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Classroom Connections: Darkness Over the Plain 

Background for Teachers 

 At the beginning of the 19th century, millions of American bison freely roamed the plains. 
They were an important and sacred part of the lives of Native American tribes. However, in the 
years following the Civil War, westward expansion from frontiersmen resulted in the rapid 
decline of the bison population. The expanding railroad system gave settlers unprecedented 
access to hunting and transporting bison herds. The United States government saw a strategic 
benefit in allowing overhunting, knowing that it would upend society for Native Americans. As a 
result, bison were nearly hunted into extinction by the end of the century.  

This lesson and corresponding BackStory episode explore the reasons for the decimation 
of the bison population during the 19th century. It also outlines historical and contemporary 
efforts to conserve and protect this species. Bison are often used as a positive symbol of the 
American Great Plains. However, as this lesson examines, the destruction of the bison population 
also represents darker undercurrents of United States history such as colonization and Manifest 
Destiny.       



Procedures 

1. Guiding Question: 
a. Ask students to write down an initial response to this question: 

i. How does the decimation of the bison population in the late 19th century relate to 
westward expansion and the American frontier? 

b. As the lesson progresses, ask students to revisit this question.  
2. Classroom Connections: Listen to Backstory 

a. Have students listen to the Backstory episode on the history of bison in the American Great 
Plains. This can be also be assigned before class. Have students focus on the following 
comprehension questions for each segment: 

i. Millions of Bison Once Roamed the Great Plains. So What Happened? 
1. What factors led to increased bison hunting in the Great Plains following the Civil 

War? 
2. What was the response of the U.S. federal government to increased hunting? 

ii. The Two Sides of Madison Grant 
1. Who was Madison Grant? 
2. What did Grant contribute to conservation efforts of the American bison? 
3. How is Grant connected to Adolph Hitler? 

iii. Bringing Buffalo Home 
1. What conservation efforts are currently underway to protect the bison population? 
2. How are American bison connected to Native American tribes? 

3. Document Analysis 
a. Pass out the document set and graphic organizer to students. The documents focus on bison 

hunting during the second half of the 19th century.  
b. Have students review each document individually or in small groups.  
c. For each document, students should fill out the following information in the graphic organizer: 

i. Historic Context: What is the context of the document? What was happening in history 
around the time it was created? How does this impact what it says? 

ii. Intended Audience: For whom was the document created? How does this impact what it 
says? 

iii. Point-of-View: Who created the document? What is their perspective? How does this 
impact what the document says? 

iv. Purpose: Why was the document created? How does this impact what it says? 
d. After groups have been given enough time to craft their arguments, participate in a class discussion 

to summarize key themes and learning points. 
4. Return to the Guiding Question 

a. To conclude the lesson, have students revisit the initial guiding question. Ask students to reflect on 
how their opinions have shifted based on new information. Encourage students to write down one 
key takeaway from the lesson.  
 

  



Standards 

AP US History Themes: 

Theme 1: American and National Identity 

Theme 2: Work, Exchange, and Technology 

Theme 3: Geography and the Environment 

Theme 4: Migration and Settlement 

Theme 7: American and Regional Culture 

C3 Framework: 

Change, Continuity, and Context 

D2.His.1.9-12. Evaluate how historical events and developments were shaped by unique circumstances of time 
and place as well as broader historical contexts 

D2.His.2.9-12. Analyze change and continuity in historical eras 

D2.His.3.9-12. Use questions generated about individuals and groups to assess how the significance of their 
actions changes over time and is shaped by the historical context. 

Perspectives 

D2.His.4.9-12. Analyze complex and interacting factors that influenced the perspectives of people during 
different historical eras. 

D2.His.5.9-12. Analyze how historical contexts shaped and continue to shape people’s perspectives. 

D2.His.6.9-12. Analyze the ways in which the perspectives of those writing history shaped the history that they 
produced. 

Historical Sources and Evidence 

D2.His.11.9-12. Critique the usefulness of historical sources for a specific historical inquiry based on their 
maker, date, place of origin, intended audience, and purpose. 

D2.His.12.9-12. Use questions generated about multiple historical sources to pursue further inquiry and 
investigate additional sources. 

Causation and Argument 

D2.His.14.9-12. Analyze multiple and complex causes and effects of events in the past. 

D2.His.16.9-12. Integrate evidence from multiple relevant historical sources and interpretations into a 
reasoned argument about the past. 



Document Analysis:  Graphic Organizer 
 

Source Historic Context Intended Audience Point-of-View  Purpose 
Doc A: Harper’s 
Weekly Article 

    

Doc B: Secretary of 
the Interior Report 

    

Doc C: Quote from 
General Phillip 
Sheridan 

    

Doc D: Excerpts 
from Theodore 
Roosevelt 

    

Doc E: Skulls 
Photograph 

    

Doc F: Statistics on 
Bison Population 

    



	



Classroom Connections: Darkness Over the Plain 

Part I:  Guiding Question 

Consider this question throughout the lesson. 

1. How does the decimation of the bison population in the late 19th century relate to westward expansion and 
the American frontier? 

 

 

 

Part II:  Backstory – The Bison in American History? 

As you listen to the Backstory episode, answer the following questions for each segment. 

1. Millions of Bison Once Roamed the Great Plains. So What Happened? 
a. What factors led to increased bison hunting in the Great Plains following the Civil War? 
b. What was the response of the U.S. federal government to increased hunting? 

 

 

2. The Two Sides of Madison Grant 
a. Who was Madison Grant? 
b. What did Grant contribute to conservation efforts of the American bison? 
c. How is Grant connected to Adolph Hitler?  

 

 

3. Bringing Buffalo Home 
a. What conservation efforts are currently underway to protect the bison population? 
b. How are American bison connected to Native American tribes? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Part III:  Document-Based Question 

Directions: Using the information from the podcast and the documents below, formulate an argument in response 
to the following prompt: 

• What social and economic factors contributed to the dramatic decline in the population of bison 
during the second half of the 19th century?   

In your response you should: 

Ø Craft a thesis statement that takes a stand on the question above 
Ø Structure a response that follows a clear format and uses logical argumentation 
Ø Contextualize your response in your knowledge of US History 
Ø Use at least four of the documents 
Ø Use the graphic organizer to outline your thinking 

 
  



Document A 
 

	

	

“Our engraving represents a sport that is peculiarly American. At this season of the year the herds of buffalo are 
moving southward, to reach the canyons which contain the grass they exist upon during the winter. Nearly every 
railroad train which leaves or arrives at Fort Hays on the Kansas Pacific Railroad has its race with these herds of 
buffalo; and a most interesting and exciting scene is the result. The train is "slowed" to a rate of speed about equal 
to that of the herd; the passengers get out fire-arms which are provided for the defense of the train against the 
Indians, and open from the windows and platforms of the cars a fire that resembles a brisk skirmish. Frequently a 
young bull will turn at bay for a moment. His exhibition of courage is generally his death-warrant, for the whole 
fire of the train is turned upon him, either killing him or some member of the herd in his immediate vicinity. 

When the "hunt" is over the buffaloes which have been killed are secured, and the choice parts placed in the 
baggage-car, which is at once crowded by passengers, each of whom feels convinced and is ready to assert that his 
was the shot that brought down the game.” 

 

 

Article on Buffalo Hunting 
Harper’s Weekly 

December 14, 1867 
  



Document B 
 

“The situation in the Indian service may be regarded as favorable and as a vindication of the propriety and 
practicability of the humane policy which was inaugurated at the beginning of your first presidential term, and 
which has governed the Department in the transaction of all business matters pertaining to the conduct of Indian 
affairs. That policy has for its main object and aim the restraint and elevation of the wild tribes of the frontier 
through firm but kind treatment. That progress has been made in the establishment of that policy, and in an 
improvement of the condition of Indians reached by it, is shown by the increased interest in educational matters, a 
growing willingness on the part of the Indians to engage in industrial pursuits, a desire for the division of lands, 
and an increase of stock and farm products… 

The so-called peace policy sought, first, to place the Indians upon reservations as rapidly as possible, where they 
could be provided for in such manner as the dictates of humanity and Christian civilization require. Being thus 
placed upon reservations, they will be removed from such contiguity to our frontier settlements as otherwise will 
lead, necessarily, to frequent outrages, wrongs, and disturbances of public peace. On these reservations they can 
be taught, as fast as possible, the arts of agriculture, and such pursuits as are incident to civilization, through the aid 
of the Christian organizations of the country now engaged in this work, co-operating with the Federal 
Government. Their intellectual, moral, and religious culture can be prosecuted, and thus it is hoped that humanity 
and kindness may take the place of barbarity and cruelty. Second; whenever it is found that any tribe or band of 
Indians persistently refuse to go upon a reservation and determine to continue their nomadic habits, accompanied 
with depredations and outrages upon our frontier settlements, then the policy contemplates the treatment of such 
tribe or band with all needed severity, to punish them for their outrages according to their merits, thereby teaching 
them that it is better to follow the advice of the Government, live upon reservations and become civilized, than to 
continue their native, habits and practices… 

Serious complaints are made to the Department relative to the presence, upon Indian reservations, of white men, 
who go there solely for the purpose of hunting buffalo, which are thus destroyed in large numbers. While I would 
not seriously regret the total disappearance of the buffalo from our western prairies, in its effect on the Indians, 
regarding it rather as a means of hastening their sense of dependence upon the products of the soil and their own 
labors, yet these encroachments by the whites upon the reservations set apart for the exclusive occupancy of the 
Indian is one prolific source of trouble in the management of the reservation Indians, and measures should be 
adopted to prevent such trespasses in the future, or very serious collisions may be the result… 

The progress of population, through the instrumentality of railroads and other facilities for travel, has brought the 
Indians and our frontier population into close proximity over an immense area of country hitherto uninhabited by 
civilized man, and entirely occupied by the Indian and the buffalo. Where difficulties arise between Indians and 
whites in our frontier settlements we can no longer, as heretofore, mitigate or avoid the trouble by removing the 
Indians into a country remote from civilization. We are now compelled to solve the question of preserving order 
and security between the Indians and whites through a vast region of country, not less than four thousand miles in 
length by twenty-five hundred in width, extending from the extreme northern and northwestern limits of 
Washington Territory to the Gulf of Mexico, and from the line which separates the United States from the British 
possessions in the North to the line which separates the United States from the territory of Mexico in the extreme 
southwest. Everywhere and in all places throughout this extensive region we are in constant danger of conflicts 
between our savage wards and our white citizens. The statement here made, if properly considered, will suggest to 
the reflecting mind how greatly increased are the difficulties of preserving peace, and securing everywhere the lives 
and property of our progressive and enterprising western settlers We must look for and prepare to prevent, as far 
as possible, a clashing of interests where habits are so diverse.” 
 

Annual Report of the Secretary of the Interior by Columbus Delano 
October 31, 1873 



Document C 

 
“These men [buffalo hunters] have done more in the last two years, and will do in the next year, more to settle the 
vexed Indian question than the entire regular Army has done in the last thirty years. They are destroying the 
Indians' commissary; it is well known that an army losing its base of supplies is placed at a great disadvantage. For 
the sake of lasting peace, let them kill, skin, and sell until the buffaloes are exterminated. Then your prairies can 
be covered with speckled cattle and festive cowboy, who follows the hunter as a second forerunner of an advanced 
civilization.” 

       

General Phillip Sheridan 
1874 

 
 

 

  



Document D 
 
“No sight is more common on the plains than that of a bleached buffalo skull; and their countless numbers attest 
the abundance of the animal at a time not so very long past. On these portions where the herds made their last 
stand, the carcasses, dried in the clear, high air, or the moldering skeletons, abound.” 
 
“Less than a score of years ago the great herds, containing many millions of individuals, ranged over a vast 
expanse of country that stretched in an unbroken line from near Mexico to far into British America; in fact, over 
almost all the plains that are now known as the cattle region. But since that time their destruction has gone on with 
appalling rapidity and thoroughness, and the main factors in bringing it about have been the railroads, which 
carried hordes of hunters into the land and gave them means to transport the spoils to market.” 

  
Excerpts from Hunting Trips of a Ranchman by Theodore Roosevelt 

1885 
 

 
 
 

  



Document E 
 
 

 
 

Photograph of bison skulls awaiting use as fertilizer, 1870  



Document F 
 

Year Estimated Population of Buffalo in U.S. 
1830 40,000,000 
1840 35,650,000 
1870 5,500,000 
1880 395,000 
1890 541 
1900 300 
 

Statistics from “The American Buffalo” 
Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife 

January 1965 
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