Excerpts from C. Cormack Gates et al, THE ECOLOGY OF BISON MOVEMENTS AND DISTRIBUTION IN AND BEYOND YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK, A Critical Review With Implications for Winter Use and Transboundary Population Management, April 2005.

"Yellowstone National Park is the only place in the lower 48 States where bison have existed in a wild state since prehistoric times. Bison occupied the region encompassing the park from shortly after recession of the last glaciers 10,000 to 12,000 years ago, until the 19th century when they came close to extirpation."  (Page 76) 

"In combination, archaeological evidence indicates a continuous association between bison and Native peoples in the Yellowstone area enduring more than 10 millennia. 

The Lamar Valley and the Yellowstone River Valley north of the park (Figure 4.1) to Livingston and beyond was an important area for bison and Native peoples throughout the Holocene. This system can be considered the original Northern Range for Yellowstone bison2, functioning as an ecological continuum of grasslands that likely supported seasonal migrations by bison as far south as the high elevation ranges in the Upper Lamar Valley. Davis and Zeier (1978:224) described the lower Yellowstone Valley as an exceptional area for Native people to gather, drive and kill bison. Eight bison jumps and three kill sites have been documented south of Livingston. The closest jump site to YNP is 25 km north of the park boundary. It was used during the late prehistoric period between 1,700 and 200 b.p. (Cannon 1992). There is evidence of a human use corridor from the Gallatin and Madison River drainages into the interior Yellowstone National Park. Several major bison kill sites are located in the Gallatin Valley outside of Bozeman Montana3. Archaeological sites in Fawn Pass provide evidence in support of the hypothesis that Native people moved between the Gallatin drainage and the interior of the park4. Chert and obsidian projectile points were found at the Fawn Pass site. The chert implements likely originated west of the park. The obsidian is being fingerprinted to determine its origin. Approximately half the projectile points were the Pelican Lake type, the most commonly represented prehistoric culture in YNP, dating from 1000 B.C. to A.D. 200. Other points were assigned to the McKean Complex, dating to around 3500 B.C. McKean Complex sites are also quite common in the park. There is an obsidian source at Cougar meadows in west central Yellowstone Park. The material is inferior to the Obsidian Cliff source and was only used for making utility implements like knives and scrapers rather than projectile points. An obsidian artifact found at Yellowstone Lake was determined to be Cougar Creek Obsidian."  (Page 77) 

“Yellowstone National Park is the 8,983 km2 center piece (Figure 4.1) of a large high elevation plateau, a caldera formed by volcanic eruptions, the most recent occurring 630,000 years ago (Smith and Siegel 2000). About 80% of the Yellowstone Plateau is covered by lodgepole pine forest (Despain 1990). Bison habitat (grasslands and meadows) occurs mainly in the Gardiner basin, Lamar River drainage, the Firehole, West Yellowstone to Hebgen Lake, and the Pelican, Hayden, upper Yellowstone River (Thorofare), and Bechler River Valleys (Figure 4.3). The combined area of winter forage producing communities on the Northern and Central ranges is less than 700 km2, or less than 7% of the park and boundary areas used by bison today. In contrast, throughout most of the Holocene the extensive grasslands of the Great Plains, the eastern Columbia River Basin and intermountain grasslands of the Madison, Gallatin and Yellowstone River Valleys were the main grazing systems supporting an immense bison population that may have numbered 30,000,000 during pre-Columbian times (Shaw 1995, Isenberg 2000). 

Prehistorically, YNP bison ranges were probably the “tips of the fingers” of seasonal migration from large source populations associated with expansive grasslands (Figure 4.1) lying to the north, west and southwest around the Yellowstone Plateau7. The high mountains on the east side of YNP and discontinuous habitat would likely not have supported bison migration. Historical accounts indicate that interior ranges also supported resident bison populations (Meagher 1973: Appendix II). Today, the bison of YNP are a source population with the potential to reoccupy surrounding grasslands systems if incompatible land uses and policies did not constrain expansion. There are no free-roaming bison populations in adjacent areas containing habitat contiguous with the park. The closest contemporary population is in the Jackson Valley, separated from YNP bison ranges by the Continental Divide and an expansive tract of coniferous forest. 

Although the exact nature of early historic period bison movements is a matter of conjecture, inferences can be drawn from knowledge of contemporary movement patterns and archaeological evidence. Mary Meagher8 inferred that prehistorically, during the spring and early summer, bison would have moved into YNP following advancing plant phenology. Depending on snow conditions in the park, most would have moved out to lower elevation ranges during the fall and early winter. However, Meagher (1973:23) provided evidence that some bison wintered in the park in the Lamar, Pelican and Hayden Valleys. 

What is now considered the Northern Range (Klein et al. 2002) used to extend from the Upper Lamar Valley to Livingston Montana and beyond. This larger area is considered the prehistoric annual range of northern herd, occupied continuously by bison for ca. 10,000 years. There are a dozen or so buffalo jumps documented between Yellowstone and Livingston, indicating the Yellowstone and Lamar Valleys were important for both bison and the original human occupants of the region. 

The Gallatin and Madison Valleys and the Snake River Plain contain extensive grasslands that served as habitat for large numbers of bison (Figure 4.1), source populations for bison entering the park from the west. In 1880, Superintendent Norris commented on the presence of about 300 bison on the Madison Plateau and Madison River (Meagher 1973: 118). He speculated that the winter range of this population may have been outside the park. M. Meagher9 inferred that bison would have migrated into the park from the west in the spring and summer by several routes: the chain of wet meadows along the Bechler River in the southwest corner of the park; diffuse movements across the Madison Plateau; and through Raynolds Pass and other low passes in the Continental Divide west of the Park. There is little available evidence for or against the possible use of the Madison River corridor during prehistoric or the early historic period. Meagher (1973:23) cites Raynolds (1867) who in 1860 saw “bison among the hills” while traveling from Henry’s Lake to the Madison River west of the park. Bison were present in this corridor in the 1950’s (Meagher 1973:23) and the corridor is heavily used by contemporary bison (Bjornlie and Garrott 2001)." (Pages 79-80)
