
With the ac qui si tion of the horse, the no madic peo ples of
the Plains de vel oped a two-fold cul ture based on the horse
and the buf falo. The buf falo pro vided most of the peo ples’
needs for food, cloth ing, shel ter. and im ple ments. The an i -
mal held a sa cred place in their lives and the con ducted cer e -
mo nies to in sure a suc cess ful hunt.

Hide: The hide was used to make the In dian’s home, the
tipi. Hide leather be came moc ca sins, shields, caps, leg gings,
lar i ats, sleep ing robes, and even
thread. Win ter coats were made of 
hides with the hair still at tached
and worn on the in side.

Meat: Fol low ing the hunt ers
were the women who did the
butch er ing. In the vil lage, the
meat was jerked into strips and
dried or pounded into a flaky
mush. The mush was of ten mixed
with nuts and ber ries and scooped 
into a hide bag be tween lay ers of
buf falo fat. Called pem mi can, it
could last for years.

Chips: Buf falo dung was the
main source of fuel for a camp fire
on the tree less prai rie. The chips
stayed dry in side even in wet
weather and they al ways burned
hot and clean.

Horns, Bones, and Sinew:
Cups, bowls, and spoons were made from the horn. Var i ous
bones be came tools, such as shoul der blades for hoes and
smaller bones for scrap ers. Strong elas tic ten dons called
sinew made bow strings and cord.

In ter nal Or gans: The suc cess ful In dian hunter cut out the
liver first and ate it raw, of ten fla vored with gall blad der bile.
The gall was also used to make yel low paint and blad ders
were made into can teens.

Tongue: The choic est cut, tongues were cured in salt,
smoked over chips, and broiled.

The buf falo pro vided for many of the same needs for
early non-In di ans in the re gion. The in ev i ta ble west ward
ex pan sion marked the end of a way of life pri mar ily
through the ex ter mi na tion of the buf falo. Whether killed
for the prod ucts that were in de mand such as hides and
tongues or sim ply for sport, the buf falo were hunted to
near ex tinc tion in just a few years.

Even with their pass ing, the buf falo still served as a pro -
vider. Mil lions of bones lay upon the prai ries to be picked
up by home stead ers and sold as phos phate for fer til izer,
car bon for sugar re fin ing, or as clay for bone china. Horns
could be sold as raw ma te ri als for knife han dles, combs,
and but tons. So great was the de mand for bones in the
1870s that they be came “le gal ten der” in Dodge City.
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An early ob server of In dian life, Fran cis Parkman
stated, “The buf falo sup plies (the In di ans) with the
nec es saries of life; with hab i ta tions, food, cloth ing,
beds, and fuel; strings for their bows, glue, thread,
cord age, trail-ropes for their horses, cov er ings for their 
sad dles, ves sels to hold wa ter, boats to cross streams,
and the means of pur chas ing all that they want from
the trad ers. When the buf falo are ex tinct, they too must 
dwin dle away.”
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For Plains Indians, like !he Blackfoo~

Sioux and Nez Perce, the bison was a walking

storehouse. The people relied on the bison for their

very survival. This fact was used by those who

wanted to destroy the American Indian and was a

major impetus in the mass destruction of the bison.
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