Bone Picking on the American Plains
by Alicia Z. Klepeis

When you imagine the
types of work people
did on the American
frontier, what comes
to mind? Probably not
gathering bones!

Gathering Buffalo Bones

During the 1800s, children and adults
in the West sometimes collected
buffalo bones as a way to add to their
family’s income. Between 1870 and
1883, hunters slaughtered millions
of bison (buffalo) across the North
American plains. That left millions
of bones on the plains—bones the
pioneers had to clear before they could
farm the land.
Since picking bones was not a hard
chore, kids helped out with the job. A
Kansas woman, Blanche Beale Lowe,
remembered picking bones when she
was a child. “There were so many
bones on the prairie that the children
easily gathered wagonloads to haul
off to a trading place,” she said.

Uses

for

Bones

Who wanted these buffalo bones?
Settlers and Native Americans sold
bones to bone dealers, who, in
turn, sold them to fertilizer plants
and sugar refineries. But buffalo
bones were also used to make many
domestic items, including buttons,
umbrella handles, corset stays,
crochet hooks, and even china.
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A North Dakota settler noted that his
family “hauled fourteen tons of buffalo
bones. . . . I don’t know how we would
have lived if it had not been for the
money we got that way.”
More often, though, bone pickers did
not receive cash. They used the bones as
barter to trade for goods.
In the 1870s, the price for bones
typically ranged from $4 to $9 per ton
(It took about 100 buffalo skeletons
to accumulate a ton of bones). So, a
wagonload might earn $5.
Blanche Beale Lowe described the
process: “When Grandpa came in with
no money in his pocket but a load of
buffalo bones in his wagon, the trader
was ready to do business. He got the
bones; Grandpa got flour, medicines,
coal oil, cattle feed, lead for bullets . . .
many things the family needed. Mama
said that finding bones to barter was
about the luckiest thing that could have
happened.”
Robert Wright of Dodge City, Kansas,
echoed Lowe’s feelings. He said, “If it
had not been for the bone industry,
many poor families would have suffered
for the very necessities of life.”
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