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The Path Back: 
Buffalo, the Assiniboine and Sioux Tribes    

of Fort Peck 

The following is a brief history of the restoration of buffalo herds by the Assiniboine and Sioux Tribes of Fort Peck. The goal of 
this document is to provide a readable, concise resource that discusses major milestones in the recent history of the buffalo program. 
This history could be useful as one of many resources the Fort Peck communities have at their disposal to educate the public and 
tribal members about the buffalo program and to support future planning for buffalo-related activities. This report is primarily 
based on interviews conducted in 2015 with 18 individuals by Robert McAnally (FPCC), Julia Haggerty and Beth Rink 
(MSU), following a protocol approved by the Fort Peck Institutional Review Board (IRB #). We reached out to individuals 
known to our research team as community members familiar with the buffalo program. We recognize that our efforts reached only 
a portion of the people central to buffalo restoration, as some key figures have passed away, others were unavailable for interviews 
and still others remain unknown to us.  While some direct (anonymous) quotations are featured in this account and some 
individuals are named, we have not mentioned all of the many individuals who have been important to the buffalo restoration 
program by name. This could improve this account significantly, but would require significant outreach and discussion and might 
best be led from within the community.   

We also conducted limited research in newspapers and available public records. We have not sought access to records from the 
buffalo program nor from the Tribal Executive Board, and note that these would greatly improve the account. This document 
could be most beneficial to the members of the Fort Peck tribes if it included an appendix with key public documents including 
tribal resolutions, historic and present buffalo management plans and an archive of past news articles.     

 

Julia H. Haggerty 

Robert McAnally 

Elizabeth Rink 
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When serious conversations about a tribal buffalo herd gained 
momentum on the Fort Peck Reservation in the 1990s, it had been 
over a century since wild buffalo had roamed the area. Buffalo were 
lost to Fort Peck during the ‘starving years’ of the early 1880s when 
the brutality of U.S. policies towards indigenous people and the land 
manifested in widespread suffering. Two events in 1883 signaled the 
severity of the situation for the Fort Peck peoples—the banning of 
Sioux religious ceremonies by the U.S. Secretary of the Interior and 
the killing of the last buffalo in northeastern Montana (Smith, 128-
130).   

In the early 1900s, Native American stewardship of wild buffalo 
persisted in a few locations, including in western Montana on the 
present-day Flathead Reservation and on the Philips Ranch near 
present-day Pierre, South Dakota. Historian Ken Zontek calls the 
year 1926 the year “when the physical relationship between Indians 
and buffalo broke” in the sense that Native Americans were no 
longer in the position of primary stewards of wild buffalo (Zontek, 
65). Nonetheless, even in the absence of the physical animals, the 
commitment to buffalo stewardship was unbroken. Stories, prayers, 
songs and other practices kept the importance of buffalo alive 
across generations of Sioux and Assiniboine families at Fort Peck.  

Momentum for a Tribal Buffalo Ranch, 1987-1999 

The possibility of the tribe acquiring and stewarding a herd gained 
traction in the 1990s for several reasons. More and more buffalo 
were present on the Great Plains. Interest in commercial buffalo 
ranching took off in the 1980s as ranchers pursued new markets 
and diversification in the wake of that decade’s devastating 
economic crisis. The majority of ranches produced cattalo or 
beefalo—hybrids bred primarily for the quality of the meat—and 
used systems mimicking conventional livestock production. Some 
of these ranches were visible from the roadside. When people from 
Fort Peck travelled around the region and other states in the 1970s 
and 1980s, some would see buffalo. On these road trips, some 
parents often made a point of stopping near buffalo ranches to 
pray, enjoy the sight and point the animals out to their children.  

More importantly, Native American self-determination efforts were 
in full bloom in the 1960s and 1970s, supporting the public 
celebration of cultural traditions and emphasizing repatriation of 
tribal homelands. A re-emergence of cultural traditions and 
ceremony (many of which had gone ‘underground’ as a function of 

1882-83 | Last buffalo killed on Fort 
Peck lands; tremendous suffering 
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having been forbidden in school or outright banned by U.S. law) in 
reservation life accompanied these trends. The gradual, but 
powerful reinstatement of ceremony and indigenous culture as 
organizing principles for individuals, families and communities on 
the Fort Peck reservation continues into the present-day. Naturally, 
what ‘tradition’ means and how people incorporate it into their lives 
has many variations. Furthermore, the ability for non-native, outside 
researchers to witness and understand this is clearly has limits. That 
said a familiar narrative emerged in our interviews regarding the 
influence of rediscovering cultural traditions and emerging as 
champions of buffalo restoration. Several interviewees described 
connecting to ceremony after an absence from the reservation 
community—a lapse in residence or a lapse in spirit brought on by 
substance abuse. Reconnecting through prayer and participation in 
sweat lodges, Sun Dances and other ceremonies was seen as 
facilitating a process with re-connecting with the place and people 
of Fort Peck. As individuals rediscovered, or learned for the first 
time, about buffalo and their central role in Sioux and Assiniboine 
traditions, they also became invested in having buffalo on the 
reservation. Other buffalo supporters from the reservation have 
benefitted from uninterrupted knowledge of and spiritual 
commitment to buffalo.   

Beyond Fort Peck, Native American self-determination in the 1970s 
and 1980s had led to great success in establishing buffalo herds on 
tribal lands. By 1992, there were approximately 26 tribes raising 
some 3,600 buffalo on tribal lands across the United States and 
Canada (Zontek, 69).  Fort Peck was not yet among these tribes, 
however. And by the end of the 1980s, some Fort Peck people were 
wondering why not. A key moment for the history of the tribes’ 
buffalo program involves the summer drug and alcohol free youth 
camp-outs developed by councilman Eugene Culbertson and hosted 
in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Menu planning for the big end-of-
camp community feed raised the question, why not buffalo instead 
of the standard pork or beef? (“5-year management plan,” 2001). In 
reaching out to other tribes about buffalo meat availability, 
members of tribal council and staff learned that many other tribes, 
including in Montana, had buffalo herds. According to a 2001 local 
newspaper article, Leroy Comes Last, Curley Youpee and Abby 
Ogle then began serious conversations about acquiring and hosting 
a buffalo herd (“Buffalo return home,” 2001). 

1990 stands out as an especially important year in the history of the 
tribal buffalo program. Perhaps as a result of having reached out on 
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the subject of obtaining buffalo meat, in 1990 tribal staff received a 
phone call from a representative of Theodore Roosevelt National 
Park, offering 50 park buffalo to the Fort Peck tribes. This offer 
prompted members of the Tribal Executive Board and staff to 
begin to make a serious inventory of the tribal rangelands to assess 
the possibility of devoting specific pastures to buffalo. This was not 
a small or straightforward task. Livestock ranching and farming 
have long been dominant land uses in the area, and leases of 
tribally-owned range units form an important component of many 
livestock operations.  Another obstacle to finding a place for 
buffalo is the highly fragmented nature of land ownership across 
the 2 million acres of reservation lands, with communal and private 
land interspersed and some private ownership demonstrating 
extensive fractionation. 

Indeed, the visible public controversy about conflicts between a 
tribal buffalo herd and ranching on the reservation dates to the very 
first formal conversations about using tribal range units for buffalo 
pasture. The controversy was probably inevitable, but was certainly 
accelerated by the decision by a Billings Gazette reporter to publish 
a news article about her chance observations of a tribal council 
meeting that featured discussion about finding a place for buffalo. 
This was a meeting prompted by the offer from Theodore 
Roosevelt National Park. Once the serious interest in buffalo was 
made public, ranchers anxious about losing range units and or about 
risks of buffalo mixing with domestic cattle began to register their 
concerns with elected tribal officials. That opponents included both 
tribal and non-tribal members suggests the social complexity of this 
issue for the Fort Peck Tribes. The political pressure from ranchers 
opposed to buffalo was not insignificant and contributed to the 
length of time—nine years—it took to ready a secure a place for a 
buffalo ranch on the reservation. 

Within the context of the challenges to establishing a herd, 1990 is 
also important because it marks the establishment of the Intertribal 
Bison Council (ITBC). The ITBC a formal network of Indian 
nations from across the United States to share expertise and 
resources for tribal buffalo management. With the growth in tribal 
buffalo stewardship in the 1980s, a small buffalo-focused interest 
group had emerged within the membership of the Native American 
Fish and Wildlife Society (NAWFS). (NAFWS was established in 
1982 as a national organization focused on assisting tribes in 
exercising sovereign rights to develop and protect wildlife 
resources.) The NAFWS buffalo interest group expanded to include 
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representatives of nineteen different tribes and establish the 
Intertribal Bison Cooperative in 1990. With congressional support, 
the ITBC launched an effort to coordinate and assist tribes in 
returning buffalo to tribal lands.  The ITBC has focused since this 
time on securing and sharing financial, technical and other resources 
that assist member tribes in developing successful and self-sufficient 
buffalo management programs.  

Fort Peck was represented at the very first gathering of emissaries 
from nineteen different Indian nations in Rapid City in late 1990, 
the meeting that launched the ITBC. The ITBC has been essential 
to the success of the Fort Peck buffalo program over the 25 years 
that have passed since that first meeting. As one observer of the 
early history of the program notes, “I always like to believe that we 
energized the interest in buffalo from those meetings [the first 
ITBC meeting in Rapid City]. From then on people were just talking 
about buffalo.” But it took time for these ideas to result in a formal 
program. Initial plans for a Fort Peck submission of a grant 
proposal to the ITBC in 1991 did not win the necessary approval of 
the Tribal Executive Board.  

The challenge of designating tribal range units for a buffalo ranch 
was more a substantial barrier politically than the idea of hosting 
buffalo, according to interviews. Government staff and elected 
officials continued to meet to discuss the buffalo issue formally and 
informally. But still, it was unclear how the Tribal Executive Board 
could move forward with acquiring land. A solution eventually 
emerged in 1999, when local rancher and enrolled tribal member 
Val Smith agreed to shift cattle off land she and her husband leased 
from the tribes so that their ranch could be the base for a tribal 
buffalo operation. These 5,800 acres became the core of the tribe’s 
buffalo operation and what is now called the Turtle Mound Buffalo 
Ranch.  

According to interviews, with the fundamental cornerstone of a 
place for the buffalo in place, there was little opposition within the 
Tribal Executive Board to passing a resolution to support moving 
the plan ahead. The resolution passed in 2000. The ranch managers, 
employees from the Fort Peck Tribes Planning Department and the 
Fort Peck Tribes Fish and Game Department tackled the issue of 
installing buffalo-ready fencing and corrals in the midst of 
concerted fund raising. The sources of support for the early years of 
the buffalo program mentioned in interviews include tribal funds 
from BIA P.L. 93-638 contracts, ITBC grants and a grant from the 
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Washington-based Murr Foundation.  

Arrival of Fort Belknap Buffalo, 2001 

Early in 2001, the Fort Peck Tribes were in a position to welcome 
100 buffalo purchased from neighboring Fort Belknap (“Bison 
return home,” 2001). 70 arrived in late January, followed by another 
30 soon after. Fort Belknap’s buffalo program dates to the mid-
1970s. By the end of the 1990s, approximately 400 buffalo ranged 
over a 22,000-acre area. The Fort Belknap management program 
evolved toward emphasizing the free-ranging, wildlife characteristics 
of buffalo (in contract to viewing them as livestock) and was 
recognized as a model of good management (Zontek, 93-95). Fort 
Belknap had also implemented creative programming focused on 
the social and health benefits of buffalo, such as the Buffalo Watch 
Program that focused on using time spent with buffalo to address 
public health issues such as alcoholism and domestic abuse (Ibid).   

In addition to preparing the ranch facilities for the arrival of the 
new tribal buffalo herd, attention was devoted to spiritual and 
ceremonial activities focused on honoring and welcoming the 
buffalo people. The following is an excerpt from an interview about 
how the first buffalo to come from Fort Belknap to Fort Peck were 
honored. 

But before we [went to get the buffalo from Fort Belknap] 
we had to get our traditional people involved, the 
ceremonial people.  And we only had a couple.  [Lists four 
individuals.]  So we purchased a buffalo and had meetings 
with them, and had a little plan, a strategy, of when they 
came back to have a ceremony bringing the buffalo home.  
And that ceremony was a day long in a teepee.  We smoked 
a pipe.  We said prayers.  We welcomed them back, their 
spirit first, to come back here, to see if it was the right 
place, and that they would stay there.  

… 

I said [to an elder], ‘How are we going to welcome these 
buffalo back?’  … [The elder] says, ‘Well, I had this dream.  
I want to share this dream with you.’  And we spoke about 
it.  And he says, ‘We're going to welcome them back with 
sage and tobacco, but we're going to do it the traditional 
way.’ So we rolled up a corn husk pipe.  And I watched him 
do it.  And there was a couple other people that came from 
town and we kind of announced it when we were bringing 
the herd back, but it was during the week so a lot of people 
were working.   

And when the semi finally pulled in . … It was kind of 
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beat-up and everything, but, you know...  And we backed 
the semi-trailer up there.  And I remember this day because 
it was so calm, and [the elder] had a bag of sage and he 
sprinkled sage on that big semi-trailer wrack coming down 
into the corral system.  I asked him, I said, ‘What's that 
about?’  He said, ‘We're going to comfort their hooves as 
they're coming back home.’  I said, ‘Okay.’  So he said, ‘Go 
ahead and open the gate,’ and they opened the gate.  And 
he said, ‘Don't rush them.  Don't spook them.  Just let 
them, you know...’  And he said, ‘We're going to smoke this 
corn husk, just me and you.’  So we started smoking it and 
it was pretty rough tobacco.   

But the buffalo just started walking out of that big stock 
trailer, just taking their time, smelling the sage, walk, get on 
the ground.  They wouldn't run; they would just take their 
time.  Because there was horses --  and they were kind of 
hesitant about it.  But all the buffalo made their way out.  It 
took us probably about two hours for them just to come 
out, because [the elder] said, "Don't chase them.  Just let 
them walk."  So that's what we did.  … The next day 
another semi came, that half a load, and we did the same 
thing--put sage on there, we did the same ceremony, new 
corn husk, because it was a new day he'd said.  So we 
unloaded them, and then the people came up. … Then they 
sang some songs.  Because he didn't want the herd to be 
mixed up; he wanted them together as one for them to start 
singing the coming-home ceremonial songs for them.  He 
didn't want to do one herd one day.  Because they're family, 
so that's what he did.  

Elders interviewed by the newspaper included Carole Spotted Bird, 
Christine First and Chuck Eagleman. Larry Wetsit also provided 
poignant comments to the newspaper. (Full transcripts of the news 
articles published when the herds returned in January 2001 are 
provided in the Appendix). 

During the days that the Fort Belknap buffalo were arriving (they 
arrived over three days), the assembled elders discussed how to 
continue the practice of honoring and celebrating the buffalo in the 
future. They built an arbor and later hosted a powwow and feed.  

We do not have access to early planning documents that discuss 
specific intentions for the buffalo program in the early 2000s. 
According to interviews and reports in Wotanin Wowapi, the plan 
was developed by a Colorado-based wildlife consultant named Craig 
Knowles. The plan focused on growing the herd to a size that 
would allow harvesting for the USDA’s commodity distribution 
program, a program developed to facilitate the slaughter and 
distribution of buffalo for the purposes of reservation food systems. 
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The Tribal Executive Board approved the buffalo ranch 
management plan in late June of 2001. Interviews suggest that 
different people brought different expectations or multiple 
expectations to the program—that it could support tourism and 
economic development (even in 2001, there was talk of a herd near 
the highway), that it would provide healthy meat for distribution, 
and that it would support educational and spiritual practices. In the 
early 2000s, the Turtle Mound Buffalo Ranch provided 
horsemanship training for a Cultural Diversion Activities program 
and ranch managers looked to expand to buffalo-based activities. 
Fee hunting was an alternative but not an explicit commitment in 
the original management plan. When the Fort Belknap buffalo first 
arrived, they lived as one herd. According to one interviewee: “We 
just wanted to have a herd here so the school kids, college students, 
the elders could come out.  And we never did discuss a culture herd 
or another herd, you know, or any kind of herds; it was just one 
herd that came back with the people.”    

The first few years on the buffalo ranch were an experience in trial 
and error. At first, as they roamed, the buffalo helped their 
managers learn the land. Ranchers would call and say the buffalo 
were in the wrong pasture, on non-tribal land, and the managers—
the ranch operators Val and Dick Smith supported by Fish and 
Game staff—would respond by moving the buffalo and often 
restoring or replacing fence. This was not a small job. Indeed, it 
quickly became apparent that the costs of maintaining the buffalo 
ranch facilities would be high, prompting the Tribal Executive 
Board to direct the buffalo program to implement a fee-hunting 
system, starting in 2003. Val Smith left the buffalo program in 2004.  

The basic idea for offering a fee hunt was to make the buffalo 
program self-sustaining financially while also ensuring that the 
program would make a small number of buffalo available on an 
annual basis for donations for meat distribution and feeds. This 
basic model continues to inform the program, although a major 
overhaul of the buffalo management program began in 2014. Since 
2003, hunting has been and continues to be important as a revenue 
source for the Fort Peck buffalo program, providing revenue to 
match grants from various sources and or to repay revolving loans 
available through the ITBC. Wildlife conservation groups have been 
important sources of funding and technical support as the program 
has expanded and their interest increased significantly with the 
opportunity to make Fort Peck a sanctuary for the troubled 
Yellowstone buffalo.  
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Direct responsibility for the buffalo ranch has remained with the 
Fish and Game Department since 2004. For much of the buffalo 
ranch’s history, the Fish and Game Department reported directly to 
the Tribal Executive Board; however, the Tribes reinstated the Fish 
and Game Commission in 2014 after a 10-year hiatus. The 20-
person Commission advises on and approves Fish and Game 
Department activities, especially in regards to wildlife harvest 
quotas. In the case of the buffalo ranch, the Commission has strong 
interests in understanding and providing input on the amount of 
buffalo offered for donation from the ranch for community 
purposes. The Fish and Game Department worked with a buffalo 
management plan written in 2004 until 2014, when a major overhaul 
of the plan began. The new plan, issued in late 2015 and developed 
with extensive community and technical consultation, serves as a 
point of reference for the Commission, the Fish and Game 
Department and the Tribal Executive Board.  

Fort Peck as Sanctuary for Yellowstone Bison 

Despite the fact that Yellowstone National Park is one of only two 
places in the United States where genetically-pure bison rebounded 
from near extermination, Yellowstone bison have been in need of a 
separate geographic sanctuary for nearly forty years. Due to 
perceived conflicts between the livestock industry’s brucellosis-free 
status and the risk of transmission of brucellosis from bison, 
Montana does not tolerate free-roaming bison within its borders. 
The result is that for years the Park Service has been forced to come 
up with solutions to keep bison from migrating out of the 
Yellowstone National Park in winter along corridors that lead them 
to lower ground outside the Park’s borders. Past policy solutions 
have included culling animals in the Park, attempting to haze the 
animals to keep them in the Park, using public hunting to cull 
animals on state land in Montana, back to using federal agents to 
cull the animals. In the 1950s, it was standard practice to distribute 
culled animals to some Indian agencies and boarding schools 
(although Fort Peck does not appear to have been one of these 
places). Carcass distribution ceased in the late 1960s. The next 
opportunity that tribes had to access Yellowstone bison occurred in 
the 1990s when some tribes were invited to participate in culling 
that was executed by park personnel. Some meat came to Fort Peck 
via hunters invited to Yellowstone for this purpose.  

By the 1990s, international and national concern was directed at the 
land and wildlife managers in charge of what had turned into an 
absurd situation, with most outside observers fundamentally 
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objecting to what looked like mass slaughter of an iconic wildlife 
species. For its part, the management community involved has been 
attempting to devise a policy solution since 1990, but as it involves 
numerous agencies with diverse missions working under a complex 
umbrella of state and federal policies, the process has been slow-
moving and often inconclusive. Native American leadership and 
perspectives were central to the search for a humane solution to the 
bison culling issue. Despite the fact that various tribal nations, 
including Fort Peck, participated on occasion in hunting or 
slaughtering culled bison on the Park’s boundary, many Native 
Americans fiercely objected to the mass culling and the intolerance 
of bison migration across political boundaries. 

The winter of 1996-1997 was a pivotal year for the public debate 
about bison.  During the winter of 1996-97, a harsh winter resulted 
in Yellowstone bison migrating outside the park into the north and 
west.  Due to Montana’s zero tolerance policy, 1,052 bison were 
slaughtered that winter. The news of the slaughter traveled widely, 
thanks in part to protests mounted by Native Americans and non-
native environmental groups. Hundreds of Sioux people rode on 
horseback to Gardiner, on the Yellowstone National Park, in the 
middle of winter to make a protest. Others traveled to Helena to 
make their voices heard in state government, including then tribal 
chairman Caleb Shields. Notable as only the third time in history 
that a tribal representative addressed a joint assembly of the 
Montana legislature, Shields’ address was focused on the state of the 
Indian Nations (“Putting bison on tribal land,” 1997). He made a 
strong statement about the relationship of Yellowstone bison to the 
well-being of Native American tribes in Montana:  

I speak for all Montana Indian nations when I say that the 
slaughter of this herd must stop. The killing is out of hand. 
Hundreds of buffalo have been slaughtered without even 
attempting to test them for brucellosis. 

Our cultures are different on this issue. Under our religion, 
buffalo are respected. They are good medicine. Their skulls 
and hides still adorn our most sacred lodges. We will dance, 
sign and pray to them. What is occurring outside of 
Yellowstone Park is disrespectful. (Shields, quoted in 
Zontek, 104). 

Partnerships were important in this movement for management 
change. In mid-1996 the ITBC and the National Wildlife Federation 
joined together and initiated a dialogue about Brucellosis and bison 
management in Yellowstone.  The following year produced a 
Memorandum of Understanding between the two organizations 
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1 Stephen Torbit, Louis LaRose, “A Commentary on Bison and Cultural Restoration: Partnership Between the National 
Wildlife Federation and the Intertribal Bison Cooperative”, Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and Social Sciences, 
University of Nebraska – Lincoln (April 1, 2001), pp 175 
2 Ibid. pp 176 
3 “Interagency Bison Management Plan”, July 1, 2008 – June 30, 2009, http://ibmp.info/library.php 
4 The delay in the immediate transfer to Fort Belknap from Fort Peck was a result of a restraining order against bison 
transfer secured by the advocacy group Citizens for Balanced Use in May of 2012 against bison transfer from Fort Peck 2 Ibid. pp 176 

focused on two goals:  “The first goal was to reestablish 
management of North American bison as one of the premier 
wildlife species of the West, by restoring bison to those tribal and 
public land habitats capable of supporting their long-term survival. 
The second goal was to enhance the availability of wild bison to 
Native Americans for cultural and subsistence uses.”1  Beyond this, 
“The ultimate goal was a public-to-tribal transfer of Yellowstone 
bison and then a tribal-to-public transfer of healthy bison to 
reestablish wild bison on public lands.”2  This was the first time a 
tribal organization had formally joined with a national conservation 
agency.  The MOU occurred at a pivotal moment.  As the bison 
slaughter of 1996-97 was underway, the ITBC and NWF were able 
to raise public awareness and use the event as a catalyst for 
management change.  From their partnership, they developed what 
they originally called the “Seven-Point Plan” which soon became 
the “Citizens’ Plan” as more conservation organizations joined the 
movement. Importantly, as the influence of the Citizens’ Plan grew, 
the opportunity for tribes to receive relocated bison was moving 
closer and closer to reality. 

As founding and sustaining members of the ITBC, the Fort Peck 
Tribes were attentive to the developments in the Yellowstone 
National Park bison management planning process. As the 
opportunity to pursue a model of transferring brucellosis-free 
buffalo to tribal lands beyond the Park was emerging as a serious 
consideration, the Fort Peck Fish and Game Department was 
working to make the buffalo ranch a potential cornerstone of such 
an effort. Acquiring and improving more rangeland leases 
supported this vision, as did participating in the many meetings and 
planning sessions necessary to work with the state and federal 
agencies. In 2005-2006, the State of Montana Department of Fish 
Wildlife and Parks and the federal agency APHIS began an 
experimental program to operate a quarantine facility in order to 
provide tribal governments with live, Brucellosis free bison.  After 
three years of operation, cooperating agencies agreed the model was 
working and that some bison could be transferred from the facility 
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3 “Interagency Bison Management Plan”, July 1, 2008 – June 30, 2009, http://ibmp.info/library.php 

to tribes prepared to accept them.3 The leading candidates for 
receiving relocated buffalo in 2007-2008 were the Wind River, Fort 
Belknap and Fort Peck reservations.  

Recognizing the heightened scrutiny and sensitivity that 
accompanied this historic development, the Fish and Game 
Department developed a proposal to develop dedicated range and 
fencing facilities. In the actual event, the Department ended up 
developing two new range units to accommodate the concerns of 
the State of Montana. When the Yellowstone buffalo arrived, they 
would live separately from the existing buffalo herd. The 
Yellowstone buffalo would become the cultural herd, the Fort 
Belknap buffalo one single business herd. This distinction was 
justified on the basis of the unique genetic heritage of the 
Yellowstone bison, as these animals are understood to be one of 
only two populations in the United States that escaped in-breeding 
with cattle (IUCN report, 2010). This distinct genetic heritage and 
its importance to global biodiversity is a major priority for some of 
the large conservation organizations that donated substantial 
resources to help support the Fort Peck buffalo program from the 
early 2000s to the present, including the Defenders of Wildlife, 
Wildlife Conservation Society, and the World Wildlife Foundation. 
Our interviews demonstrated a wide range of perspectives about the 
genetic basis for a distinct cultural and business herds, we develop 
this theme in the last section of this document, Perspectives on the 
Buffalo Ranch.  

The Fish and Game program had worked hard to develop a new 
fenced area in response to first learning that the quarantined bison 
were available to tribes in 2009—there was new pasture secured and 
fenced in 2010 (Range Unit 62). The program encountered state 
wildlife managers who were not yet ready to act. The Fish and 
Game Department was disappointed to learn that the first bison to 
be released from the Yellowstone quarantine would go first to Ted 
Turner’s Flying D Ranch and made their disappointment known 
among state leaders, including Governor Brian Schweitzer. 
Ultimately, Governor Schweitzer indicated his support for ensuring 
that Fort Peck would receive the next available bison from 
quarantine, but insisted on fencing a new range unit entirely with 
electric fencing. Range Unit 63 was quickly secured and fenced to 
State of Montana standards with support from a Department of 
Interior grant. In March 2012, the Fort Peck Tribes signed a 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2009 – 2010 | expansion of buffalo 
ranch and preparation for 
Yellowstone buffalo 

 

2010 | First Yellowstone bison 
released from quarantine go to Ted 
Turner’s Flying D Ranch 

 

2012 | Fort Peck Tribes sign 
Memorandum of Understanding with 
Montana Fish Wildlife and Parks to 
acquire 64 bison from Yellowstone 
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Memorandum of Understanding with Montana Fish Wildlife and 
Parks stating that the tribes would take 64 bison from the 
Yellowstone National Park quarantine facility. 

Ultimately, the tribes welcomed 63 bison that were retrieved from 
the quarantine facility in Gardiner, Montana on March 19, 2012. 
The buffalo arrived during a spring snowstorm and in the dark of 
night. The event was conducted with significantly more national and 
international attention than the previous arrival of buffalo in 2001, 
and numerous officials from national conservation groups were in 
attendance. In addition more tribal members were involved in 
formally welcoming the buffalo to the reservation than in 2001. 
Members of the Assiniboine nation waited for the buffalo at the 
bridge over the Missouri River at the entrance to the reservation, 
where they drummed and sang traditional songs. At the Turtle 
Mound Buffalo Ranch, Sioux people performed a blessing and 
drummed and sang when the buffalo arrived. To a person, those in 
attendance describe the arrival of the Yellowstone buffalo that night 
as powerful, inspiring and deeply scared.  

A press conference and public meeting on March 21st gave 
Governor Schweitzer and tribal leadership the opportunity to 
discuss the significance of the event to the tribes, the state and the 
nation. Indian County today quoted Schweitzer in an article on the 
bison relocation: 

‘When they took the buffalo from the Indian people they 
took the heart and soul of the Indian people,’ he said. 
‘They’re back and they’re back to stay this time. They're 
back to be that symbol of pride, not only of the Indian 
people but this entire country.’ 

Schweitzer called the event ‘a historic opportunity to 
repopulate this special place on the planet with genetically 
pure bison.’ … ‘These are the bison that will be the 
breeding stock to repopulate the entire western United 
States, in every place that people desire to have them,’ he 
said. (McNeel). 

Fort Peck’s initiative to host a buffalo herd from Yellowstone 
National Park met with fierce resistance from northeastern 
Montana’s agricultural community. Because Montana Fish Wildlife 
and Parks wrapped tribal buffalo herds in Montana into the process 
for statewide buffalo management plans, numerous public meetings 
and planning events occurred that required attention and presence 
of leaders from Fort Peck and the Fort Peck Fish and Game 
Department. As the meeting rooms could be filled with non-Indians 

March 19, 2012 | 63 Yellowstone 
bison arrive at Fort Peck at night 
during a spring storm. They are 
welcomed by a gathering of 
Assiniboine people at the bridge over 
the Missouri River at the entrance to 
the reservation and by Sioux relatives 
at the Turtle Mound Buffalo Ranch. 
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press conference at Poplar, attended 
by Governor of Montana and many 
guests 
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opposed to bison restoration on tribal lands, representative of the 
tribes had to be determined and refuse to be intimidated. 
Describing a meeting at the state capitol, Floyd Azure said: 

When I first got in as chairman the first job … I had, was 
to go to Helena and argue for the bison.  That was my first 
job.  And as chairman I was scared, you know?   

I went up there, I took my wife with me, we went up there 
together, walked in that office, or in that meeting room, 
and looked around--we were the only two Indians in there.  
And, I mean, and we sat there and we listened to these 
people.  And, you know, we had to sit through all this and 
listen to both sides argue.   

Then they opened up for public discussion and I sat there 
and I raised my hand, and I just asked the chairman, I told 
him flat out, "I want to be the last one to speak.  When no 
one else wants to speak I want to be the last one."  I said, 
"That way I can say my part, anybody has any questions I'll 
be right there to answer them."   

So I waited, and I argued with them, and I told them flat 
out, "This is a Native American cultural issue that we need 
to take care of.  We as Indian people want to take care of 
these animals.  They took care of us for generations.  We 
want to give back to them."   

Speaking up for the Fort Peck interests also included attendance at 
local public meetings in places such as Glasgow. Public records 
from such scoping meetings document the hostility of the 
assembled farmers and ranchers, something that participants in our 
interviews who were at the meetings recall vividly (Northern Ag 
Network, 2012; MTFWP 2012). The interviewees also described the 
strong and effective statements of tribal members who spoke, 
including people such as Iris Grey Bull. Others were more likely to 
offer silent, spiritual support like the kind described in this interview 
except:  

Like Robbie took a load of us to Glasgow one time, you 
know, couple of times.  And I'd go, but I'm not the kind 
that's going to shout and scream, you know?  I'll be there, 
you know, but I think I have more to offer by being there 
spiritually, you know, taking a spiritual essence over there, 
you know?  All of the time that we were over in Glasgow it 
was scary.  It was really scary that one time that we went.  
All those ranchers and white people were just loaded, that 
school auditorium, you know?  And I could just feel that 
anger right there, you know?  And I was thinking that the 
best way to participate and get this done was to pray for 
each one of our speakers.  And so that's what I did--I 
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4 The delay in the immediate transfer to Fort Belknap from Fort Peck was a result of a restraining order against bison 
transfer secured by the advocacy group Citizens for Balanced Use in May of 2012 against bison transfer from Fort Peck 
to Belknap. On June 19, 2013 the court overturned the injunction stating that the Citizens for Balanced Use filed on 
erroneous grounds.  “Montana Supreme Court Case”, June 19, 2013, 
http://leg.mt.gov/content/Committees/Interim/2013-2014/State-Tribal-Relations/Meetings/Oct-
2013/Bison_MT%20Supreme%20Court.pdf 

prayed for all of our speakers.    

Keeping tabs on the public process around bison relocation and 
ensuring that tribal perspectives were represented were critical 
actions in maintaining the path for buffalo to return to the 
reservation. Fort Peck Sioux and Assiniboine people and their 
leaders drew on personal and collective confidence to persist in this 
path, despite vocal opposition that was often mixed with strands of 
outright racism.  

In August of 2013, 36 of the Fort Peck bison from Yellowstone 
were moved to Fort Belknap from Fort Peck, following up on the 
terms of the original proposal that both the Sioux and Assiniboine 
Tribes of Fort Peck and the Assiniboine and Gros Ventre Tribes of 
Fort Belknap would share in receipt of Yellowstone bison.4  

Subsequently, Fort Peck prevailed among a number of candidates 
interested in receiving bison that were quarantined on Turner’s 
property and deemed safe for transfer by Montana Fish Wildlife and 
Parks in 2014. These members of the cultural herd arrived on 
November 13, 2014, again welcomed by an expectant and happy 
crowd (Chaney, 2014).  

In 2014, Fort Peck also played an important role in moving buffalo 
restoration forward as a signatory to an historic treaty, the Northern 
Tribes Buffalo Treaty. Representatives of the Blackfeet Nation, 
Blood Tribe, Siksika Nation, Piikani Nation, the Assiniboine and 
Gros Ventre Tribes of Fort Belknap Reservation, the Assiniboine 
and Sioux Tribes of Fort Peck Reservation, the Confederated Salish 
and Kootenai Tribes, and the Tsuu T’ina Nation signed the treaty 
on September 23, 2014 in Browning, Montana. The treaty, 
recognized as the first trans-boundary treaty in 150 years, focuses 
on restoring bison to the 6.3 million acres under the control of 
these indigenous nations. In 2015, Fort Peck hosted a celebratory 
re-signing of the treaty as part of its community-wide buffalo 
summit (see below).  

As of 2015, the Turtle Mound Buffalo Ranch supported roughly 
115 animals in the business herd size and approximately 250 
animals in the cultural herd. The current acreage of the ranch is 
25,000 and includes range units converted from cattle leases as well 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

August 2013 | Fort Peck transfers 36 
Yellowstone bison to Fort Belknap 
after nearly a year of delay due to 
court injunction 

 

 

November 13-15, 2014 | 139 
Yellowstone bison arrive after four 
years on Ted Turner’s property outside 
of Bozeman 

 

 

September 23, 2014 | Fort Peck joins 
northern plains nations from U.S. and 
Canada as signatories to Northern 
Tribes Buffalo Treaty 



 16 

as deeded land acquired by the Tribal Executive Board, including 
Val Smith’s original base ranch. Fish and Game Department is 
hopeful that the current tribal buy-back program, which focused on 
using Cobell settlement funds for the acquisition of fractionated 
land holdings, can contribute deeded acreage that is adjacent to the 
buffalo ranch. The Fish and Game Department, drawing on 
support from allies in the World Wildlife Foundation, recently 
updated its Buffalo Management Plan, with an eye on ensuring the 
long-term financial sustainability of the ranch and taking stock of 
the community’s priorities for the buffalo program.  

In addition to the growing program within the Fish and Game 
Department and the expansion of the buffalo herd, a strong 
community-based movement has coalesced around celebrating the 
Fort Peck buffalo. Today, two formal programs are at the center of 
this, the Fort Peck Language and Culture Program and the Pté 
Group.  These programs have developed numerous educational and 
cultural activities and programs to support the integration of the 
buffalo herd into community life (for a summary see Smith et. al., 
2015). A highlight of recent activities included community-wide 
“buffalo summit” held in September of 2015 over four days. Our 
interviews and observations suggest that there are also many 
individuals and families that have incorporated the cultural and 
business herds into their spiritual and daily lives, visiting the ranch 
for personal and sacred reasons and acquiring buffalo meat as well 
as body parts for use in art, craft and ceremony. 

Perspectives on the Buffalo Program 

The Fish and Game Program, with MSU and World Wildlife 
Foundation, recently surveyed community members about their 
hopes and expectations in regards to the Fort Peck Buffalo 
program. The results were incorporated into the 2015 Buffalo 
Management Plan. In our interviews of 18 individuals influential in 
the restoration of buffalo to Fort Peck, we also asked about 
perspectives on the buffalo program. Our interviews were open-
ended and encouraged a conversation between the participants and 
the research team. As such, they allowed individuals to elaborate on 
thoughts about buffalo management, which some did, while others 
had little to say on the matter. We identified five themes that 
emerged from the answers that our interviewees provided when 
asked to share their thoughts current buffalo program. Our own 
interpretation of each of these themes follows below. These 
perspectives may complement and provide texture to the survey 
findings, but we do not claim them to be representative of any 
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perspectives beyond the small group of people interviewed for this 
project.  

Youth & healing 

Directing the buffalo’s potential for healing and teaching surfaced 
as universal concerns in our interviews. “All youth should be 
around the buffalo. There's a healing,” was the simple explanation 
of one interviewee. Another explained that the buffalo have 
teachings s/he understood to be vital to securing a hopeful future 
for the next generation. 

…[t]he sooner I think we can get our young children 
exposed to our culturally-relevant practices, teachings, you 
know, the values that we strive to live by, you know, expose 
them to what that means to be compassionate, to have 
respect, integrity, all these virtues that we strive to live by as 
Native people, we had the help of the buffalo, you know?  
With the buffalo demonstrating those virtues--that 
strength, that compassion, you know, that they exhibit with 
each other.  And once those younger children can witness 
that and experience that, and know that they are Dakota, 
they are Nakota, that that's who they are, and that's how 
they should act, that's how they should conduct themselves.  
And the buffalo can only be a positive effect to that end, 
and to that means, to change things in our community, on 
our reservation, you know? 

Speaking about the rationale for the state to support buffalo 
restoration at Fort Peck, another participant offered these 
comments: 

…[W]e not only needed these animals or these people back 
with us for the health benefits, the meat, but we needed 
them back for our spirituality benefit, and maybe even our 
mental health, mental issues, or societal issues like 
alcoholism, you know, and suicide, things like that.  They 
could help with that.  … We have this connection with the 
buffalo people that will help us make betters lives and make 
our children see that connection.   

Interviews suggest that activities and facilities that would enable 
children to visit the buffalo ranch, either as part of school groups or 
with their families are important priorities. Continuing to grow and 
support curricular activities that draw on the presence of the 
buffalo—at all grade levels—also surfaced as a shared value within 
our interview cohort.  

Food & materials 
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There is strong support for moving forward with systems to 
distribute buffalo meat among tribal members. Some frustration 
exists about what is understood to be a large cost associated with 
harvesting a buffalo: “They're not available to us unless you have 
$1000, yes, unless you're a hunter coming in.  That's not fair.” And 
the value of having access to a buffalo for individuals for 
ceremonial and cultural purposes cannot be overstated. In the 
following quotation, one of our interview participants describes 
how their family made a buffalo harvested from the ranch a 
centerpiece of a vital family ritual. 

[I]t was an honor of our grandmother, her passing, her 
four-year feast, four years after.  So we did it at a powwow 
and we did it in the afternoon so we could take some time.  
And we told about her and her Indian name and all of that.  
And it was an honor song.  But we had previously killed 
and skinned and cooked the buffalo.  And we brought 
every bit of it out there--tripe and everything--even though 
we kind of wanted to keep that, not everybody.  And we 
just said, "Elders first," somebody said a big prayer for 
everybody...  They all came out; everybody was respectful 
of each other as far as I could tell and took just enough for 
them personally.  And what was left over we asked those 
elders from out of town to come take.  And within an 
hour-and-a-half, gone.  And everybody came and shook 
our hands.  And my brother's got the head--he's had it 
mounted.  And the hide, one of my cousins bought the 
hide at their own expense and had it tanned.  But the last 
time people were able to get buffalo from our herd, instead 
of just a powwow group or whatever, there was some for 
sale.  They offered some for sale, the tribal members.  But 
the price was around $600, of $700, or $800.  And then if 
you paid the tribes then they would kill the buffalo for you, 
okay, bleed it out, and then you had to take care of the 
head, and the hide, and the meat.   

As this description suggests, there is strong demand for buffalo for 
use in family and clan celebrations. This description also serves as a 
reminder that those tribal members who are disconnected from 
traditional social networks and the associated ceremonial practices 
may be unlikely to demand buffalo or have opportunities to interact 
with them in this way.   

There is also strong interest in continuing to support distribution of 
meat to elders and families through a reservation-wide program. 
This approach complements the disposition of buffalo to families 
and clans by ensuring distribution focuses on need and prioritizes 
access to the meat for elders and diabetics. One participant said,  “I 
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mean, me, I would love to drive around and give elders meat, you 
know? That would totally make their day.”  

Separate herds 

The maintenance of separate herds was a topic of discussion in 
many of our interviews. This was not so much a controversial as an 
interesting and sometimes confusing concept for our informants. 
Most of the interviewees understood the premise of preserving the 
unique genetic heritage of the Yellowstone buffalo. As one person 
put it, the Yellowstone buffalo are special because of their direct 
linkage to pre-European history. 

I know the scientific reason, you know?  They want to keep 
them pure, genetically pure and all that.  So that's the last 
vestige of the real Tatanka, you know?  These others, their 
genetics have been changed by science, and they're used for 
hides, and meat, and things like that, ceremonies and stuff.  But 
Yellowstone buffalo, that's a real special ceremony. 

At the same time, some see in the separate herds a separation that 
reminds them of the separation on the reservation between Sioux 
and Assiniboine that can sometimes be a source of tension. Asked if 
s/he thought the buffalo would continue as two separate herds, one 
participant answered this way. 

No, I don't think so. It's just like our tribe, the Sioux and the 
Assiniboine but now we're all together. We're all inter-married 
so it's one now, one big happy family. And I think that's what is 
going to happen here with our buffalo. You can't separate 
them, they're all buffalo. You can't differentiate between one 
kind. I think they will all be together. Should be. 

In another interview, a participant spoke about hopes that the 
buffalo from Yellowstone could help restore the bloodlines of the 
descendants of the Fort Belknap herd toward a more ‘pure’ state.  

Management & transparency  

When asked, most our respondents had only vague information 
about the buffalo program and how it operates. This struck us as 
significant for a couple of reasons. Firstly, few people appreciate the 
expense of operating the ranch. Understanding the costs of 
operation could contribute to clarity about how the program is run 
with regard to the contribution of fee hunting and other sources of 
funding to the overall program. In addition, there may be a missed 
opportunity in this limited knowledge of the many relationships that 
the buffalo program maintains with a diverse group of partners, 
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including many national and regional non-profit environmental and 
wildlife conservation organizations. The buffalo program could 
serve as a model for the opportunity to leverage external support 
for local benefit.  
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