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With the acquisition of the horse, the nomadic peoples of
the Plains developed a two-fold culture based on the horse
and the buffalo. The buffalo provided most of the peoples’
needs for food, clothing, shelter. and implements. The ani-
mal held a sacred place in their lives and the conducted cere-
monies to insure a successful hunt.

Hide: The hide was used to make the Indian’s home, the
tipi. Hide leather became moccasins, shields, caps, leggings,
lariats, sleeping robes, and even
thread. Winter coats were made of
hides with the hair still attached
and worn on the inside.

Meat: Following the hunters
were the women who did the
butchering. In the village, the
meat was jerked into strips and
dried or pounded into a flaky
mush. The mush was often mixed
with nuts and berries and scooped
into a hide bag between layers of
buffalo fat. Called pemmican, it
could last for years.

Chips: Buffalo dung was the
main source of fuel for a camp fire
on the treeless prairie. The chips
stayed dry inside even in wet
weather and they always burned
hot and clean.

Horns, Bones, and Sinew:
Cups, bowls, and spoons were made from the horn. Various
bones became tools, such as shoulder blades for hoes and
smaller bones for scrapers. Strong elastic tendons called
sinew made bow strings and cord.

Internal Organs: The successful Indian hunter cut out the
liver first and ate it raw, often flavored with gallbladder bile.
The gall was also used to make yellow paint and bladders
were made into canteens.

ThePlainsIndians Commissary

An early observer of Indian life, Francis Parkman
stated, “The buffalo supplies (the Indians) with the
necessaries of life; with habitations, food, clothing,
beds, and fuel; strings for their bows, glue, thread,
cordage, trail-ropes for their horses, coverings for their
saddles, vessels to hold water, boats to cross streams,
and the means of purchasing all that they want from
the traders. When the buffalo are extinct, they too must
dwindle away.”

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

The buffalo provided for many of the same needs for
early non-Indians in the region. The inevitable westward
expansion marked the end of a way of life primarily
through the extermination of the buffalo. Whether killed
for the products that were in demand such as hides and
tongues or simply for sport, the buffalo were hunted to
near extinction in just a few years.

Even with their passing, the buffalo still served as a pro-
vider. Millions of bones lay upon the prairies to be picked
up by homesteaders and sold as phosphate for fertilizer,
carbon for sugar refining, or as clay for bone china. Horns
could be sold as raw materials for knife handles, combs,
and buttons. So great was the demand for bones in the
1870s that they became “legal tender” in Dodge City.
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For Plains Indians, like the Blackfoot,

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 fo destroy the American Indian and was a
major impetus in the mass destruction of the bison.
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