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Timeline for the Buffalo (American Bison) 
 
 
50,000-80,000 Years Ago 
By some estimates, at one time 60 million bison roamed the North American continent.   
Scholars theorize that the bison emigrated in several ancestral forms from Northern 
Asia, crossing a then-existent land link between Asia and North America.  The ancestral 
forms of bison were much larger than those we are familiar with today.  Some early 
species had horn spreads of over 6 feet and stood nearly twice as tall as modern bison. 
 
Today there are only two sub-species of these wanderers, Bison, bison, bison (Plains 
Bison) and Bison bison athabascae (Woodland Bison).   
 
Pre 1600 - 1800 C.E. 
For many years prior to the arrival of European explorers and settlers, American Indians, 
particularly Plains Indians, placed a high value on the buffalo.  The Plains Indians 
revered the buffalo; it formed the foundation of their way of life.  They used every part of 
the animal.  A fat buffalo cow could provide 400 pounds of meat and the hides of both 
sexes could be used for shelter, clothing, ceremonial regalia and camp equipment.   
 
1850s 
Although Congress passed the first game laws to protect the buffalo in1855, the building 
of the railroads opened the Great Plains area to development of the profitable business 
of shipping hides, meat and tongues and later, bones.  The decimation of the buffalo, 
along with other wildlife rapidly changed the eco system and the Plains Indian way of 
life.  
 
1860s 
By the late 1860s technology and social attitudes towards the buffalo were changing 
rapidly.  The buffalo’s existence was soon to be seriously threatened by the ever-
increasing tide of humanity moving onto the plains and by settlers’ demands for more 
and more land, preferably land which American Indians did not inhabit.     
 
After the Civil War people moved west to the Plains in search of a new life.  The 1860s 
also witnessed the development of new technologies, which allowed European American 
culture to utilize buffalo hides for general-purpose leather.  Prior to this time almost all 
robes used in the East had been tanned by American Indian women.   
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1867 
In 1867 the Kansas Pacific Railroad reached the heart of buffalo country.  Thousands of 
buffalo were killed to feed the men in the construction camps.  The celebrated scout 
William “Buffalo Bill“ Cody was employed as a hunter for one of these camps.  He was 
paid $500 a month to supply the hindquarters of 10-12 buffalo a day.  Buffalo Bill, with 
his horse and rifle and accompanied by one man in a light wagon used to, killed 4,280 
buffalo in his 18 months as a hunter.   
 
The fame of buffalo hunting and the lure of quick profits spread to sportsman and others 
from all parts of the United States and Europe.  They came to participate in “hunts,” 
often firing indiscriminately from moving trains.  Serious buffalo hunters usually worked 
in small groups with 2 ñ 3 skinners assigned to each hunter.  A good skinner could 
remove the green hide from 40 to 50 buffalo a day.  The meat was usually left to rot. 
 
An unofficial policy of the United States Government had a profound impact on the size 
and distribution of the buffalo herds.  The army, stationed throughout the frontier, was 
quietly encouraged to provide ammunition the buffalo hunters.  This practice was part of 
a policy to deprive the Plains Indians of their major source of food and general support, 
thereby making it easier to control the Indians and move them to reservations, away 
from areas desired by the railroad companies and new settlers.   
 
Between 1830 and 1870 the buffalo population in the United States declined drastically.   
While buffalo were once hunted on the eastern seaboard of the continent in early 
colonial times, they had vanished from east of the Mississippi by 1832.  By the middle of 
the 1870s buffalo were gone from their ranges on the Southern Plains as well. 
 
Western ranchers actually played a major role in saving the buffalo from extinction.   
Individuals in Montana, Nebraska, Texas, South Dakota, and Kansas captured wild 
buffalo calves between the 1860s and 1880s, partly as a means to establish breeding 
stock to mix with their cattle and to help prevent their total extermination.   
 
1870s 
Protests against the massive killing began in the 1870s but by the late 1880s only a few 
hundred remained.  Bone picking, the practice of gathering the bleached remains of the 
vast buffalo herds, became the last large-scale economic use for the buffalo.  Bones 
were used for a variety of items including fertilizer, dice, buttons and the production of 
toothbrushes. 
  
As the slaughter of the herds continued unchecked, cries of protest began to be heard.  
At the time when the Kansas herds had already been eliminated, a bill was introduced in 
the U.S. Congress in 1874 to limit the killing of buffalo, which failed to pass through the 
Senate.  Another bill was introduced into the Texas State legislature to protect the 
dwindling herds of Texas buffalo, but also failed to pass.  
 
1890s 
Finally, in 1894, after a mere twenty buffalo were counted in Yellowstone National Park, 
Congress passed a law forbidding the killing of buffalo.  Violators were to pay a one 
thousand dollar fine or face imprisonment.  This was the first effective protection ever 
offered by the federal government to protect buffalo. 
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1900s 
By 1905, private preserves and ranches owned 700 of the 800 remaining buffalo in 
North America.  The federal government was responsible for another hundred, most of 
them in Yellowstone National Park and at the National Zoological Park in Washington 
D.C.  In 1905, the American Buffalo Society was established, with President Theodore 
Roosevelt acting as the honorary president.  The society's goal was to create ten 
government reserves for buffalo; reserves specifically to save the buffalo as a wild 
species.  Due to their efforts, by 1907, there was a small herd at the Wichita Mountains 
National Wildlife Refuge in Oklahoma.  In 1913, Wind Cave National Park in South 
Dakota received a small herd from the society.  By 1930, a total of eight public buffalo 
herds had been established and the original stock of the private herds had been 
expanded. 
 
Due to successful attempts by several ranchers and the government to save the buffalo 
at the turn of the century, there are over 100,000 buffalo currently scattered throughout 
the United States and Canada.  More than three quarters of this number are privately 
owned.  The remainder roam in government sponsored herds. 
 
The Great Bison Herds Today 
Today, the largest public buffalo herd in the United States lives in Yellowstone National 
Park.  This is the largest free-roaming buffalo herd in the United States since the 1880s. 
 
The National Bison Range in Moiese, Montana has about 350 animals; Custer State 
Park in South Dakota is home to over 1,400 in the summer months; over 450 buffalo live 
in Badlands National Park in South Dakota; Wind Cave National Park has over 350 
buffalo; Theodore Roosevelt National Park in North Dakota has over 370 animals; and 
Grand Teton National Park in Wyoming, supports a herd of over 200 animals.   
 
Although the buffalo herds of North America are flourishing, a number of them carry a 
disease called brucellosis.  This is of great concern to cattle ranchers as well as 
conservationists and is an issue that is currently being debated throughout the western 
states.  
 
The buffalo's return from near extinction should give hope to those conservationists who 
are currently fighting to save other animals now listed as endangered species.  The 
return of the American buffalo is a magnificent conservation success story.  
 
 
 


