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				Afterword:
Buffalo Brothers

				My fascination with the American buffalo and its history began in the early 1980s, as I researched a magazine article and then a book about retracing the route of the Lewis and Clark expedition of 1804–1806. Theirs was the United States’ first official venture into the West, and I wanted to learn what had changed between the time of their journey and mine, nearly two centuries later—to see what we, as a nation, had made of the vast and bounteous land they had been the first white Americans to experience and record in their journals.

				Like them, I spent most of my time on the Great Plains, the second-largest grassland in the world. The landscape itself in many respects seemed as stupefying to me as it did to the Corps of Discovery—undulating, virtually treeless, humbling in its immensity under a horizon-to-horizon bowl of sky. But equally astonishing to them was the profusion of wildlife they began encountering: prairie dogs, wolves, pronghorn antelope, grizzly bears, elk, and buffalo. So many buffalo. The Great Plains I was crossing had become a wildlife desert, dominated now by domestic cattle and cultivated wheat fields. I came across a number of prairie dog villages and occasionally saw a few antelope, but wolves, elk, and grizzlies were no longer Plains animals.

				To see any bison took some work, but with help I located two herds. North of Fort Pierre, South Dakota, I visited Roy Houck at his Triple U ranch. At the time, his herd was the second-biggest in the United States (after Yellowstone National Park’s) and numbered three thousand—the same size as one Lewis had noticed in the same vicinity in 1804. The difference was that Lewis would see even larger herds throughout the Great Plains, and for months his expedition was never out of sight of the animals; they were everywhere. I only caught a fleeting glimpse of Houck’s bison, far off across rolling humps of prairie. Years later I saw them on a movie screen, after the producers of Dances with Wolves used the ranch as its prime location; and later still, when Ken Burns and I filmed there for our documentary film about the Corps of Discovery.

				It was Gerard Baker who really introduced me to the national mammal of the United States. Gerard is a Mandan-Hidatsa, the tribes that befriended Lewis and Clark during the long, cold winter of 1804–1805 in what is now North Dakota, offering the strangers friendship and food, sharing stories about their customs, and providing advice about the trail ahead. Gerard and his wife, Mary Kay, showed me the same hospitality—one thing that hadn’t changed over the years—and over time, he made it clear that understanding the story of the American buffalo required understanding the history and beliefs of the American Indians. The two are intertwined and inseparable.

				Gerard took me to his mother’s house on the Fort Berthold reservation, where he had used willow saplings and a tarp to construct a small sweat lodge. After shoveling some red-hot stones from a nearby fire into a pit in its center, we crawled inside, closed the cover, and began to perspire—especially so after he dipped a buffalo tail into water and sprinkled the rocks to raise clouds of steam. It was cleansing “bad spirits” from our body, he explained, so he could properly relate tales of Lone Man, the principal culture-hero in his tribe’s stories of their creation. This kind of oral transmission of knowledge, history, ritual, and belief had been going on for thousands of years among his people, as with so many other tribes who, without written words, relied on person-to-person storytelling from one generation to the next in order for their culture to survive. Over the centuries, it became their blood memory.

				Gerard and I also spent a frigid winter night in a replica of an earth lodge he had built at the Knife River Indian Villages National Historic Site, where the Hidatsas had lived during Lewis and Clark’s visit. As the temperature dropped to 30 or more degrees below zero outside, the fire inside the earth lodge kept us warm. Gerard lit and then extinguished a small rope of sweetgrass, and with the smoke smudged the lodge in each of the four directions. He sang a Hidatsa song. We boiled a supper of potatoes, onions, and buffalo tripe (the membrane lining a bison’s stomach). To his people, buffalo tripe had been a delicacy—“Hidatsa lobster,” he joked. Saying he knew I wanted an authentic experience, he gave me five big buffalo robes: one to sleep on, and four to sleep under. Then he unrolled a down-filled sleeping bag for his own use, and announced it was a “tradition” that whoever has the most buffalo robes in an earth lodge is responsible for keeping the fire going through the long night. His gentle teasing—something used by many Indian uncles and aunts to instruct younger members of an extended family—was his way of simultaneously testing me and demonstrating that I might be accepted into his.

				Gerard was near the start of a long career in the National Park Service, and as district ranger at the Theodore Roosevelt National Park’s north unit, part of his duties included supervising 150 bison in the surrounding Badlands along the Little Missouri River. During a summer visit, when I stayed at his and Mary Kay’s house, he learned that two buffalo bulls had escaped from the park’s reinforced-fence boundaries. His job that day was to track them down. If they were still close enough to the park, he would try to herd them back; if not, and they strayed too far onto nearby private ranchland and farms, park regulations meant he would have to shoot them. We set off in a pickup to find them as quickly as possible.

				The search lasted more than half the day—sometimes on gravel roads, then, after we sighted them in the distance, several hours over broken, sagebrush-covered ground until we rounded a small butte and there they were, standing on a gravel road near an untended oil well, as if waiting for us. Gerard checked the landmarks and his map. The bulls were twenty miles from the nearest park boundary. Trying to herd them back would be impossible.

				Gerard reluctantly removed his 30.06 rifle from its rack, loaded it with 150-grain shells, and took aim at the bigger bull. I heard him whisper something in Hidatsa before the rifle shot rang out. Then he said something again, and brought down the other one. He took out some big hunting knives, and as we walked toward their lifeless bodies, I asked about what he had said before each shot. “Hidatsa prayer,” he answered. “The buffalo’s got a powerful spirit. I don’t want him to suffer. I was asking for a clean, quick kill that will release the spirit without too much pain. They’re our relatives.”

				The rest of the afternoon was devoted to dealing with the carcasses. By long-standing park policy, the meat would be offered to area nonprofit groups and the Fort Berthold reservation; the hides and heads would go to the Fort Union National Historic Site, a former trading post near the confluence of the Yellowstone and Missouri Rivers. But first, we had to skin the hides and sever the heads. Gerard had radioed for assistance, we went to work, and I learned firsthand just what a hard, messy job it all is—and has always been. Skinning a hide requires a combination of both cutting and pulling the bison’s thick coat from the fatty tissue that holds it to the meat. Our hands and arms became caked with dark, dry blood, and we had to stop occasionally to sharpen the knives on whetstones and to flex our cramped fingers. The day was hot; pesky flies buzzed all around, and swiping them and our own sweat away smeared our foreheads with more blood.

				As part of the process, the buffalo’s belly had to be slit open—carefully, very carefully, so its bladder didn’t rupture and spray urine everywhere. (I witnessed what can go wrong when we dealt with the second carcass. Our arms were tired, we were in a hurry to finish before evening, and…well, you can imagine the result.) With the belly opened, the bison’s four stomachs ballooned out, as if someone had pulled the cord on an inflatable life raft. Its lungs and coils of intestines spilled onto the ground.

				The liver and kidneys and heart were now exposed, and after wiping his knife blade clean, Gerard reached down and sliced off a chunk of the purplish-brown liver. He offered it around to our small crew. All of them declined, and one, a new park employee on her first day of work, turned a pale green. Then he reached over to me, the piece of raw liver glistening on his knife blade. Gerard is an imposing figure: six feet five inches tall, with his long hair in braids dangling to his shoulders. He loomed over me, with that big knife and a hunk of raw liver. “It’s something we do,” he said, looking me square in the eye in a way I understood was not teasing. “It’ll give you some of the buffalo’s strength.” I took the piece and began chewing. It was warm, slightly crunchy, surprisingly sweet, and strong-tasting. He smiled, cut off another chunk, and ate it. We did the same thing with slivers of raw kidney. He nodded—and we went back to finish our work.

				Looking back forty years to that moment, I consider it a ritual of sorts: two then-young men from widely different American cultures sharing the sacraments from a fallen buffalo to forge a friendship that has lasted the rest of our lives. More than a friendship, actually—a brotherhood, after his family later adopted me into their clan. The two buffalo bulls had brought us together. And since my brother Gerard Baker feels a kinship with the bison, the buffalo are now my brothers, too.

				

				—

				My journey along Lewis and Clark’s trail changed my life. It led to many other explorations of our nation’s complicated past, particularly in the West, and turned into a continuous search to understand Americans’ conflicted relationship to the land and the natural world. The buffalo, I eventually learned, were not only the keystone species of the Plains, holding everything together; their story also provides a keystone for coming to grips with our shared human history. They provide the critical link connecting two opposing sides of an arch to one another. What different cultures thought about the bison and what they did with those animals reveals the gap between those cultures, the Natives’ and the newcomers’, as starkly as any American story I know.

				At the heart of that story lies a profound tragedy. No retelling of American history can be considered complete without recognizing and recounting it. Our nation’s own blood memory requires remembering our shameful, bloody moments. At the same time, following the buffalo trail offers the hopeful evidence that nothing in history is inevitable. People—nations—can make grievous mistakes. They’re also capable of learning from those mistakes, of acknowledging them and then deciding to go in a different direction. At this moment in history when the poaching and slaughter of exotic animals for trophies, the continuing degradation and destruction of habitats, and a warming global climate threaten the existence of thousands of species—and possibly human existence itself—the story of the American buffalo’s near extinction and subsequent resurrection reminds us of both points. We are fully capable of wreaking incalculable damage on the natural world and we have the capacity to stop and take corrective action.

				In the steam of a sweat lodge, the fire’s glow of an earth lodge, and the taste of raw liver on a hot summer day in North Dakota, Gerard began my tutorial in a fuller understanding of the people who had been inhabiting the continent alongside the buffalo for thousands of years by the time Lewis and Clark showed up in their homeland. “We believe that, when the Creator made everything, he put a spirit into everything, made them alive,” he told me. “Even the trees and the grass and the rocks and the rivers—everything, including the animals. And he gave them the ability to talk. We still believe they have spirits. The animals can still talk to us through prayer. And through vision. And through sacrifice.”

				My readings and research and interviews with other Indigenous people, always supplemented by visits with Gerard, have deepened my appreciation of that perspective. In Sacred Nature: Restoring Our Ancient Bond with the Natural World, Karen Armstrong, a former nun who became an authority on comparative religion, points out that many tribal people across many continents shared it: “a continuum of time and space, where animals, plants, and humans are all permeated by an immanent sacred force that draws them into a synthesized whole” and “a sense [of] reciprocity between themselves and the natural environment, where we moderns see it as a mere backdrop to human affairs.”

				Black Elk, a Lakota medicine man, once described it to the poet John G. Neihardt, when he recounted a vision he had as a young boy on a mountaintop in the Black Hills:

				
					And round about beneath me was the whole hoop of the world. And while I stood there I saw more than I can tell and I understood more than I saw; for I was seeing in a sacred manner the shapes of all things in the spirit, and the shape of all shapes as they must live together like one being.

					And I saw that the sacred hoop of my people was one of many hoops that made one circle, wide as daylight and as starlight, and in the center grew one mighty flowering tree to shelter all the children of one mother and one father. And I saw that it was holy.

				

				In 1876, Black Elk, a second cousin of Crazy Horse, had killed and scalped one of Custer’s soldiers at the Battle of the Little Bighorn. After joining “Buffalo Bill’s Wild West” show and touring Europe, he came home to the Dakotas, where he was injured during the Wounded Knee massacre of 1890. In 1904, he converted to Catholicism and began baptizing hundreds of Indians—though some of his people still considered him a Lakota holy man—combining what he thought were the best parts of Christianity and traditional beliefs. In 2016, the U.S. Board on Geographic Names unanimously changed the name of the highest peak in the Black Hills, where he had experienced his vision, from Harney Peak (named for an Army general whose men had killed Lakota women and children in a punitive expedition in 1855) to Black Elk Peak. A year later, the bishops of the U.S. Catholic Church unanimously voted to recommend him for sainthood.

				Those touch points, encapsulated in one man’s life, illuminate just how entangled and nuanced America’s history can be. The same can be said of Quanah Parker, whose life’s journey took him from an implacable hatred of whites, especially Texans, and a lethal war to rid the southern Plains of hide hunters, to a man of peace who would live to see the buffalo return to the sacred Wichita Mountains. “We are the same people now,” he said at an event commemorating a new railroad line in Texas named in his honor.

				So, too, with Charles Goodnight. He had fought Indians as a Texas Ranger, blazed cattle trails across Native homelands, and established a ranch in the Palo Duro Canyon, once his men had cleared out the remaining bison. But then, at his wife Mary’s urging, he started a buffalo herd that helped save the species from extinction, provided a bull for the Kiowas’ last Sun Dance, and, though having taken part in the capture of Quanah Parker’s mother and little sister fifty years earlier, helped arrange for their reburial back among the Comanches. The lance Quanah gave him in appreciation—which he had used in the fight against the hide hunters at Adobe Walls, and which Goodnight later gave to the American Bison Society—symbolizes the larger story of the American buffalo. It has its own blood memory, representing the violent clash between two cultures, one of them fighting against both brutal subjugation and the wanton slaughter of the animal central to a way of life. But the lance’s story didn’t end there. It later became a gift from one proud old warrior to another, after two fierce antagonists somehow became friends and fellow advocates for the buffalo’s resurrection. Now more than a historical artifact, Quanah’s lance represents not only resistance, but resilience, and the possibility of reconciliation.

				

				—

				“We always say, ‘We’re just like the buffalo,’ ” my brother Gerard explained to me many times. All the other Native people we interviewed reiterated that notion. To an expanding nation in the nineteenth century, intent upon not just claiming the West but controlling it, the bison and the Indigenous people who populated the Plains were both in the way. Both witnessed the loss of the land that had sustained them—one ending up behind fences in zoos, the other confined to reservations. Both were deemed to be inevitably vanishing.

				Even on the surface, the parallels are clear. But comprehending the scale of the devastation—cultural, psychological, spiritual—requires an understanding of the deep history of the people and the buffalo, as they evolved together over the course of more than ten thousand years. In 1890, when the Ghost Dancers tried to bring the buffalo back with their ceremonies and ended up dead and buried in a mass grave at Wounded Knee, “something else died,” Black Elk said. “A people’s dream died there. The nation’s hoop [was] broken and scattered. There is no center any longer, and the sacred tree is dead.” The next census, in 1900, counted a Native American population of 237,200—the lowest point in American history.

				But the buffalo didn’t disappear and Indians were not a vanishing race. “Our prayers got stronger,” Gerard told me. “They had to. That’s why our people got stronger. The buffalo is still here, and we’re still here.” To him—and others we interviewed—the story of Native perseverance is as important as the story of their systematic dispossession and the concerted attempts to strip them of their culture. Having felt such a profound connection with the buffalo for millennia, it should not be surprising that Plains people continue to identify the bison’s story with their own.

				“Bison were nearly exterminated, and we had a similar experience,” Germaine White, of the Confederated Salish and Kootenai, told us. “But bison are resilient; they have adapted. And they have taught us how to be resilient and adapt. They’ve survived; we’ve survived. We both persist.”

				Even at the existential nadir that coincided with the Ghost Dance, the dramatic loss of tribal land through the Allotment Act, and the efforts, principally through boarding schools, to strip Indian children of their people’s traditions—“Kill the Indian, Save the Man”—Native people were already demonstrating the adamant resolve to resist and survive. They turned into the storm and pushed forward. As Justin Gage explains in a recent book, We Do Not Want the Gates Closed Between Us: Native Networks and the Spread of the Ghost Dance, they turned the tools of oppression on their head. They used the railroad networks—which had once ushered in such dramatic changes on their homelands—to visit one another (often in defiance of regulations about travel outside their reservation). The newfound literacy they had acquired in government schools allowed them to communicate with each other across great distances through letters and telegrams—now using the common language of English between tribes who spoke a profusion of different tongues—to discuss the daunting obstacles they were facing and to share strategies for overcoming them. They also sent letters directly to officials in Washington to lodge complaints about the abuses of their reservation agents.

				It became an act of cultural jiu-jitsu against the effort to atomize any sense of “Indian-ness,” and instead created a pan-Indian consciousness that had not previously existed and continues to these days. To be sure, the challenges confronting Native people—from poverty to poor health care to persistent discrimination—remain substantial. But progress against them has a better chance through collective action. The expanding success of the InterTribal Buffalo Council, which now includes more than eighty tribes in twenty different states restoring bison herds to their reservations, is simply one example of such efforts. By 2021, the population estimate for American Indians and Alaska Natives in the United States reached 7.2 million (4.4 million of whom identified solely as Indigenous, the rest as mixed-blood), and a Native American was serving as secretary of the Department of the Interior.

				Gerard’s life story, I think, exemplifies this larger trend. His parents insisted that he get a good education, yet also steeped him in the traditions of his ancestors. After graduating from college, he joined the National Park Service and steadily rose in its ranks. Every step along the way, he demonstrated the same desire to share a broader story of American history that had led him to take a young reporter from New Hampshire into an earth lodge and to track down two wandering bison. As superintendent of the Little Bighorn National Battlefield, he worked to make sure that what was once called the Custer Battlefield honored both of the American forces that fought there, the Seventh Cavalry and the Native tribes defending their way of life. He invited tribal representatives to participate in the battle’s annual commemoration ceremonies and oversaw the addition of a metal sculpture, the Spirit Warrior Memorial, that now stands on the other side of the crest of Last Stand Hill. In 1998, amid death threats he and his family received over such an expanded (and honest) view of what happened there, he moved on to other assignments.

				He became superintendent of the Lewis and Clark National Historic Trail and, during the three-year national commemoration of the expedition’s bicentennial, persuaded the multiple tribes along the route, many of them initially reluctant to participate, to use it as an opportunity to tell their stories of that time and remind people that they still existed. Later, as the first Native American superintendent of the Mount Rushmore National Memorial, he asked nearby tribes to establish a small cluster of tepees underneath the escarpment carved with the faces of four presidents, where Native interpreters could recount what the Black Hills have always meant to them.

				When he retired, Gerard was an assistant director of the Park Service, at the time the highest position ever held by a Native American in NPS history. His ambition now is to make sure his grandchildren get educated and learn to succeed in the modern world, as his children have done, yet also make sure they understand the traditional ways of their people. An accident demonstrating how to erect a tepee required him to be airlifted to a hospital, but he recovered and keeps at it in good spirits. He plans to add some buffalo on the ranch he and Mary Kay have in Montana, and he is working with his tribe to start a larger herd on the Fort Berthold reservation. “The buffalo are so important to us, as a symbol of our existence, and the symbol of our difficulties,” he told me:

				
					A lot of Plains tribes now have their own herds of buffalo. They still use them as a food source; they still use them as a ceremonial source. We’re coming back strong, like the buffalo are again.

					I’m hoping people will take a look at the buffalo in a new way. Not as an animal, but as a living being. I’m hoping people can know that buffalo can coexist with everybody. They can coexist with our cows. They can coexist with people. And if we give them a chance, like I think we should, it will strengthen us as not only human beings, but as Americans.

				

				

				—

				Since I’m a few years older, in one sense Gerard is my little brother. But he’s six inches taller, and I’ve learned much more from him than the other way around. He was my first teacher about the buffalo. Through his playful teasing, his stories, and our shared experiences he taught me to open my eyes and see them in a new light: as magnificent representatives of the interconnection between people and the natural world, as well as a portal for understanding the complicated human history that unfolded in the nation he and I both consider our own. In doing so, he also opened my heart, which I hope is now as big as his.

				During the project that created this book and the documentary film it draws from, I was in Fort Benton, Montana, where we conducted some interviews and filmed the display of William T. Hornaday’s buffalo group, which once enthralled millions of people in the Smithsonian. Now the display is back in north-central Montana, much closer to the place where Hornaday collected the buffalo almost 150 years ago.

				As we prepared for some close-up shots, I took out a tissue to wipe the dust off their glass eyes, and realized I knew their personal story. There was little Sandy, the calf Hornaday had captured and brought back to Washington, where it died in captivity so far from home and its mother. And there was the giant bull Hornaday had shot, watching the rage in its eyes, as he remembered, while it struggled to its feet before dying. In its body, he found four bullets from other hunters who had tried to bring it down. With those stories flooding my emotions, I needed a tissue for myself.

				But then I remembered that Hornaday believed he was preserving something important for future generations. He envisioned a time when his exhibit would likely be the only way Americans could see what this species once was—an imposing time capsule wrapped in fur. “When I am dust and ashes,” he wrote in the note that he hid in the display case, “I beg you to protect these specimens from deterioration and destruction as they are among the last of their kind.” I felt grateful that those specimens had indeed been protected from “deterioration and destruction,” and were still on display for public viewing. Grateful even more that they were not “among the last of their kind.”

				That night, we traveled to the Upper Missouri River Breaks, where live buffalo can still be found roaming on the land of American Prairie, one of the nonprofit groups dedicated to restoring bison and the grasslands that sustain them in an environment closer to what was once their domain. An hour before the sun came up, we located a small group of bulls grazing on a gentle slope. Like the hide hunters, we kept our distance and established our “stand,” this time to shoot buffalo with a camera instead of a Sharp’s rifle.

				Buddy Squires, our longtime cinematographer, worried that they would wander off in the wrong direction and ruin the shots he hoped to take of them with a rising sun behind them. I separated from the crew and walked slowly up the slope, keeping my distance from the bulls but flanking them. They noticed me in the predawn light, but were undisturbed and kept on grazing, moving incrementally toward the crest.

				Then something came over me and I began talking to the buffalo. I pointed toward the reddening sky in the east, and told them I now considered them as the representation of the sun on Earth, a majestic manifestation of the interconnection between all living things and the Wakan Tanka permeating the universe. I apologized for what my people had nearly done to them and said how happy I was that they still existed and that together we could greet the sun of a new day.

				The first sliver of radiant gold emerged on the horizon and I found myself singing. It was a feeble attempt to imitate one of the songs Gerard had sung to me, hobbled by the fact that I only know a few words of Hidatsa, but heartfelt. A few prairie dogs popped out of their burrow holes, either because the day was breaking or because they wanted to find out who was making this noise so early in the morning. Some cowbirds began trilling their own, more beautiful songs that sounded like clear water running in a babbling brook. The buffalo bulls kept grazing contentedly as the golden sliver became a glowing ball, illuminating the entire prairie landscape that seemed to stretch out forever in every direction. And I saw that it was holy.

				Now I found myself dancing as I sang, suspended in a transcendent euphoria, plugged into everything that surrounded me. Buddy shouted that the shooting moment was over; he had the footage he had hoped for, and the whole crew was ecstatic. I came back to earth and joined them to celebrate. I remember thinking, “I only wish my brother Gerard had been here.” Then again, I think he was.

				
					Dayton Duncan

					Rindge, New Hampshire
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