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“At Last | Kill a Buffalo” — Luther Standing Bear
1868 - 1939

About Standing Bear

Luther Standing Bear’s life straddled two centuries and two cultures. Born on the Pine
Ridge Reservation in South Dakota, Standing Bear was first raised as a traditional Sioux. At the
age of eleven, he was taken to the Carlisle Indian School in Pennsylvania, a government school
whose purpose was to assimilate Indians into white society. After five years, he returned to the
reservation. “While I had learned all that I could of the white man’s culture, I never forgot my
people,” he wrote. Over the years Standing Bear worked as an assistant teacher, storekeeper,
assistant minister, and rancher.

Hunting the Buffalo

In the excerpt from My Indian Boyhood that you are about to read, Luther Standing Bear
describes his first and only buffalo hunt. Such hunts were a vital part of a Sioux boy’s passage
into adulthood. A successful first hunt showed that a boy would be able to carry his weight in
society. But even as Standing Bear’s people were celebrating his success, the days of buffalo
hunting were waning. Over-hunting by professional hunters from the East — sometimes
encouraged by the government, in an effort to change the Plains tribes’ lifestyles — was bringing
the buffalo to the edge of extinction. Combined with the loss of much of their hunting territory,
this brought drastic changes to the Sioux people. Standing Bear’s generation was one of the last
to experience the traditional life.



“At Last | Kill a Buffalo” — Luther Standing Bear

At last the day came when my father allowed me to go on a buffalo hunt with him. And
what a proud boy | was!

Ever since | could remember my father had been teaching me the things that I should
know and preparing me to be a good hunter. | had learned to make bows and to string them; and
to make arrows and tip them with feathers. | knew how to ride my pony no matter how fast he
would go, and I felt that | was brave and did not fear danger. All these things | had learned for
just this day when Father would allow me to go with him on a buffalo hunt. It was the event for
which every Sioux boy eagerly awaited. To ride side by side with the best hunters of the tribe, to
hear the terrible noise of the great herds as they ran, and then to help to bring home the kill was
the most thrilling day of any Indian boy’s life. The only other event which could equal it would
be the day I went for the first time on the warpath to meet the enemy and protect my tribe.

On the following early morning we were to start, so the evening was spent in preparation.
Although the tipis were full of activity, there was no noise nor confusion outside. Always the
evening before a buffalo hunt and when every one was usually in his tipi, an old man went
around the circle of tipis calling, “I-ni-1a,” “I-ni-la,” not loudly, but so everyone could hear. The
old man was saying, “Keep quiet,” “Keep quiet.” We all knew that the scouts had come in and
reported buffalo near and that we must all keep the camp in stillness. It was not necessary for the
old man to go into each tipi and explain to the men that tomorrow there would be a big hunt, as
the buffalo were coming. He did not order the men to prepare their weapons and neither did he
order the mothers to keep children from crying. The one word, “In-ni-la,” was sufficient to bring
quiet to the whole camp. That night there would be no calling or shouting from tipi to tipi and
no child would cry aloud. Even the horses and dogs obeyed the command for quiet, and all night
not a horse neighed and not a dog barked. The very presence of quiet was everywhere. Such is
the orderliness of a Sioux camp that men, women, children, and animals seem to have a common
understanding and sympathy. It is no mystery but natural that the Indian and his animals
understand each other very well both with words and without words. There are words, however,
that the Indian uses that are understood by both his horses and dogs. When on a hunt, if one of
the warriors speaks the word “A-a-ah” rather quickly and sharply, every man, horse, and dog will
stop instantly and listen. Not a move will be made by an animal until the men move or speak
further. As long as the hunters listen, the animals will listen also.

The night preceding a buffalo hunt was always an exciting night, even though it was quiet
in camp. There would be much talk in the tipis around the fires. There would be sharpening of
arrows and knives. New bowstrings would be made and quivers would be filled with arrows.

It was in the fall of the year and the evenings were cool as Father and | sat by the fire and
talked over the hunt. | was only eight years of age, and | know that Father did not expect me to
get a buffalo at all, but only to try perhaps for a small calf should | be able to get close enough to
one. Nevertheless, | was greatly excited as | sat and watched Father working in his easy, firm
way.

Father sharpened my steel points for me and also sharpened my knife. The whetstone
was a long stone which was kept in a buckskin bag, and sometimes this stone went all over the
camp; every tipi did not have one, so we shared this commodity with one another. | had as |
remember about ten arrows, so when Father was through sharpening them | put them in my
rawhide quiver. | had a rawhide quirt, too, which I would wear fastened to my waist. As Father
worked, he knew | was watching him closely and listening whenever he spoke. By the time all



preparations had been made, he had told me just how | was to act when | started out in the
morning with the hunters.

We went to bed, my father hoping that tomorrow would be successful for him so that he
could bring home some nice meat for the family and a hide for my mother to tan.

| went to bed, but could not sleep at once, so filled was | with the wonderment and
excitement of it all. The next day was to be a test for me. | was to prove to my father whether he
was or was not justified in his pride in me. What would be the result of my training? Would I be
brave if | faced danger and would Father be proud of me? Though I did not know it that night |
was to be tried for the strength of my manhood and my honesty in this hunt. Something
happened that day which | remember above all things. It was a test of my real character and | am
proud to say that I did not find myself weak, but made a decision that has been all these years a
gratification to me.

The next morning the hunters were catching their horses about daybreak. | arose with my
father and went out and caught my pony. | wanted to do whatever he did and show him that he
did not have to tell me what to do. We brought our animals to the tipi and got our bows and
arrows and mounted. From over the village came the hunters. Most of them were leading their
running horses. These running horses were anxious for the hunt and came prancing, their ears
straight up and their tails waving in the air. We were joined with perhaps a hundred or more
riders, some of whom carried bows and arrows and some armed with guns.

The buffalo were reported to be about five or six miles away as we should count distance
now. At that time we did not measure distance in miles. One camping distance was about ten
miles, and these buffalo were said to be about one half camping distance away.

Some of the horses were to be left at a stopping-place just before the herd was reached.
These horses were pack-animals which were taken along to carry extra blankets or weapons.
They were trained to remain there until the hunters came for them. Though they were neither
hobbled nor tied, they stood still during the shooting and noise of the chase.

My pony was a black one and a good runner. 1 felt very important as I rode along with
the hunters and my father, the chief. | kept as close to him as I could.

Two men had been chosen to scout or to lead the party. These two men were in a sense
policemen whose work it was to keep order. They carried large sticks of ash wood, something
like a policeman’s billy, though longer. They rode ahead of the party while the rest of us kept in
a group close together. The leaders went ahead until they sighted the herd of grazing buffalo.
Then they stopped and waited for the rest of us to ride up. We all rode slowly toward the herd,
which on sight of us had come together, although they had been scattered here and there over the
plain. When they saw us, they all ran close together as if at the command of a leader. We
continued riding slowly toward the herd until one of the leaders shouted, “Ho-ka-he!” which
means, “Ready, Go!” At that command every man started for the herd. I had been listening, too,
and the minute the hunters started, | started also.

Away | went, my little pony putting all he had into the race. It was not long before | lost
sight of Father, but | kept going just the same. | threw my blanket back and the chill of the
autumn morning struck my body, but I did not mind. On I went. It was wonderful to race over
the ground with all these horsemen about me. There was no shouting, no noise of any kind,
except the pounding of the horses’ feet. The herd was now running and had raised a cloud of
dust. | felt no fear until we had entered this cloud of dust and I could see nothing about me —
only hear the sound of feet. Where was Father? Where was | going? On I rode through the
cloud, for I knew | must keep going.



Then all at once | realized that | was in the midst of the buffalo, their dark bodies rushing
all about me and their great heads moving up and down to the sound of the hoofs beating upon
the earth. Then it was that fear overcame me and I leaned close down upon my little pony’s
body and clutched him tightly. | can never tell you how I felt toward my pony at that moment.
All thought of shooting had left my mind. | was seized by blank fear. In a moment or so,
however, my senses became clearer, and | could distinguish other sounds beside the clatter of
feet. | could hear a shot now and then and | could see the buffalo beginning to break up into
small bunches. 1 could not see Father nor any of my companions yet, but my fear was vanishing
and | was safe. | let my pony run. The buffalo looked too large for me to tackle, anyway, so |
just kept going. The buffalo became more and more scattered. Pretty soon | saw a young calf
that looked about my size. | remembered now what Father had told me the night before as we sat
about the fire. Those instructions were important for me now to follow.

I was still back of the calf, being unable to get alongside of him. | was anxious to get a
shot, yet afraid to try, as | was still very nervous. While my pony was making all speed to come
alongside, I chanced a shot and to my surprise my arrow landed. My second arrow glanced
along the back of the animal and sped on between the horns, making only a slight wound. My
third arrow hit a spot that made the running beast slow up in his gait. | shot a fourth arrow, and
though it, too, landed, it was not a fatal wound. It seemed to me that it was taking a lot of shots,
and | was not proud of my marksmanship. | was glad, however, to see the animal going slower
and | knew that one more shot would make me a hunter. My horse seemed to know his own
importance. His two ears stood straight forward and it was not necessary for me to urge him to
get closer to the buffalo. | was soon by the side of the buffalo and one more shot brought the
chase to a close. | jumped from my pony, and as | stood by my fallen game, | looked all around
wishing that the world could see. But | was alone. In my determination to stay by until I had
won my buffalo, I had not noticed that | was far from everyone else. No admiring friends were
about, and as far as | could see | was on the plain alone. The herd of buffalo had completely
disappeared. And as for Father, much as | wished for him, he was out of sight and | had no idea
where he was.

| stood and looked at the animal on the ground. | was happy. Everyone must know that
I, Ota K’te, had killed a buffalo. But it looked as if no one knew where I was, so no one was
coming my way. | must then take something from this animal to show that | had killed it. 1 took
all the arrows one by one from the body. As I took them out, it occurred to me that | had used
five arrows. If I had been a skillful hunter, one arrow would have been sufficient, but | had used
five. Here it was that temptation came to me. Why could I not take out two of the arrows and
throw away? No one would know, and then | should be more greatly admired and praised as a
hunter. As it was, | knew that | should be praised by Father and Mother, but | wanted more. And
so | was tempted to lie.

| was not planning this as | took out my skinning knife that Father had sharpened for me
the night before. I skinned one side of the animal, but when it came to turning it over, | was too
small. I was wondering what to do when I heard my father’s voice calling, “7o-ki-la-la-hu-wo, ”
“Where are you?” I quickly jumped on my pony and rode to the top of a little hill nearby.

Father saw me and came to me at once. He was so pleased to see me and glad to know that | was
safe. | knew that | could never lie to my father. He was too fond of me and I too proud of him.
He had always told me to tell the truth. He wanted me to be an honest man, so | resolved then to
tell the truth even if it took from me a little glory. He rode up to me with a glad expression on
his face, expecting me to go back with him to his kill. As he came up, | said as calmly as |



could, “Father, I have killed a buffalo.” His smile changed to surprise and he adked me where
my buffalo was. | pointed to it and we rode over to where it lay, partly skinned.

Father set to work to skin it for me. | had watched him do this many times and knew
perfectly well how to do it myself, but I could not turn the animal over. When the hide was off,
Father put it on the pony’s back with the hair side next to the pony. On this he arranged the meat
so it would balance. Then he covered the meat carefully with the rest of the hide, so no dust
would reach it when we travelled home. | rode home on top of the load.

| showed my father the arrows that | had used and just where the animal had been hit. He
was very pleased and praised me over and over again. | felt more glad than ever that | had told
the truth and | have never regretted it. |1 am more proud now that I told the truth than I am of
killing the buffalo.

It was late afternoon when we got back to camp. No king ever rode in state who was
more proud than I that day as | came into the village sitting high up on my load of buffalo meat.
It is not customary for Indian men to brag about their exploits and | had been taught that
bragging was not nice. So I was very quiet, although | was bursting with pride. Always when
arriving home | would run out to play, for I loved to be with the other boys, but this day |
lingered about close to the tipi so | could hear the nice things that were said about me. It was
soon all over camp that Ota K’te had killed a buffalo.

My father was so proud that he gave away a fine horse. He called an old man to our tipi
to cry out the news to the rest of the people in camp. The old man stood at the door of our tipi
and sang a song of praise to my father. The horse had been led up and | stood holding it by a
rope. The old man who was doing the singing called the other old man who was to receive the
horse as a present. He accepted the horse by coming up to me, holding out his hands to me, and
saying, “Ha-ye,” which means, “Thank you.” The old man went away very grateful for the
horse.

That ended my first and last buffalo hunt. It lives only in my memory, for the days of the
buffalo are over.



