[bookmark: _Hlk66563696]     At the beginning of the 19th century the population of the bison in the Great Plains in America [image: ]was estimated at between 30 and 65 million, (World Wildlife Fund), living as part of an ecosystem  unchanged for millennia .This ecosystem unaffected by outside influence   for 14,000 years. (Reinterpreting Bison history, Stoneberg-Holt,2018).
    By 1882, they were nearly gone. Reduced to the hundreds. This photo essay looks at the interplay between the bison and its closest ties, who and what felt the impact of this monumental demise. 
[bookmark: _Hlk66532368]    Bison are huge creatures, an adult male can weigh up to 2000 pounds, their physical impact on their surroundings was certainly felt. Knapp et al, (Jan 99) quote,’ the large herds of bison encountered by early Europeans on the Great Plains were likely the result of the rapid early-Holocene proliferation of this ungulate into a relatively young and expanding "treeless" grassland biome ‘(Stebbins 1981, Axelrod 1988).  The enormous bulk of these creatures sustained and preserved the grassland, their habit served to conserve the habitat. Naturally occurring fire, fluctuations in climate, and predation from grizzly bears, wolves and humans’, maintained homeostasis for the bison population until primarily human factors destabilized the harmony.
    The correlation between bison and plains Indian is well documented. Bison provided materials essential to life on the plains. The bison ‘harvest’ imparted hide for shelter and clothing, bones to make tools and décor and of course, food. ‘This animal was considered to be a gift from the creator Intended to provide for the people’s needs’ (Stone child 1. Hubbard pp.66).  Though evidence of plains horse is documented, an increase in use between 1400 and 1800, (Hamalainen,2003) meant that the bison equilibrium was already shifting at the onset of the 19th century, horses gave speed, efficiency and advantage to new methods of hunting, ‘Estimates made in the 1850s suggest that Indians harvested about 450,000 animals a year, and some think the ﬁgure was far higher than that.’ (Schweikart,2002). 

The emerging picture. A look at environmental, economic and political factors of the time:
Environmental
· Introduced pests, parasites and disease.’ Current evidence suggests that brucellosis was introduced to North America from Europe during the 1500s’ (Aguirre and Starkey 1994; Meagher and Mayer 1994). (Excerpt from Boyd and Gates review, pp18). Also, smallpox had a devastating impact on the people ‘disease decimated…the original american’ (Stoneberg Holt 2018). By 1906, tick fever was belatedly held responsible for infecting and killing millions of bison. (Stoneberg Holt, 2018). Anthrax.
· Reduced grazing area due to settlements.’ Widespread cultivation of the plains, which accompanied the near extirpation of the bison, reduced the once-vast tallgrass prairie (approximately 68 million hectares) to less than 5% of its pre-settlement range. (Samson and Knopff 1994).
· Increased hunting by original and colonial population. See introduction above, and ‘by the 1860s, a new wave of white hunters, using modern ﬁrearms and industrial processing methods vastly expanded the slaughter of the bison’. (Schweikart, 2002).
· Reduced grazing due to horse and cattle grazing being priority.
· Improved hunting techniques by the plains Indian, use of the horse and guns. See above.
· Naturally occurring ongoing factors -drought, snow, fire and predators.
· 
Economic
· New and increased opportunities for trade. 
· The population increase saw capitalism flourishing. By the 1890’s Schweikart (2002) states that an $8.6 million dollar leather industry was booming, much of this was bison hide. 
· 
Political

· Colonial influence-war, disease, re-appropriation of land and resources. Mines, ranches, settlements, railway.
· De-stabilized communities.
· Ongoing factors-civil unrest amongst the plains people.
· Annihilation of the bison equated with wiping out the original Americans. Bison were slaughtered by way of tactical offence. 
[image: Native American Population Study]
Consequences of the above factors, or the Anthropocene defined:
[image: ]     Environmentally, the effects of no bison on the Prairie had extensive outcomes. The grazing and watering habits of the bison, were either given over to use by domesticated cattle and horses or were unused , the impact of their routes inactive, the watering hole and river water not drunk by these goliaths all impacted the surrounding flora and fauna. The bison no longer present as agents perpetuating the preservation of habitual ecology.
    The evidence of disease and slaughter on a huge scale raises many questions. How were the scavengers in the area affected?  Did disease spread to scavengers and predators? How was the wolf and grizzly bear population affected? A myriad of ripples felt in all directions from such a huge change. These are questions for a different essay, the evidence I would like to address is the catastrophic impact the decline in the bison population had on the Plains Indian.
    In the words of president, Ulysses S. Grant, the eradication of the bison was viewed as the best way to tackle ‘the Indian problem’. This sentiment reflected by General Sheridan who famously declared ‘the only good Indian is a dead Indian’. Indeed, Indian and bison became synonymous as barriers to progression. Their very existence a problem to be solved. No bison for the Indian meant a termination of fundamental necessities key to their survival on the plains. No food, shelter, clothing. Struggling for these basics meant an increased dependency on the government, thereby ensuring a more malleable population, starving, cold, diseased…easier to move to reservations, less resources to defend themselves or to engage in hostilities. So, a devastating outcome for both bison and Indian. Near fatal for the former and leading to unimaginable subjugation for the latter. Slaughter of the Bison as a tactic was certainly very effective, aside from the physical sustenance it provided, it was also intrinsic to the Indian culture and way of life. ’The buffalo was part of us, his flesh and blood being absorbed by us, until it became our own flesh and blood. Our clothing, our tipi’s, everything we needed for life came from the buffalo’s body. It was hard to say where the animal ended, and the man began.’ Lame Deer, 269, (excerpt from Hubbard 2009). For us, the animals are understood to be our equals. They are still our teachers. They are our helpers and healers. They are our guardians and we have been theirs,we have deep obligations to them. Without the other animals we are made less.’ (Hubbard,2009, pp68). I like how this quote brings perspective, ‘the other animals’ implies the Indians consider themselves animals too, and a sense of equality. 




A decorated bison skin. Hides were embellished in many different styles, they were used for practical purposes to protect from the cold, and during ceremony and ritual. This kind of artwork was used to record important events.






	
[image: wintercount][image: ]This graph opposite shows the drop in bison population and indicates the factors.





     Research on this topic proved difficult. Accounts vary widely. There is academic debate on all aspects of the subject. Whatever the details, the fact remains that a merciless genocide on the first nation people and the bison was carried out. Everyone acknowledges that the systematic slaughter of the bison was used as a way to overcome the ‘indian problem’. Because the near extinction of the bison closely follows the arrival of Europeans, it is easy to lay all the blame on them, either through wanton killing sprees or via the more insidious, tick, smallpox or anthrax. Because these acts are so well documented, it is easy to consign the Indian as tragic victims in this story. Further to this, the Indian is somewhat martyred. Romanticisation of the Indian makes it easy to consider them as eco warriors, taking only what they need and as guardians of the environment. This also is debated. What a little research clarifies for me is that the Indian and the buffalo lived and maintained a protracted period where no one went extinct. The plains inhabitants’ symbiotic relationship was successful for thousands of years. 
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Where did all the Bison go?

A multi species approach to their 1882 demise:
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