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Podcast: Becoming Wild Again in America: The Restoration and Resurgence of the Pablo-Allard 
Bison Herd 
Part One: The Formation of the Pablo-Allard Bison Herd 
Narrator: Marcia L. Pablo 
Host: Francine D. Spang-Willis 
 
 
Music fades in. 

 

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

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

Formation of the Pablo-Allard Bison Herd,” Marcia Pablo shares her connection to the land and the 

Pablo-Allard bison herd. She is of the Confederated Tribes of the Salish, Kootenai, and Pend d' 

Oreille on the Flathead Reservation in Montana. Marcia is the great-great-granddaughter of Michel 

Pablo. Along with his business partner, Charles Allard, he played a critical role in saving the bison 

from extinction in the late 1800s and early 1900s.  

 

In the nineteenth century, 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 some of these processes. We will also 

consider recent bison conservation efforts and their impacts.   

 

A bison is snorting and breathing. 

 

Marcia: By the year 1870s, they [bison] were nearly extinct. I like to think that Charles Allard and 

Michel Pablo had a big role in playing and saving the bison, the plains bison. They were partners 
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and cattle ranchers, Michel and Charles. They bought thirteen bison from a man named Sam 

Walking Coyote. 

 

Now I didn't know this until two years ago, and I don't think they ever knew this till later. Those 

bison that they bought were brought from the Milk River area by Sam Walking Coyote's stepson, 

Atatice [Latati], or something. I can’t say it right. He'd brought six calves home in the late 1800s. 

By 1884, that herd increased to thirteen. And that's the thirteen bison that Charles and Michel 

bought for the two or three thousand dollars in gold. I don’t think they ever knew that it was the 

stepfather that sold them a herd that wasn’t really his. I think they assumed they were buying it 

from the original owner because I've never heard anything different until a couple of years ago.  

 

So, this population, they started using cattlemen methodology to manage that herd. They started 

giving bulls up to festivals, feasts, wakes, ceremonies, and whatnot and keeping their heifers and 

the cows and just a few bulls. Well, they increased that population. Well, they bought twenty-six 

more from a man named [Colonel C. J.] Buffalo Jones from Omaha, Nebraska, in about 1893.  

 

By 1896, Charles Allard hurt his knee, his right knee. It was significant to me because that's the 

knee my brother hurt. Charles Allard hurt his right knee, went to the Mayo Clinic to have it fixed, 

and never came back. He passed away. I always thought there was a very interesting connection 

there. Whether there is or not, in my mind, there is.  

 

What Michel did was take that three hundred and said, "Half of this, Charles family, you do with 

what you want." They sold a portion of it to Charles [E.] Conrad from Kalispell, Montana, [coughs] 

the Conrad mansion, and he was a banker up there. But Conrad then sold those to the National 

Bison Range in Moiese, Montana. Those are descendants of the Pablo-Allard herd. The next 

portion, they sold to Judge Woodrow of Missoula. Those animals went to Texas or Oklahoma. The 
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last bunch, they sold to Howard Eaton. Eaton was a friend of Charlie Russell and Mary Roberts 

Rinehart, the author. And that bunch ended up in Yellowstone National Park. The bison in 

Yellowstone National Park are from that Pablo-Allard herd.   

 

But Michel wouldn't sell. He had a really strong connection to his buffalo like I stated earlier. He 

was able to continue to let the buffalo range on the Flathead Reservation because it was 1.3 million 

acres. When Congress opened the reservation to homesteading in 1906, he saw [pause] doom 

because you can't run six hundred head of buffalo—it had increased to that much at that time, he 

had about ten thousand cows, I've been told—on one hundred and sixty acres, which is what the 

allotment system did. First, they allotted the lands to the members of the tribe, one hundred and 

sixty to the head of the household, eighty to the spouse, and then forty to the children. Michel was 

frantic on how to save his buffalo, how to save the bison.  He went to the United States [federal] 

government and offered the bison to them if they would buy them. They refused, so he turned to 

Canada, and they said, "Yes."  

 

Francine: During the 1800s, millions of acres of Indigenous land in the American West were lost 

through certain settler colonialism processes. The Homestead Act of 1862 began the land allotments 

to settlers in the West. Then, the Dawes Act, also known as the General Allotment Act of 1887, 

assigned land allotments to each tribal member on established reservations. It also allowed the sale 

of surplus reservation land to the settlers.  

 

In 1904, Congress passed the Flathead Allotment Act. After tribal members received their 

allotments, surplus Flathead Reservation land became available to the settlers. The result was 

fractionated land ownership, which was not feasible for the bison to remain and thrive on the 

landscape.  Luckily, Pablo was able to sell his bison herd to the Canadian government. 
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Marcia: They signed a bill of sale in February of 1907. The Canadian government agreed to buy 

the buffalo at two hundred per head delivered, which was a huge dilemma. He had to round them 

up, reinforce railroad cars, get them to Ravalli [Montana] where the train stop was, put the buffalo 

in corrals and chutes, pull them onto these cars, and then ship them to Canada, which is a huge 

effort. The Canadian government was very much involved with the whole process.  

 

Then we were told in our family that the United States government, when they heard that Michel 

had sold them to Canada, came back and offered him more per head. He said, "No, I already shook 

on the deal with Canada. I already shook hands on it, so it was set in stone." His handshake to him 

was as strong as a contract, and he stuck by his word.   

 

Francine:  In 1908, a year after Pablo sold his portion of the Pablo-Allard bison herd to the 

Canadian government, the National Bison Range in Montana was established through Congress to 

help save the bison from extinction. Marcia explains the challenges the bison range created on the 

Flathead Reservation. 

 

Marcia: Oh, my goodness.  The bison range was—if I can get this right. After Michel sold the 

buffalo, I think the United States woke up and said, "Wait a minute, we blew it." So, they chiseled 

the bison range acreage out of our reservation. They took it. Made the bison range, National Bison 

Range, which was a point of contention because there were allotments on that bison range, and 

there were vision quest sites, and there were all kinds of stories and connections and place names. I 

can't remember if they paid the tribes or not, but it's still a point today. Our tribes are trying to take 

that management of the bison range over. 

Francine: Meanwhile, Canada continued to receive Pablo's bison herd. In this next section, Marcia 

explains the bison herd’s journey to Canada and some challenges along the way. 
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Marcia: That selling of the bison to Canada, they call it the Great Buffalo Rodeo [Roundup], 

started. There wasn't just one roundup; there were five. It started in 1907 and went to 1912. Michel 

hired Charles Allard's oldest son to be foreman for this roundup because he was very familiar with 

the buffalo, very familiar with how to handle them. And so, he turned the whole thing over to his 

son, Charles Allard, Jr. They started rounding up the buffalo. The Bitterroot Valley is where the 

buffalo like to hang out. 

 

They had to round them up and have them cross the Flathead River over to the Mission Valley, up 

over the hill to Ravalli and try to keep them there. The first bunch, it worked pretty good. But after 

that, they got very leery of fences and being rounded up. The next time, they took them to 

Horseshoe Bend on the Flathead River. They had fences up and a trap for them. They had about two 

hundred head going towards the trap, and they all dispersed. So, they only had like one hundred and 

seventy-five by the time they got to the trap. The walls [coughs] on the Flathead River are like 

ninety feet high, tapering down to thirty feet on each side.  

 

Charlie Russell, in a letter to one of his friends, said, “Only something with wings could have got 

out of there.” But the next morning, all that was left was one old cow. The buffalo had managed to 

go up and over those cliffs to get out of there. And they said that—Charlie Russell mentioned to his 

friend that a full-ton buffalo bull is a holy horror but that a cow that is separated from her calf is 

worse. They just—they had quite a time. I guess it was quite a sight to see. Well, after they couldn’t 

round them up by horse anymore. What they did was reinforce wagons. And they would force the 

buffalo into wagons; then wagon train them over to Ravalli. 

 

So, what they did was they would put the bison on the train, and they headed to Wainwright by 

Edmonton [Alberta, Canada]. But the fence wasn't built yet, so the first stop for the first bunch in 

1907 was at Elk Island [National Park]. There, they unloaded that first bunch of buffalo that they 
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had rounded up. Well, when they finally got the fence built that next year, then they went on to 

Wainwright with the train, which is right out of Edmonton, not far. But when they went to move the 

buffalo from Elk Island, they couldn't get them all because they were really, really sensitive to 

being rounded up or fences or anything by that time.  Those buffalo on Elk Island have become the 

strain, pure strain, of buffalo that is now being dispersed throughout the world, actually, and to 

other tribes and to American Prairie Reserve because they are a pure strain. And that genetically is 

what people are looking for, is that plains buffalo genetics. 

 

After the first or second roundup, they didn't get all the buffalo in one round because, like I said, 

"They escaped. You can't get them all.” The state of Montana stepped in and claimed the rest of 

them and said, "Okay, they're wild buffalo. They belong to the state of Montana. They do not 

belong to Michel Pablo." Michel had to go to the Indian agent, in Ronan [Montana], at that time, 

and write out a statement of how he acquired the buffalo, how he and Allard paid for them, how 

they've got to where they were today to selling them to the roundups. And that's where I got the 

information because he put it in his statement, this would have been in 1908, that he bought the 

buffalo from Walking Coyote, Sam Walking Coyote. He didn't mention anybody else. So, that's 

where I'm getting, from first sources, from his own words, his own story that he bought them from 

Sam Walking Coyote. And that convinces me he didn't know that there was anybody else involved. 

After they sent that [Michel's statement] back east to Congress, then they had to come back to the 

[Indian] agent with a letter stating, "Yes, these belong to Michel Pablo." The state of Montana could 

not claim them.  So, the buffalo roundups just continued on.  

 

Michel was very, very touchy about how you handled the buffalo. He didn't want them riled. He 

didn't want him stressed.  He didn't want him upset. When you handle buffalo, I guess when they 

start running, they don't quit running. They would get them to the water at Flathead River, and they 
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would cross, and they would come out running. They would swim across, but if you riled them too 

much, they would drown the buffalo in front of them trying to climb out.  

 

So, he was very touchy about how you handle them and how to keep them as calm as possible. If 

one did die, they were terrified of facing Michel because he had a temper. He would go to his corral 

and crack a bullwhip.  And they said nobody would approach him while they could hear that 

bullwhip cracking because they knew he was very upset. There was a fine line with handling the 

buffalo, and Michel didn't want you crossing that line. He wanted you to take extreme care of those 

bison.  

 

In 1912, when they shipped over seven hundred head of buffalo because of, I think, seven hundred 

and four because, of course, they had calves and stuff in these years that the roundups took place. 

After 1912, after the last shipment was sent to Canada, Michel's health went into decline. He 

struggled with heart disease, heart problems, and he died of a stroke in August of 1914.  

 

I think his spirit was broken. His heart was broken. He lost his beloved buffalo. I think those were 

his—that’s where his strength came from, is from that place having them there on the reservation. 

His connection to place is a connection to them. When they were gone, he felt lost. He just kind of 

gave up. He was heartbroken and living two years after the last roundup showed it.  

 

There's a picture that's on Michel's tombstone. It's one of the historic photos that we have as a 

family. It shows a buffalo bull breaking out of one of the railroad cars, even though it's reinforced, 

and he's coming out. That is also on Michel's tombstone.  

There's so much significance to that picture. It represents freedom, represents buffalo wanting 

freedom, represents Indian people trying to break out and be free from all of the homesteading, 
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allotment, assimilation. That picture just means the world to me. It showed Michel breaking out too 

of the stereotypical ideas that people have about Indian people.  

 

Francine: In this next section, Marcia explains her awareness of the Pablo-Allard bison herd as she 

was growing up. She also mentions how some people did not recognize Pablo as an Indigenous 

person and how it impacted her. She also shares Pablo’s vision for the bison and a family story 

about him showing his grandson, Lawrence, the Flathead Reservation's wide-open landscape before 

it became divided by fences. 

 

Marcia: Okay, I grew up knowing about Michel Pablo. Before I even remember anything, I knew 

about him and the bison, the buffalo, knew the story of the town of Pablo. I grew up very proud of 

my name, very proud of my family, very proud of the accomplishments that everybody has made, 

and especially proud of Michel because he did it in a time it was almost impossible.  

 

They didn't recognize him as an Indian. They called him a Spaniard or a Mexican because an Indian 

couldn't do that. That was a time when Indian people were so suppressed and so looked down upon 

that an Indian man doing what he did, that couldn't have been, and so they called him Mexican or 

Spaniard. And that always bothered me growing up because I thought Indians can do this. I never 

quite understood that. And that was kind of confusing. Yet, it made me even more fired up to 

defend the Indian part of myself and my family and to really want to know everything I can about 

my tribe, about culture, about both languages, both cultures, both everything. I was scrambling to 

learn.  

 

He had a temper, which I see in some of our family. We all have it, but we have to be pushed to get 

there. Like I said, he was a visionary. He could see into the future, could see what was coming. He 

could put things together and analyze it and see what the outcome was going to be. And he was 



                                                                                                                                  Pablo - Part 1 - 
  
 

9 

spiritual. It may have been his Blackfoot heritage. I think one of the things that hit me the most with 

him was his stationary. Even his stationary had the buffalo on the top, an emblem, but it had sun 

rays like the sun coming up behind him.  I went, "I understand that from a spiritual perspective." I 

thought, "He could see the future, and he could see that they were going to be okay." 

 

I know he identified with the buffalo. I know they were part of his spiritual world.  I think he felt 

very much alone, especially on his wife's reservation, especially losing his buffalo, and he had the 

outside [pause] world to contend with also. The dominant society brought these cards, dealt them 

out to him, said, “We're opening the reservation for homesteading. You can no longer have the 

buffalo.” He can't run them on one hundred sixty acres, which in allotment that's what he got.  He 

had six hundred head of buffalo at that time ten thousand head of cows, dealt him these cards and 

said, “There's your obstacle, deal with it.” I thought, “How did you deal with it?” He went back on a 

delegation with the tribes to ask Congress not to open the Flathead Reservation, but they did 

anyway. Their minds were made up, and it broke him. 

 

My grandfather, Lawrence Pablo, was raised by Michel Pablo. He was Michel's oldest son's son, 

Louis’s son, but he was raised by Michel. When he was born in 1900, so in 1910, '11, and '12, he 

would have been ten, eleven, and twelve.  

 

He wasn't allowed to go on the roundups, but he wanted to go. What he would do is saddle his horse 

and follow the riders out to the Horseshoe Bend and wouldn’t show himself because it's really hilly. 

You can hide. He wouldn't show himself until he was too far from home that they wouldn't send 

him home alone.  

He got to watch it and be there. And [pause] he said, "It was amazing. He’s never seen anything like 

it before or since." He's been gone, he passed away in '61, '63, but that had stuck with him all his 

life. He just was amazed.  
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He said one time when he was riding, Michel came up and said, "Come on, follow me up on this 

hill." So, he went up on this hill, and you could see the whole [Flathead] reservation, a whole big 

chunk of it. It was all open. There were no fences, no structures. He said, "Lawrence, in your time, 

you're going to see all these squares of fences because of the homesteading." He said, "It's all going 

to change in your lifetime." My grandpa said he didn't really understand what he was talking about. 

Said he couldn't visualize what Michel was telling him, but he said that's exactly what happened. He 

said, "I remember that scene, I remember viewing that, and it was never the same." He said, "I had a 

once-in-a-lifetime chance to see the reservation without fences." And that stuck with him, too. He 

said, "You can't imagine the vastness and spaciousness and how it went on and on and on."  

 

Francine: In 1912, Pablo’s bison herd had been shipped to Canada. A hundred years later, in 2012, 

Marcia was asked by the American Prairie Reserve to welcome some descendants of the Pablo-

Allard bison herd from Elk Island National Park in Canada to their reserve in Montana. 

 

Marcia: What they did was in 2012, they [American Prairie Reserve] bought seventy-two calves 

from Elk Island [National Park] Reserve. We were asked to come and open the gates because the 

descendants of Michel Pablo and descendants of his herd were coming together on the American 

Prairie Reserve. We got to open the gate to let the seventh-two calves out with the main herd of 

buffalo.  

 

So, yes, they've come back to the United States, and that was just like completing a circle. It's like 

this circle was complete then. They came home. It was so cool because when we went out there, 

they didn't know where the main herd was the night before. They had driven with their pickups 

because there's a lot of land over there. I didn't know where the main herd was. We woke up in the 
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morning, and the main herd was standing right outside the corrals. Here's that connection I'm telling 

you about. They knew. They knew.  

 

They came to get those calves. And that's so cool because two or three little calves, and they weren't 

really little, they're pretty big calves but wouldn’t go out the gate. We just left because they didn't 

want to upset them. An old cow came from the main herd when all of us left, went in and rounded 

up those little stray calves, and brought them out to the main herd. It was like these matriarchal 

cows, buffalo cows—it was like it was going to teach them the etiquette of the herd [laughs]. It was 

so neat. They immediately mothered those calves and just took them right in it.  

 

My brother used to say, Mickey, used to say that, "The history of the bison and the history of the 

Indian are parallel. The same thing happened." He said, "You know, they tried to exterminate the 

buffalo, tried to get rid of them." And he said, "How many times have they tried to get rid of the 

Indians through various ways."  

 

It was so cool because I was watching that herd, watching those calves and going, "And we both 

survived. We’re survivors." I went, "Here are these little calves going into this main herd; Michel's 

buffalo are home in Montana." And there's a resurgence going on in all the reservations across the 

country. We're still here, and we're stronger than ever. So, it's that parallel is—I love it. I love that 

he said that because, as you look at it, it’s so true.  

 

When I went out to the reserve, I took my grandchildren, two of my six grandchildren, because they 

are the seventh generation from that decision that Michel made. As Indian people, as you know, we 

make decisions, and we try to look down seven generations to how that's going to impact that 

seventh generation. I thought, "Here are my grandkids, the seventh generation, watching these bison 

come home."  
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They were pretty impressed with the bison herd. They were, of course, they’re kids. They were 

having fun the whole time.  I was trying to explain to them the story. We talked about the story all 

the way out there and explained everything. They were amazed that they were the seventh 

generation; that just kind of impressed them that, “Wow, you know, we’re something; we’re 

important in this story.”  I said, “You're important in the whole story. And yes, you are the seventh 

generation. And you got to watch the Pablo-Allard herd, Pablo herd, come home; that's pretty 

amazing.”  I said, “You will remember that for the rest of your lives.” 

 

I just was overwhelmed with emotion.  I was so connected to those calves. I just went, "Your 

ancestors are my ancestors, and we are here together." It was so moving. When that herd showed up 

to get those calves, it just reinforced my beliefs. They knew. They knew. 

 

We had other tribal members there from Fort Peck [Tribe], I think, Fort Belknap [Tribe].  They sang 

the most beautiful song as the calves came out of the gate. I went, "It's whole. It's complete now." 

And it was—they gave us a calf. The American Prairie Reserve gave my family a calf. We had to 

name it. The family that was there decided to name it Michel. Michel Pablo bison is running around 

with the American Prairie Reserve.  

 

Francine: [Laughs] 

 

Marcia: So, it just seems very fitting. There were tears in people's eyes, in mine included. They 

were home. 

 

Francine:  In conclusion of part one, Marcia explains why she works for a US federal agency, the 

importance of the spirit of place, and her vision for the land and all those who are connected to it.  
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Marcia: What's important, and it hit me, is the spirit of place and all these places around us. I 

remember when we went down to the Bitterroot [Valley].  The Bitterroot Salish still go every year 

to the Bitterroot Valley. They visit their sites; they visit the vision quest areas. They visit the 

burials. I can remember one of the elders, even though I am Pend d' Oreille, I went with them. One 

of the elders said, one of the women, a friend of my grandmother’s said, "When you walk on the 

ground, in the Bitterroot Valley, walk gently because you're walking on the bones of our ancestors." 

You can say that pretty much about everywhere. We need to treat this landscape with more respect. 

To realize there's more there than meets the eye, to realize that these places do have spirits.  

 

I remember Bill Tallbull, from your tribe, one time telling a story about—he loved the spirits of 

springs. Every spring, he said, had a spirit. He said, "They can be very helpful, they can be negative, 

or they can be benevolent and not care either way." But he had a spring that he loved, and he said he 

camped there every year.  And he said, "The coal mine wasn't too far away." He said, as the coal 

mine encroached or as it expanded, he wondered about what the impacts were going to be to this 

spring. One year, he went, and the spirit wasn't there. The impact of the coal mine had made it 

leave.  

 

It’s like I like to say to engineers or anybody I work with, "We don't have a formula to say this 

amount of impact's going to impact this site or the spirit of that place.”  We’d rather say no. And 

that's what Bill Tallbull said, "We would rather say no because we don't know how much impact."  

We've got to be very careful about how we impact these places.  

 

You know, we have coal mines and gas and oil wells and everything going in all the time. But we 

need to listen to the people, the Indian people, what's there, what could be harmed, what could be 
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taken away? Because that impacted Bill Tallbull very much, but it impacted the culture too. It 

impacted the whole tribe.  

 

And that's what we're doing. That's why I'm here in the federal agency is to help bring that message 

and say, "Whoa, we've got to consider what might happen here. We've got to talk to the people who 

were here at this place. We've got to see what's here. We’ve got to see how to protect it. We've got 

to see how to preserve it for the generations to come for whatever tribe we're talking to." And that's 

what we need to do.  

 

If I want to leave a message, it's that we've got to communicate. We've got to talk both ways. We've 

got to share. We've got to figure out what's best for the landscape and what's best for the spirit of 

that place.  

 

Francine: Thank you for listening to part one of this podcast series! In part two, “Becoming Wild 

Again in America,” Dr. Kyran Kunkel shares his connection to the land and his work with some of 

the Pablo-Allard bison herd’s descendants on the American Prairie Reserve in Montana.  

 

Music fades out. 

A bison is snorting and breathing. 


