grass. And some species do well in short grass.  

 

So, that's why we consider bison a keystone species is because they create this kind of landscape 

and that landscape influences them. But again, we're just starting to understand that from a Western 

science view and understanding. Traditional ecological knowledge would probably inform us very 

much already. It will be interesting as those conversations and those understandings go on.  

 

Because in the northern Great Plains and the American area of the American Prairie Reserve, the 

reserve has reached out to the greater neighborhood. Of course, Indigenous people used to occupy 

all of that, all that landscape, and they were pushed out and onto reservations. But one of our closest 

neighbors when I was working for the American Prairie Reserve, which is still there, of course, is 

the Fort Belknap Indian Reservation and also Fort Peck Indian Reservation. There are exciting 

things going on now on those reservations to restore bison because of the great cultural importance 

of bison to the people that have been there for thousands and thousands of years. They now have 
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opportunities to restore bison and have been very excited about a neighbor that's working with this 

animal on a big landscape.  

 

Francine: Kyran points out how, during the nineteenth century, many of the settlers did not 

understand or care to understand the bison's role, as a keystone species, on the land in the American 

West.  Today, more organizations and individuals are learning more in-depth about the bison's 

impacts on the land and other biodiversity and their impact on the bison.  In this next section, Kyran 

explains some challenges and successes of restoring bison to the northern Great Plains and the 

American Prairie Reserve area. 

 

Kyran: One of the opportunities—so, we had to find to do this restoration project, we had to find 

bison, of course. One of the controversies with bison, buffalo, is that many people think every 

buffalo or bison has disease. Because it is a big deal and the biggest bison population, which is 

Yellowstone National Park, we had to find animals that did not have this main disease, for that 

influences bison and cattle, called brucellosis. We went back actually to where I grew up, South 

Dakota, to Wind Cave National Park in the Black Hills [Mountain Range], at the edge of the Black 

Hills, and got animals for reintroductions from that national park because they eliminated 

brucellosis back in the '60s and '70s.  

 

The animals had no disease issues. They had surplus animals because it was a small park. And it is 

fenced, and they could only hold and support so many bison. They would give away, essentially for 

cost, animals every year, every other year, to organizations. We went there and got bison for a 

couple of reintroductions, small numbers to start out with, dozens of animals, and then wanted to 

diversify our source animals. There was one other place that we knew that you could get bison that 

were number one disease free. The other thing I forgot to mention is that we were, historically, 

recent history, when bison numbers were almost eliminated from the Great Plains, got down to, 
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from the West, less than a thousand animals near the turn of the century. One of those herds was—

there were five herds left. One of those was Yellowstone. There were a couple of others in the Great 

Plains.  

 

Those animals were brought into captivity in some places. The idea by people was, "We can make a 

better bison or a better cow if we cross them." There was a lot of crossing of bison of buffalo with 

livestock, and so there's that history. There's a genetic introgression we call it of cattle genes into 

bison genes. We don't know what the impacts of that are fully. There are various levels of it. Some 

almost you can't even measure, and some that you can readily measure. You can't see it if you look 

at a bison that this has been crossed in the past because this occurred probably a hundred years ago 

for the most part. So, you can't see it by readily looking at an animal, but it may influence their 

physiology, their behavior to some degree that we don't know. Because there were a couple of herds 

that still had not had that history, we wanted to start with those animals—also, a couple and those 

herds that didn't have any disease history.  

 

Francine: In this next section, Kyran explains how the search for bison without brucellosis or 

genetic introgression led them to the Pablo-Allard bison herd shipped from Montana to Elk Island 

National Park in Canada from 1907 to 1912. 

 

Kyran: We went to our next location. It was called Elk Island National Park up in Canada, up in 

Alberta, just east of Edmonton, Alberta. It was a small herd. Of course, the very interesting situation 

with that herd is that it was sourced. It was started by animals from Montana. At the late 1800s, 

early 1900s, people beginning to recognize, especially in both the Canadian and the US 

government, and conservationists recognize that we have almost completely wiped out, eliminated 

this species. There are almost none left. We need to work much harder, do much more to save this 

species. To find, number one, places where we can restore them, but also find animals that we can 
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use for restoration. The same situation was true in Canada as in the United States. Canada, in fact, 

had fewer bison than the US. So, there was this story that I will not try to tell because I only know 

bits and pieces of it.   

 

This was a really amazing story that these animals now had the chance to come full circle. They 

were from Montana. They were, they restored, helped restore bison in Canada, and they were large 

again. Elk Island National Park is pretty small. It is fenced. Elk Island National Park has extra 

animals every year that they are looking for homes for. American Prairie Reserve came to Elk 

Island National Park on three occasions to do, again, take more so than we were taking from Wind 

Cave National Park because there were more animals available. So, probably fifty to eighty animals 

for three reintroductions that we did to add to our Wind Cave animals. Again, because these animals 

were disease-free, and we tested them thoroughly again to make sure of that. They had low levels 

[no reportable disease], and the genetic testing indicated a low history of crossing with cattle. They 

were perfect for us to do a reintroduction and a restoration onto American Prairie Reserve.  

 

Those animals from Wind Cave and those animals from Elk Island National Park were the founders 

of the herd that American Prairie Reserve now has that hopes to grow into the thousands, and the 

population now is about a thousand animals. Those animals mixed very well together and did what 

we thought bison do very well as they move across the landscape and reproduce and grow, and 

they've done that. American Prairie Reserve is currently limited by a large enough landscape to 

grow them quickly. But that will change, and there will be space for them.  

 

The exciting thing that happened, as part of the first reintroduction from Elk Island National Park, is 

that some of the relatives and the people that knew those animals from there, from their ancestors, 

that started that herd near Flathead Lake, the Pablo-Allard herd, were able to come over and witness 
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the release. We have to hold the animals in captivity in quarantine for disease purposes but got to be 

part of the release of those animals back onto their homelands of eastern Montana.  

 

It was really amazing to see that connection between peoples and bison that is so very different than 

our connection. In talking as ours, as a Caucasian, as a scientist, and as a different sort of 

connection with the animal. Still very close, but not historical to any means. Close because the 

animals are amazing, and they're amazing to see on this landscape, and you just know it's right, and 

they fit, and they belong. But that being very different than people that for thousands of years had 

experienced this animal. We, as Europeans, had come in and removed them all. But now the people 

that were—had done again—that we asked to save them, and they did. Now we're able to see those 

animals come back to their home and also come back and expand in populations. So, that was really 

amazing and moving to see.  

 

When we did the reintroduction of the—brought the first animals back from Wind Cave National 

Park—we had some local people from Fort Belknap Reservation come down and do a prayer 

ceremony and a drumming ceremony at the first release we did because we knew that was in our 

communications and our relationship with the Fort Peck [Belknap] Reservation and the people 

there. We knew that it was important to them to be part of that because this was their home. Even 

though it's not now, technically a line drawn on a map, anymore, it's still their home, and it’s seeing 

bison brought back home.  

 

That was very, very moving to hear somebody like George Horse Capture, Jr., whose family is from 

northern Montana, and is on the reservation, and knows much about the history, and knows much 

about the animal, and talks about the oral history of how these animals moved and lived on this 

landscape, and how his ancestors and his people relate to these animals. It's so very [pause] 

different and deep and really something that we now can benefit from because as we start 
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understanding those stories more, understand and recognize the value of an animal more so than just 

what it does ecologically. And what it does, how it helps us understand ecology or science, or that 

we know it’s important to this place because it does these things on the landscape. Well, it’s 

important to this place because it's been on this place for tens of thousands of years.  

 

There have been people that have been living alongside of it for—that have experience in ways that 

you could never understand, having not had that history. It's been amazing to be a small part of that. 

Hopefully, that can become a bigger thing where on more traditional, even beyond the reservations, 

where these traditional landscapes that were homes to people for thousands of years can experience 

the species that is bison. But also, the landscape and the wildlife and the way that landscape used to 

be that changed for a very small time. For a hundred years, we came in, and we changed it 

dramatically. We fenced it, and we plowed it, and we put cattle on there.  

 

Now, there's the chance to undo some of that in some places and make it back to, in some ways, 

what it was. Knowing that's important from a conservation standpoint for conserving wildlife and 

biodiversity, we know that's really important. But at a much deeper level, it's important to the 

history and to the wholeness of that place. Because those animals and people that live with those 

animals for thousands and thousands of years interacted in a way that you can't understand, 

probably, by measuring or by thinking about it ecologically or scientifically. But in a way that is 

deep and what I would say, I would interact with bison, even beyond a scientific and ecological 

place. Where to me, it is a spiritual thing because wild places are, as I was mentioning, to bring it 

back to the beginning, growing up in the Great Plains and in the West and spending all my time 

outside and being, feeling most at home, and most at peace in those places. That's, that’s valuable.  

 

That's harder and harder to do because we have fewer and fewer of those places. People are 

spending less time—kids now especially—that's a real concern, is that kids, even including Native 
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kids, just have less opportunity to spend places in big, wild landscapes because that's not the culture 

now. The culture is more—[laughs] we're drawn to machines and technology and gadgets. It 

becomes harder and harder for us to connect with the natural world and to experience all that it does 

because we evolved over a long, long history in those wild places and with those animals. While 

Europeans lost that long ago, you can be reconnected to it if you give yourself the time and the 

opportunity. And that's going to be important because the world is changing fast. We really have to 

work hard and fast to prevent it from changing completely and radically in ways that will not be 

even recognizable to us.  

 

Francine: Kyran explains how the landscape, in the West, has been altered by the settlers’ arrival 

and use. However, he also mentions that we have an opportunity to make the landscape a version of 

itself before we fenced it, plowed it, and put cattle on it. In this next section, Kyran explains his 

connection to the land, the bison, and other keystone species and the key concept of becoming 

"wild" again.  

 

Kyran: I've been lucky enough to work on grizzly bears, wolves, and mountain lions. In places that 

have those species, they just feel very different than places that do not have them. They feel more 

wild, and they are. They’re bigger and wilder landscapes in general where you have grizzly bears 

and where you have wolves. You just feel different in those places, and also because it's a species 

that potentially is a competitor to us, to people. But we don't have those on the Great Plains, no 

wolves, no grizzly bears. There are mountain lions in some places, and there were no bison either, 

of course, because we removed all the bison. 

 

It has been really dramatic for me to see that the landscape that I was working in on bison, which 

was the American Prairie Reserve, going from when we first started to be very small, the reserve 

itself because it was just one or two ranches. Those ranches had cattle, and they had livestock, and 
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they had fences. And that landscape I was familiar with growing up because that's all of the Great 

Plains is private and public lands that have fences and livestock. To see, number one, places where 

those animals, where the livestock, that domestic species that is very much—you recognize as a 

domestic species the more you spend time around [laughs] a wild animal like bison, number one. 

Then just to see how that landscape becomes very different, and in some ways, I would call it 

more—when we think of the definition of wild, that means self-willed, more alive, more in and of 

itself.  

 

It's number one, clear when we remove fences, which we do, we take down fences, and we remove 

the livestock, the domestic animal. And that has impacts on that landscape in ways different than 

we're finding out than the wild animal, which is bison. Going from—we just started with a dozen 

animals and on a big landscape. And that's, it's really hard to see. It's great to see a dozen animals in 

a place like that. But now, as we've gone from dozens to scores to hundreds of animals on 

thousands of acres. It's a completely different place—to how you feel out there when you look over 

that landscape, and you see those animals, these big animals that are very social, live, and work, and 

move in a herd, and live and move fast in a herd, sometimes running, but just moving over the 

landscape. You feel like the place is also feels right, and it has become alive because it's moving 

[laughs].  

 

Even though, of course, I, nor probably my great-grandfather, I'm sure didn't see wild bison 

anywhere because by the time the late 1800s, especially in the eastern part of the Great Plains, they 

were gone. You could—it just gives—it makes some connection to you, in your heart and soul, that 

this is how this place should be. It feels like it should be and like it's coming home to what it was. 

Because it's more, and for lack of a better word, just more alive and moving. And that just feels 

very different than it did when, as most of it feels, it's very limited and restrained by fencing and by 

these animals that did not evolve in this place.  
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Francine: In this next section, Kyran describes his ongoing work and some of the challenges and 

successes with bison conservation work on large landscapes. 

 

Kyran: For the future, so, American Prairie Reserve will continue to grow. Eventually, they're 

going through a process right now called an environmental assessment where they have to get the 

approval to expand bison onto public lands. So that will occur at some point. The bison population 

there will expand to, I think, eventually to that goal.  

 

One of the things that I would like to continue to be involved in there is to an understanding of how 

that works and what that means ecologically to bison, and to the grasslands, and to other species. 

Probably do what I have been in the past, and that's working with universities and graduate 

students, and to do the science that is part of that understanding of how this world changes as you 

change the landscape with these keystone species and more of them over a bigger landscape—but 

knowing that that's just one place. And there needs to be—even though it's a potentially—lots of 

animals over a big place. There needs to be a lot more of those to get back to what we might call 

bison restoration to the American West. There are lots of opportunities for that, but they're all really 

hard and slow and limited because, again, livestock, though we've filled the places that bison used 

to live with livestock and a lot of places bison themselves.  

 

In fact, in American Prairie Reserve, right now, bison are considered to be livestock because that's 

how the state classifies them. They're the only species of wild animal that we call livestock. It's 

again because we remove them all, and we've replaced them with cattle that are close at least in 

size, and what they do is eat grass. We need to have opportunities for that on a bigger, bigger 

landscape. Of course, Indigenous peoples will be a big part of that and are becoming a bigger part 

of that because they recognize the cultural value of that and the opportunities that they have.  
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One conversation that I've been a part of with another organization called Wildlife Conservation 

Society is on the Blackfeet Reservation. The goal there is to restore—these are actually Elk Island 

animals again—to restore bison on the Blackfeet Reservation to a large landscape. But even on 

reservations, there are the challenges of fencing and livestock. And so, how do you create the big, 

big places? And national parks the same way. Glacier National Park is the next-door neighbor that 

historically would have had some level of bison. But it's a mountain park, and it's steep and 

rugged. The [unclear] bison would have been on the reservation [Blackfeet Reservation]. 

 

So, yes, finding opportunities on public lands, whether they be Fish and Wildlife Service, Bureau of 

Land Management, National Parks. But also, I think, in other organizations, other people recognize 

this and want to help enhance it, whether they be the Wildlife Conservation Society, or Defenders 

of Wildlife, or World Wildlife Fund, that there are opportunities to help work with reservations to 

do more restoration and even beyond reservations.  

 

There's an increasing understanding now. We see it the best case of it with the Nez Perce [Nation] 

people where they actually can come over to Yellowstone National Park as part of their treaty rights 

to hunt in places where that were historically their hunting grounds. We'll see that more and more. 

Reservations, tribal people, Indigenous people will push harder to go back to these places that are 

still their homes and still their Indigenous places. That will provide down the line even more hope 

for the animal and for the people who were part of the animal.  

 

Francine: Kyran mentions how bison are the only wild animal classified, considered, and treated 

like livestock. By doing so, he centers the key issues of treating and managing the bison, a wild 

animal, like cattle in fenced areas.  He asks a fundamental question important to bison conservation 

work, "How do we find opportunities to collaborate and create wide-open spaces for the bison?"     
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In conclusion of part two, Kyran explains how homogeneity and control do not always work or 

benefit the greater whole. Their negative impacts often outweigh their positive impacts. He also 

stresses the value of recognizing and understanding the benefits of diversity. 

 

Kyran: The thing I would add on is where we were ending the discussion, this concept of the world 

changing and that being good depending on who you are and your world view both good and bad. 

The good thing in my mind is becoming more diverse and the people recognizing the value of 

diversity. And whether that be on landscape diversity, we recognize that just ecologically, 

scientifically, there's value to the diversity of lands and to biodiversity.  

 

Because the world is a big, diverse, biodiverse place, and we've done our best—humans have done, 

or many, some humans, more than others—to make it undiversified, to homogenize it, to make it 

simple, to simplify it, and to bring it into what we would consider to be something manageable, 

something that we can control. And that's been our, especially the European mode, colonists, to this 

continent, the same way where we tried to make the place controllable and manageable.  

 

One of the things we've increasingly come to understand is that doesn't work. We can't do that, 

number one. As important and as powerful as we think we are, that doesn't happen. When we try to 

do it, we find that everything's tied together anyway. The negative impacts often overwhelm what 

we view to be the positive impacts. So, bringing back and letting wild nature, diversity, including 

human diversity, expand because that was part of the push to in colonization is that homogenous of 

the peoples too.  

 

The more [pause] we have the opportunity to—the way the world is changing creates more potential 

for diversity to be seen, to be valued, and to be understood. The more that we let ourselves do that, 
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the better the world's going to be from a human relations standpoint, from an ecological standpoint, 

from so many standpoints because it's how this world came to be to us, and we changed it. 

  

We grew—human populations grew really fast. We dominated so much of the landscape and did so 

much damage to it that we don't even recognize that. And that's changing really fast before our eyes 

to a negative impact. But also, because the world is changing in terms of rural and urban, there are 

more opportunities. We need to come to know the value of those opportunities and not see the 

world as you, me, us, them, but as people of one small place.  

 

Francine: Thank you for listening to part two of this podcast series!  In part three, “Envisioning a 

Future with Bison,” Jason Baldes, who is of the Eastern Shoshone Nation, shares his connection to 

the land and bison. His conservation work includes some of the descendants of the Pablo-Allard 

bison herd on the Wind River Reservation in Wyoming. 

 

Music fades out. 

A bison is snorting and breathing.  


