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			For my mother, Odete “Coco” Andren, who was willing
				to leave her country for a continued adventure in the American West. Her spirit and
				fortitude have always been both grounding and inspiring.

			And for my father, Keith Willis Hall, an exceptional innovator who
				first introduced us to wild places, and who loved bison.

			– A. H.
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			The American bison is thundering back into our consciousness a
				century after our thoughtless treatment nearly sent it into oblivion. Now a
				twenty-first-century renaissance of public awareness for this great animal—aided
				mightily by inspiring, artful books like this—is taking hold. Such celebrations make
				us feel better and unite us around a beloved emblem of the West. It reminds us how
				the undeniable rightness of restoring bison to public and private land can move us
				all toward a more meaningful relationship with Mother Earth. 

			—Todd Wilkinson, environmental
				journalist and author of Last Stand: Ted
					Turner’s Quest to Save a Troubled Planet
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Foreword

			There are two ways to admire a bison. The first is to marvel, maybe
				chuckle, at its size and lumbering gait. The other is to consider its tempestuous
				history—one that echoes the worst and best of humanity and leaves us spellbound when
				we learn how one enchanted creature overcame insuperable odds to survive. 

			While I am a member of both camps, these days I lean towards
				the second. Yes, I marvel at the girth and heft of the bison, but when seen in
				multiples, I measure bison in the infinite. If you have ever enjoyed the company of
				elephants and hummingbirds, you will look at bison not only for their singularity
				(reminiscent perhaps—after much squinting—of a wildebeest), but as icons of a
				continent, totems of the nineteenth century, and solemn admonishments to all of us
				inmates of the twenty-first century to do better. 

			As evidence of my many decades awestruck by the bison, I need
				only cast my eyes around my domestic surroundings. Some objects are subtle, even
				unobtrusive. Others make me stand back and relive the pleasure of their company. One
				object that surely will never fail to inspire me will be this book, as it takes its
				place alongside other objects that speak to the bison’s dazzling history.
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			Consider an oft-repeated legend that would seem pure hyperbole
				if it weren’t true: bison in North America once numbered in the many millions—some
				say sixty million. There were so many, in fact, that for one winter week in three
				Kansas counties their breaths formed a three-county storm cloud.

			Oh, to have witnessed such a sight! Somewhere out in the far
				reaches of the Internet there must be a photo of those millions and the storm cloud
				aloft, but, so far, I have not seen it. The best I can offer is an oil painting I
				acquired during a book tour in Virginia in the ‘80s. Painted at the turn of the
				twentieth century by Canadian artist John Innis, it portrays bison forging ahead in
				winter. Even now it transports me as a study in animal grit.
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			Two rooms away, I note the hat holder my mother gave me when I
				was sixteen. Mounted on a rough pine board are three bison horns, in descending
				size. One can imagine they belonged to the same family, father, mother, and child,
				but that may be a stretch. On the back side of the board this inscription is carved:
				“Kiowa, Kansas, December 1889.” I can only imagine these bison were taken by a party
				of hunters, firing in quick succession, with the intention of feeding a banquet of
				men at Christmas. By all accounts, bison hunting was no great feat, given the
				quarry’s size and its predisposition to milling about in confusion as companions
				fell dead to either side. Even train passengers could pop them off through open
				windows from the comfort of their velveteen seats. No wonder that by the turn of the
				nineteenth century, buffalo were near extinction.
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			Hanging in the mudroom today, that tribute to profligacy makes
				me squirm, even when the rack is festooned with hats.

			As you will learn in Chase’s essay, the saving of the American
				bison is credited to several well-heeled New York patricians, Theodore Roosevelt and
				William Hornaday among others. Together, in 1905, they founded the American Bison
				Society, dedicated to preserving a nearly defunct bloodline. Today the purebred
				bison, mostly confined to Yellowstone National Park, the American Prairie Reserve,
				and Indian reservations in Montana and the Dakotas, is, in large part, their
				legacy.

			But as with most stories of hope this one is not without risk.
				I am thinking now of the annual slaughter of Yellowstone’s purebred bison on a
				quarter-mile-square patch of land north of the park. Each winter when the snow is
				shoulder deep in Yellowstone, many of its bison trundle beyond its boundaries to
				forage for grass. On many occasions they settle upon a minuscule piece of real
				estate, Beattie Gulch, where, with the approval of the National Park Service and the
				U.S. Forest Service, they are gunned down, sometimes in the thousands. The exercise
				is deemed “park management,” otherwise—so the argument goes—Yellowstone would be
				overrun by bison.

			This exceptional book, made possible through the creativity of
				Audrey Hall and Chase Reynolds Ewald, is, to me, a plea for all of us to be equally
				creative in planning for the bison’s future. Genetically pure, one-hundred-percent
				perfect bison, saved from extirpation over a century ago, are not to be squandered.
				They are a message sent to us from the great wilderness that once was real America.
				That epic gift provides untold benefits—not least of all the prospect that a hundred
				years from now, a boy or girl will stand back, like me, shake his or her head, and
				gasp.

			I still can gasp, especially when I look up from my work to
				admire a photograph. It is Audrey’s totemic image of a bison, bound up in snow. To
				me, it suggests not just heft, but permanence. Nothing in my office moves me
				more.

			So, I commend Bison:
					Portrait of An Icon to all of you, in the expectation that you will agree
				it is a book for the ages, as well as, and most importantly as, a call to action. 

			—John Heminway

		

		
			
				[image: Photo of bison.]
			

		

		
			
Introduction

			When I was little, my family spent summers in the remote mining town
				of Cooke City, Montana. Nestled on the southern side of the Absoraka-Beartooth
				Mountains, it is a few minutes from the Northeast entrance of Yellowstone National
				Park. Almost every evening before sunset, we’d venture into the park for a picnic
				dinner. The landmarks on the gently winding two-lane highway from Cooke City into
				the Lamar Valley are forever etched into my mind.

			First, the imposing mass of Barronette Peak, a wide and
				vertical sheet of jagged rock, its face streaked with delicate waterfalls. It
				towered over us as we drove by, and the mountain still makes me feel small.

			Soon after that we’d pass Ice Box Canyon, where frozen
				pinnacles drop deep into the narrow slot of blue and out of sight. There’s no guard
				rail along this stretch of road. To this day, I always hug the double yellow line
				tightly as I drive past. 

			Trout Lake Trailhead came next, a place where I learned to
				fish with my father. The hike is short and steep. We’d haul a boat up to the lake
				strapped on to a contraption he invented, a hybrid bicycle welded to an
				old-fashioned wheelbarrow design made of lightweight aluminum. Curious fisherman
				would stare in disbelief as my dad would slowly push his small dinghy up the hill.
				This was back when you could do this sort of thing in Yellowstone, like feeding the
				bears. 

			I could always smell the Soda Butte before I saw it; a soft
				stench of sulfur lingers in the air around the geothermal feature. We would make a
				stop here so I could scramble around its base, the queen of my own little odiferous
				hill. I’m pretty sure this isn’t allowed now either.

			Finally our destination: a picnic area in the heart of the
				lush and vibrant Lamar Valley, known to many as the Serengeti of the lower
				forty-eight states. A set of picnic tables were arrayed along the river, often
				surrounded by a herd of bison. The access no longer exists, undoubtedly because
				someone realized that picnicking among a herd of wild bison is probably not
				something to encourage. Over time, prairie grasses and sagebrush reclaimed the road
				and their territory, but if you look carefully, you can still see the ghost of the
				picnic area.

			We came to this spot on the river specifically for an al fresco dinner with the Lamar
				Valley bison. The herd speckled the green valley floor like they still do
				today. 

			And so this wild and enduring icon of the American West became
				firmly intertwined with my earliest childhood memories, growing more and more
				interconnected with every visit to Yellowstone, saturating my earliest
				recollections. Like a whiff of fresh pine, each majestic bull on the skyline and
				every bison traffic jam immediately transports me back to my early years in the
				mountains.
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			As an artist, I’ve found bison crossing a horizon into my
				work, showing up again and again in the images I make.

			There are now new landmarks as I travel and explore the world
				through my art. Life’s road signs directed me to this book through a series of
				assignments, commissions, coincidences, and timing leading to the support of a few
				key players who encouraged the project and the process of digging deeper into the
				bison’s world. 

			Putting the finishing touches on this book in the midst of the
				coronavirus pandemic of 2020, I was socially distant but never alone, watched over
				by these majestic animals.

			Spending time solo in remote landscapes, watching bison both
				up close and from afar, sometimes waiting for hours in pouring rain or brutal sun,
				and often with ravenous hordes of mosquitos, I developed a sense of place beyond
				that of the external observer, and an overwhelming sense of what could be
				lost. 

			Moving through the herds with biologists, park rangers, and
				ranch managers instills a hope for the future. This diverse cast taught me much
				about the incredible nature and impact that bison play in the fantastical landscapes
				of the American West, their contributions to restoration and maintenance of these
				ecosystems, and the important role they play in Native Americans’ lives and rituals.
				I thank them for their willingness to share their time and knowledge with me.

			For this book, bison are my muse and the landscape my studio.
				I will be forever grateful for their mysterious and profound presence, as well as to
				those working to ensure their survival.

			—Audrey Hall

		

		

		
			What is life? 

			It is the flash of a firefly in the night. 

			It is the breath of a buffalo in the wintertime. 
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