





near side of a ridge. Everyone knew
what it meant: buffalo were near.
Quickly, the hunters rushed to sad-
dle up their buffalo runners. The
horses knew what was in the wind
and stood shivering with excitement,
snuffing the air. By the time the mes-
senger arrived, 400 huntsmen were
mounted and ready to ride at the
captain’s word.?

They rode as far as the ridge, then
paused while the captain crept for-
ward to survey the herd with his spy-
glass. Seeing that the buffalo were
headed toward rocky ground riddled
with prairie-dog holes, he ordered a
group to circle around and head
them off toward level prairie. The
main body of hunters waited behind
the ridge, watching as the massive,
bearded bulls who led the herd drew
closer to the outriders, the animals’
poor eyesight preventing them from
sensing danger until they smelled the
horses; then, they turned in their
tracks. At that moment, the hunters
erupted over the ridge in full pursuit.

The sound of the horses’ hooves
was like a volley of artillery, but when
the thousand buffalo began to run it
was like the shock of an earthquake.
Dust rose from the dry ground, dark-
ening the air, and the smell of musk
from the bulls was heavy. The grass
crackled under their hooves, as if it
were on fire. At first, the buffaloes
could keep ahead of the horses, but
they soon tired, and then the hunters
were in the midst of the herd.

They picked out the fat cows first
since they had the tenderest meat.
Guns went off in volleys. Their flint-
lock Northwest trade guns fired only
one shot at a time. A hunter re-
loaded at a gallop, drawing the plug
of his powder flask with his teeth,
pouring in a hasty charge, settling it
with a sharp blow against the saddle,
spitting a wet bullet from his mouth
into the barrel, then holding the gun
upright until the moment came to

fire. He trusted his horse to keep
clear of the slashing horns and to
jump away after a shot to avoid being
crushed by the falling body. The
muzzle of the gun had to be close
enough to graze the monster’s shag-
gy side in order to have any effect.
The melee continued for an hour
or more—shots to right and left, hors-
es stumbling, riders falling, dead and
wounded animals tumbling over, all
in a haze of gunpowder and dust.
Then, one after another of the hunt-
ers drew rein, dismounted from their
drenched horses, and walked back
through the heaps of dead buffalo
and the puddles of blood, singling out
of the hundreds slain the ones that
they had shot. They seldom argued or
forgot which ones belonged to them.
Over the hill the carts came, dri-
ven by the women, and the work of
butchering began. Though they
could use virtually every part of the
buffalo, they did use very little of
most carcasses—sometimes only the
tongue and liver, while the rest was
left to rot. They took as many skins as
the women could reasonably hope to
cure. Buffalo hides fetched good
prices at faraway St. Paul, but getting
them there unspoiled was a challenge.
Abundance reigned in the camp
that evening. As the people feasted
around their campfires, the fiddle
and bagpipe wailed, and old men
told stories of buffalo hunts gone by.
Before the light died out of the west-
ern sky, everyone was wrapped in
blankets or robes, the sweet smell of
kinnickinnic from their pipes linger-
ing in the air, and the only sound was
the exultant howling of the wolves,
feasting on the remains of the hunt.
“There is no earthly consideration
would make them relinquish the pur-
suit,” wrote one visitor to the land of
the gens libres, “so fascinating is the
sweet air of freedom.””

—Carolyn Gilman
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