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Big Game Disappearing in the West 
 
IT has been my good-luck to kill every kind of game properly belonging to the United 

States: though one beast which I never had a chance to slay, the jaguar, from the torrid South, 
sometimes comes just across the Rio Grande; nor have I ever hunted the musk-ox and polar bear 
in the boreal wastes where they dwell, surrounded by the frozen desolation of the uttermost 
North.  

There are, in different parts of our country, chances to try so many various kinds of 
hunting, with rifle or with horse and hound, that it is nearly impossible for one man to have 
experience of them all. Then are many hunts I long hoped to take, but never did and never shall; 
they must be left for men with more time, or for those whose homes are nearer to the hunting 
grounds. I have never seen a grizzly roped by the riders of the plains, nor a black bear killed with 
the knife and hounds in the southern canebrakes; though at one time I had for many years a 
standing invitation to witness this last feat on a plantation in Arkansas. The friend who gave it, 
an old backwoods planter, at one time lost almost all his hogs by the numerous bears who 
infested his neighborhood. He took a grimly humorous revenge each fall by doing his winter 
killing among the bears instead of among the hogs they had slain; for as the cold weather 
approached he regularly proceeded to lay in a stock of bear-bacon, scouring the canebrakes in a 
series of systematic hunts, bringing the quarry to bay with the help of a big pack of hard-fighting 
mongrels, and then killing it with his long, broad-bladed bowie. Again, I should like to make a 
trial at killing peccaries with the spear, whether on foot or on horseback, and with or without 
dogs. I should like much to repeat the experience of a friend who cruised northward through the 
Bering Sea, shooting walrus and polar bear; and that of two other friends who travelled with dog-
sleds to the Barren Grounds, in chase of the caribou, and of that last survivor of the Ice Age, the 
strange musk-ox. Once in a while it must be good sport to shoot alligators by torchlight in the 
everglades of Florida or the bayous of Louisiana.  

Of American big game the bison, almost always known as the buffalo, was the largest 
and most important to man. When the first white settlers landed in Virginia the bison ranged cast 
of the Alleghenies almost to the sea-coast, westward to the dry deserts lying beyond the Rocky 
Mountains, northward to the Great Slave Lake and southward to Chihuahua. It was a beast of the 
forests and mountains, in the Alleghenies no less than in the Rockies; but its true home was on 
the prairies, and the high plains. Across these it roamed, hither and thither, in herds of enormous, 
of incredible magnitude; herds so large that they covered the waving grass-land for hundreds of 
square leagues, and when on the march occupied days and days in passing a given point. But the 
seething myriads of shaggy-maned wild cattle vanished with remarkable and melancholy rapidity 
before the inroads of the white hunters, and the steady march of the oncoming settlers. Now they 
are on the point of extinction. Two or three hundred are left in that great national game-preserve, 
the Yellowstone Park; and it is said that others still remain in the wintry desolation of Athabasca. 



Elsewhere only a few individuals exist—probably considerably less than half a hundred all 
told—scattered in small parties in the wildest and most remote and inaccessible portions of the 
Rocky Mountains. A bison bull is the largest American animal. His huge bulk, his short, curved 
black horns, the shaggy mane clothing his great neck and shoulders, give him a look of ferocity 
which his conduct belies. Yet he is truly a grand and noble beast, and his loss from our prairies 
and forest is as keenly regretted by the lover of nature and of wildlife as by the hunter. 

My friend, Gen. W. H. Walker, of Virginia, had an experience in the early fifties with 
buffaloes on the upper Arkansas River, which gives some idea of their enormous numbers at 
that time. He was camped with a scouting party on the banks of the river, and had gone out to 
try to shoot some meat. There were many buffaloes in sight, scattered, according to their 
custom, in large bands. When he was a mile or two away from the river a dull roaring sound in 
the distance attracted his attention, and he saw that a herd of buffalo far to the south, away from 
the river, had been stampeded and was running his way. He knew that if he was caught in the 
open by the stampeded herd his chance for life would be small, and at once ran for the river. By 
desperate efforts he reached the breaks in the sheer banks just as the buffaloes readied them, and 
got into a position of safety on the pinnacle of a little bluff. From this point of vantage lie could 
see the entire plain. To the very verge of the horizon the brown masses of the buffalo bands 
showed through the dust clouds, coming on with a thunderous roar like that of surf. Camp was a 
mile away, and the stampede luckily passed to one side of it. Watching his chance he finally 
dodged back to the tent, and all that afternoon watched the immense masses of buffalo, as band 
after band tore to the brink of the bluffs on one side, raced down them, rushed through the water, 
up the bluffs on the other side, and again off over the plain, churning the sandy, shallow stream 
into a ceaseless tumult. When darkness fell there was no apparent decrease in the numbers that 
were passing, and all through that night the continuous roar showed that the herds were still 
threshing across the river. Toward dawn the sound at last ceased, and General Walker arose 
somewhat irritated, as he had reckoned on killing au ample supply of meat, and he supposed that 
there would be now no bison left south of the river. To his astonishment, when he strolled up on 
the bluffs and looked over the plain, it was still covered far and wide with groups of buffalo, 
grazing quietly. Apparently there were as many on that side as ever, in spite of the many scores 
of thousands that must have crossed over the river during the stampede of the afternoon and 
night. The barren-ground caribou is the only American animal which is now ever seen in such 
enormous herds. 

In 1862 Mr. Clarence King, while riding along the overland trail through western Kansas, 
passed through a great buffalo herd, and was himself injured in an encounter with a bull. The 
great herd was then passing north, and Mr. King reckoned that it must have covered an area 
nearly seventy miles by thirty in extent; the figures representing his rough guess, made after 
travelling through the herd crosswise, and upon knowing how long it took to pass a given point 
going northward. This great herd of course was not a solid mass of buffaloes; it consisted of 
innumerable bands of every size, dotting the prairie within the limits given. Mr. King was 
mounted on a somewhat unmanageable horse. On one occasion in following a band he wounded 
a large bull, and became so wedged in by the maddened animals that he was unable to avoid the 
charge of the bull, which was at its last gasp. Coming straight toward him it leaped into the air 
and struck the afterpart of the saddle full with its massive forehead. The horse was hurled to the 
ground with a broken back, and King's leg was likewise broken, while the bull turned a complete 
somerset over them and never rose again. 



In the recesses of the Rocky Mountains, from Colorado northward through Alberta, and 
in the depths of the sub-arctic forest beyond the Saskatchewan, there have always been found 
small numbers of the bison, locally called the mountain buffalo and wood buffalo; often indeed 
the old hunters term these animals "bison," although they never speak of the plains animals save 
as buffalo. They form a slight variety of what was formerly the ordinary plains bison, inter-
grading with it; on the whole they are darker in color, with longer, thicker hair, and in 
consequence with the appearance of being heavier-bodied and shorter-legged. They have been 
sometimes spoken of as forming a separate species; but, judging from my own limited 
experience, and from a comparison of the many hides I have seen, 1 think they are really the 
same animal, many individuals of the two so-called varieties being quite indistinguishable. In 
fact the only moderate-sized herd of wild bison in existence to-day, the protected herd in the 
Yellowstone Park, is composed of animals intermediate in habits and coat between the mountain 
and plains varieties—as were all the herds of the Bighorn, Big Hole, Upper Madison, and Upper 
Yellowstone valleys. 

Though it was always more difficult to kill the bison of the forests and mountains than 
the bison of the prairie, yet now that the species is, in its wild state, hovering on the brink of 
extinction, the difficulty is immeasurably increased. A merciless and terrible process of natural 
selection, in which the agents were rifle-bearing hunters, has left as the last survivors in a 
hopeless struggle for existence only the wariest of the bison and those gifted with the sharpest 
senses. That this was true of the last lingering individuals that survived the great slaughter on the 
plains is well shown by Mr. Hornaday in his graphic account of his campaign against the few 
scattered buffalo which still lived in 1886 between the Missouri and the Yellowstone, along the 
Big Dry. The bison of the plains and the prairies have now vanished; and so few of their brethren 
of the mountains and the northern forests are left, that they can just barely be reckoned among 
American game; but whoever is so fortunate as to find any of these animals must work his 
hardest, and show all his skill as a hunter if he wishes to get one. 

The king of the game beasts of temperate North America, because the most dangerous to 
the hunter, is the grizzly bear; known to the few remaining old-time trappers of the Rookies and 
the Great Plains, sometimes as "Old Ephraim" and sometimes as "Moccasin Joe"—the last in 
allusion to his queer, half-human footprints, which look as if made by some misshapen giant, 
walking in moccasins. The grizzly is now chiefly a beast of the high hills and heavy timber; but 
this is merely because he has learned that he must rely on cover to guard him from man, and has 
forsaken the open ground accordingly. In old days, and in one or two very out-of-the-way places 
almost to the present time, he wandered at will over the plains. It is only the wariness born of 
fear which nowadays causes him to cling to the thick brush of the large river-bottoms throughout 
the plains country. When there were no rifle-bearing hunters in the land, to harass him and make 
him afraid, he roved hither and thither at will, in burly self-confidence. Then he cared little for 
cover, unless as a weather-break, or because it happened to contain food he liked. If the humor 
seized him he would roam for days over the rolling or broken prairie, searching for roots, 
digging up gophers, or perhaps following the great buffalo herds cither to prey on some unwary 
straggler which he was able to catch at a disadvantage in a washout, or else to feast on the 
carcasses of those which died by accident. Old hunters, survivors of the long-vanished ages 
when the vast herds thronged the high plains and were followed by the wild red tribes, and by 
bands of whites who were scarcely less savage, have told me that they often met bears under 
such circumstances; and these bears were accustomed to sleep in a patch of rank sage bush, in 
the niche of a washout, or under the lee of a boulder, seeking their food abroad even in full 



daylight. The bears of the Upper Missouri basin— which were so light in color that the early 
explorers often alluded to them as gray or even as "white"—were particularly given to this life in 
the open. To this day that close kinsman of the grisly known as the bear of the barren grounds 
continues to lead this same kind of life, in the far north. My friend Mr. Rockhill, of Maryland, 
who was the first white man to explore eastern Tibet, describes the large, grizzly-like bear of 
those desolate uplands as having similar habits. 

However, the grizzly is a shrewd beast and shows the usual bearlike capacity for 
adapting himself to changed conditions. He has in most places become a cover-haunting animal, 
sly in his ways, wary to a degree, and clinging to the shelter of the deepest forests in the 
mountains and of the most tangled thickets in the plains. Hence he has held his own far better 
than such game as the bison and elk. He is much less common than formerly, but he is still to be 
found throughout most of his former range; save of course in the immediate neighborhood of the 
large towns. 

Next to the bison in size, and much superior in height to it and to all other American 
game—for it is taller than the tallest horse—comes the moose, or broad-horned elk. It is a 
strange, uncouth-looking beast, with very long legs, short thick neck, a big, ungainly head, a 
swollen nose, and huge shovel horns. Its home is in the cold, wet pine and spruce forests, which 
stretch from the sub-arctic region of Canada southward in certain places across our frontier. Two 
centuries ago it was found as far south as Massachusetts. It has now been exterminated from its 
former haunts in northern New York and Vermont, and is on the point of vanishing from 
northern Michigan. It is still found in northern Maine and northeastern Minnesota and in portions 
of northern Idaho and Washington; while along the Rockies it extends its range southward 
through western Montana to northwestern Wyoming, south of the Tetons. In 1884 I saw the fresh 
hide of one that was killed in the Bighorn Mountains. 

The wapiti, or round-horned elk, like the bison, and unlike the moose, had its centre of 
abundance in the United States, though extending northward into Canada. Originally its range 
reached from ocean to ocean and it went in herds of thousands of individuals; but it has suffered 
more from the persecution of hunters than any other game except the bison. By the beginning of 
this century it had been exterminated in most localities east of the Mississippi; but a few lingered 
on for many years in the Alleghenies. Colonel Cecil Clay informs me that an Indian whom he 
knew killed one in Pennsylvania in 1869. A very few still exist here and there in northern 
Michigan and Minnesota, and in one or two spots on the western boundary of Nebraska and the 
Dakotas; but it is now properly a beast of the wooded western mountains. It is still plentiful in 
western Colorado, Wyoming, and Montana, and in parts of Idaho, Washington, and Oregon. 
Though not so large as the moose it is the most beautiful and stately of all animals of the deer 
kind, and its antlers are marvels of symmetrical grandeur. 

The woodland caribou is inferior to the wapiti both in size and symmetry. The tips of the 
many branches of its long, irregular antlers are slightly palmated. Its range is the same as that of 
the moose, save that it does not go so far southward. Its hoofs are long and round; even larger 
than the long, oval hoofs of the moose, and much larger than those of the wapiti. The tracks of 
all three can be told apart at a glance, and cannot be mistaken for the footprints of other game. 
Wapiti tracks, however, look much like those of yearling and two-year-old cattle, unless the 
ground is steep or muddy, in which case the marks of the false hoofs appear, the joints of wapiti 
being more flexible than those of domestic stock. 

The whitetail deer is now, as it always has been, the best known and most abundant of 
American big game, and though its numbers have been greatly thinned it is still found in almost 



every state of the union. The common blacktail or mule deer, which has likewise been sadly 
thinned in numbers, though once extraordinarily abundant, extends from the great plains to the 
Pacific; but is supplanted on the Puget Sound coast by the Columbian blacktail. The delicate, 
heart-shaped footprints of all three are nearly indistinguishable; when the animal is running the 
hoof points are of course separated. The track of the antelope is more oval, growing squarer with 
age. Mountain sheep leave footmarks of a squarer shape, the points of the hoof making little 
indentations in the soil, well apart, even when the animal is only walking; and a yearling's track 
is not unlike that made by a big prong-buck when striding rapidly with the toes well apart. 
White-goat tracks are also square, and as large as those of the sheep; but there is less indentation 
of the hoof points, which come nearer together. 

The antelope, or prong-buck, was once found in abundance from the eastern edge of the 
great plains to the Pacific, but it has everywhere diminished in numbers, and has been 
exterminated along the eastern and western borders of its former range. The bighorn, or 
mountain sheep, is found in the Rooky Mountains from northern Mexico to Alaska; and in the 
United States from the Coast and Cascade ranges to the Bad Lands of the western edges of the 
Dakotas, wherever there are mountain chains or tracts of rugged hills. It was never very 
abundant, and, though it has become less so, it has held its own better than most game. The white 
goat, however, alone among our game animals, has positively increased in numbers since the 
advent of settlers; because white hunters rarely follow it, and the Indians who once sought its 
skin for robes now use blankets instead. Its true home is in Alaska and Canada, but it crosses our 
borders along the lines of the Rockies and Cascades, and a few small isolated colonies are found 
here and there southward to California and New Mexico. The cougar and wolf, once common 
throughout the United States, have now completely disappeared from all save the wildest 
regions. The black bear holds its own better; it was never found on the great plains. The little 
peccary or Mexican wild hog merely crosses our Southern bonier. 

The finest hunting-ground in America was, and indeed is, the mountainous region of 
western Montana and northwestern Wyoming. In this high, cold land, of lofty mountains, deep 
forests, and open prairies, with its beautiful lakes and rapid rivers, all the species of big game 
mentioned above, except the peccary and Columbian black-tail, arc to be found. Until 1880 they 
were very abundant, and they are still, with the exception of the bison, fairly plentiful. On most 
of the long hunting expeditions which I made away from my ranch, I went into this region. The 
bulk of my hunting has been done in the cattle country, near my ranch on the Little Missouri, and 
in the adjoining lands round the lower Powder and Yellowstone. Until 1881 the valley of the 
Little Missouri was fairly thronged with game, and was absolutely unchanged in any respect 
from its original condition of primeval wildness. With the incoming of the stockmen all this 
changed, and the game was woefully slaughtered; but plenty of deer and antelope, a few sheep 
and bear, and an occasional elk are still left. 

I have never sought to make large bags, for a hunter should not be a gamebutcher. It is 
always lawful to kill dangerous or noxious animals, like the bear, cougar, and wolf; but other 
game should only be shot when there is need of the meat, or for the sake of an unusually fine 
trophy. Killing a reasonable number of bulls, bucks, or rams does no harm whatever to the 
species; to slay half the males of any kind of game would not stop the natural increase, and they 
yield the best sport, and are the legitimate objects of the chase. From its very nature, the life of 
the hunter is in most places evanescent; and when it has vanished there can be no real substitute 
in old settled countries. Shooting in a private game-preserve is but a dismal parody; the manliest 
and healthiest features of the sport are lost with the change of the conditions. We need, in the 



interest of the community at large, a rigid system of game-laws rigidly enforced, and it is not 
only admissible, but one may almost say necessary, to establish, under the control of the State, 
great national forest reserves, which shall also be breeding-grounds and nurseries for wild game; 
though I should much regret to see grow up in this country a system of large private game-
preserves kept for the enjoyment of the very rich.  


