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For more than forty years the prairies of South Dakota have been Dan O’Brien’s home. Working
as a writer and an endangered-species biologist, he became convinced that returning grass-fed,
free-roaming buffalo to the grasslands of the northern plains would return natural balance to the
region and reestablish the undulating prairie lost through poor land management and
overzealous farming. In 1998 he bought his first buffalo and began the task of converting a little
cattle ranch into an ethically run buffalo ranch. Wild Idea is a book about how good food choices
can influence federal policies and the integrity of our food system, and about the dignity and
strength of a legendary American animal. It is also a book about people: the daughter coming to
womanhood in a hard landscape, the friend and ranch hand who suffers great tragedy, the
venture capitalist who sees hope and opportunity in a struggling buffalo business, and the
husband and wife behind the ranch who struggle daily, wondering if what they are doing will ever
be enough to make a difference. At its center, Wild Idea is about a family and the people and
animals that surround them—all trying to build a healthy life in a big, beautiful, and sometimes
dangerous land.  



“Wild Idea is a lyrical tribute to the idea of buffalo back on the plains, the rewards and challenges
of putting them there. But it is so much more. It’s about all the life on the prairie, on the
hardscrabble ranches and in the small towns. With this book, Dan secures his place as our
modern prairie muse.”—Tom Brokaw, NBC journalist and author“Dan O’Brien’s book strike me
as a gentle but badly needed confrontation. . . . Figuring out how to realign the way we live with
the health of the ecological systems that support us is the single most important challenge of the
twenty-first century, and that makes O’Brien’s book an essential meditation.”—Edward Norton,
actor and UN Goodwill Ambassador for Biodiversity“Making strong, lasting connections
between the rugged land and the strong people is a staple of life on the Great Plains. Dan
O’Brien’s gift is helping people understand this connection and the basic and difficult truth that
sustainable living is not simple; it is as matted and dense as the thick fur that defines the
buffalo’s very nature.”—Tom Daschle, former U.S. senator from South Dakota and former U.S.
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summer nights, when I step out onto my ranch house porch, I am met by the immense, roiling
waves of color from the northern lights. In other seasons I find coiled rattlesnakes or perhaps a
wind so cold that skin will freeze in minutes.By any economic ciphering, choosing the Great
Plains for my home has caused me to slip behind my contemporaries who chose New England,
or California, or the hills of Georgia. Still, like loving a drunk, I had little choice. For over forty
years the prairies have been my home and I’ve shared them willingly with all of the species that
call them home. It took many years for me to understand that this place is more than a chaotic
jumble of species clawing at each other to assert themselves. It is a complex web of life clawing
to keep its balance. I love the wind that stokes me as I sit on my front porch, even when it is too
cold to endure. It is the wheezing breath of a single, huge, living thing, and I am a part of
it.Between 1972 and 1990 I worked as a biologist, first for the State of South Dakota and then for
the Peregrine Fund, based at Cornell University’s famous Ornithology Laboratory. I had no
formal training in biology so my duties were really the work of a technician, always seasonal, and
always in the mountains and plains of the Intermountain West. The focus was on helping to



reestablish the endangered peregrine falcon to the cliffs along the Rocky Mountain Front, but my
mind always wandered to the entire ecosystem that the birds depended upon—the rolling,
untold miles of grass that we call the Great Plains.The falcons were raised from captive parents,
first at Ithaca, New York, then at Fort Collins, Colorado, and finally at Boise, Idaho. My
colleagues in the labs hatched the chicks and I picked them up at about one month of age. My
job was to get the chicks to one of several dozen release sites then do my best to see that they
learned to fly and hunt for themselves. It was wonderful work, freewheeling and physically
challenging. I traveled by pickup, horseback, helicopter, and on foot to a different site every day.
Almost everyone who helped in the effort to reestablish peregrine falcons was young, but it was
more than youthful exuberance that kept us going. We were driven by the conviction that we
were doing something of real value. As early soldiers in the environmental struggle that is still
searching for definition we sensed that our lives were under siege by immense forces beyond
our control.DDT, used aggressively for decades by agribusiness, is a powerful insecticide that
increased crop yields around the world. But it was clear to most of us that the benefits were
grossly outweighed by the harm. The toxic chemical quickly spread into the entire food chain
and did damage to all sorts of species, from soil microbes to human beings. In 1972 DDT was
banned from use in the United States. By then it had nearly wiped out many bird species at the
top of the food chain where the poison accumulated. The peregrine falcon, a pinnacle species,
was decimated by DDT because it fouled up the falcon’s reproductive system. The first people to
notice and respond were a small group of falconers who hunted with and kept peregrines in a
quasi-captive state. Those of us with an acute interest quickly became involved. In the end it was
a massive effort by thousands of people that brought the peregrine back from the brink of
extinction.The peregrine falcon was placed on the endangered species list in 1970 and it stayed
there until several hundred nesting pairs had returned to their old haunts. One day in the fall of
1994 I saw four peregrine falcons in one afternoon on the plains east of Colorado Springs,
Colorado. I had never seen peregrines in that area before. I was on my way back to my little
ranch on the northern edge of South Dakota’s Black Hills after a summer of releasing
peregrines. Since April I’d been going strong, and because I was anxious to get home, I wasn’t
even looking for peregrine falcons. But that day they seemed to be everywhere. During my entire
life I had sighted only a few wild peregrine falcons and that afternoon I stumbled across four. It
was a sign, and by the time I got home I had made up my mind that my work with the peregrine
was finished.When I got back to my ranch, I sat on my front porch and looked southeast toward
where Bear Butte rose up from the prairie floor like a sentinel guarding the Black Hills. The butte
looked lonely and the sight of it made me wonder what I would do with my life from that day
forward. It would be another five years before the wheels of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
worked through the red tape to remove the peregrine falcon from the endangered species list,
but it was already clear that the peregrines living on the eastern shoulder of the Rocky
Mountains would be with us for at least a few more generations. The immediate crisis had
passed.The sun was going down and putting on a show for anyone who would take the time to



watch. The colors in the autumn grasses pulsed with the breeze and the individual blades cast
shadows on each other. As the grasses waved, the colors moved from gold to red, and I thought
about all the life that depended on that mosaic. I thought about the mammals, from rodents to
deer and antelope. I turned my best ear to the breeze and imagined that I could hear the
movement of the billions of insects that supplied the baseline protein for the ground nesting
birds for which the prairies are famous. The falcons were again preying on those birds and, at
least for awhile, all those wheels would continue to turn.Many other species are endangered or
threatened and it occurred to me that I could become involved with protecting the black-footed
ferrets, the eagle, swift fox, or any number of insects or grasses. But over the preceding eighteen
years I had learned that concentrating on a single species was only treating the symptom of a
problem. A compromised ecosystem is almost always the cause of distress for any species. I sat
on my porch contemplating the rest of my life and I recalled much of what I had seen while
traveling back and forth across the High Plains. Blowing topsoil, stinking feedlots, subsidized
crops irrigated with precious water, and all the ancient, nonhuman inhabitants forced to eek out
a living on the edges. The stars came up and, because it was autumn, Orion rose in the gap
between Bear Butte and the Black Hills. It was one of those magical nights when time seems to
slow to the speed of moving constellations.My thoughts came to buffalo. They have long been
an icon of this waning wilderness. During the last half of the nineteenth century, in one of the
great human disgraces of all time, we slaughtered all but perhaps a thousand of the world’s
buffalo—for sport, for a few body parts, and to help in the decimation of the Natives who relied
on them. We nearly lost a unique species that thrived only in the center of the North American
continent. I thought hard about that as a million stars moved across the sky in front of me. It
made me sick to think of the injustice, and before Orion’s sword had swiveled to point at Harney
Peak, I knew that my future would involve at least an attempt to put things right on the Great
Plains and buffalo would be a part of that attempt.In the nearly twenty years since that decision I
have done my best to heal the portion of northern grasslands for which I am most responsible.
Many mistakes were made as the result of my own failings, but also because the science of
grassland protection and restoration is not well understood, because the vagrancies of climate
and weather are not calibrated to match the span of a human life, and because resources on the
Great Plains have always been sparse. I got off to a poor start by planting trees and hybrid
grasses that were supposed to grow in a dry, harsh land. I signed up for government programs
that encouraged such practices. But I should have realized that trees do not belong on the
plains. If they could survive on their own they would have been here from the beginning. Trees
need constant care, and the ones I planted dwindled and died. The hybrid grasses I planted had
been bred to grow in almost any climate, but they had no evolutionary connection to the
mammals and birds of the Great Plains and they too didn’t survive. Native birds and animals
need the native plants they evolved with—the nutritious, hardy, deep-rooted perennials that have
been nearly extirpated over the last century.My effort began with twelve orphan buffalo, which in
a few years built to a herd of fifty animals on my little ranch of twelve hundred acres. The



beleaguered grasses responded favorably to the massaging of buffalo hooves and everything
on the ranch, from the smallest sedges to the people, seemed to strengthen. In the early years
of the new century, I lived with my partner, Jill, her daughter, Jilian, and my oldest friend, Erney.
We called the place the Broken Heart Ranch—named for the disused cattle brand, a number 3
laid on its face with a V underneath. Jill has always been a chef and restaurateur. Back then she
owned the best white tablecloth restaurant within four hundred miles of Rapid City, South
Dakota. Erney and I had been pals since 1970. We met when I was a graduate student in
literature at the University of South Dakota and Erney worked for the State Highway
Department.Erney and I had come together at a meeting of falconers and instantly became fast
friends. I didn’t know why he took to me, but I was fascinated by the fact that this self-taught,
simple man knew the Latin names for all the birds of prey, the common orchids, many species of
cacti, and lots of bromeliads. I didn’t even know what a bromeliad was and I will always
remember how he explained it to me. We had spent the entire day watching our falcons chase
rabbits and pheasants through the woodlots and cornfields of a glorious South Dakota autumn.
As the sun slipped to the western horizon we took a few minutes to sit beside a pond and shoot
enough migrating mourning doves to make a dinner. Erney has always been materially poor, and
since we met he has owned only one fine thing. He earned a meager $285 per month but
somehow managed to save up $4,000 to buy a Browning Exhibition Grade superimposed
shotgun, complete with gold inlays. The gun came with a laminated wallet-sized certificate of
ownership, with the serial number embossed along the bottom. He stroked the gun as if it was a
prized show dog. “She’s finer than frog hair,” Erney said with a wiggle of his wooly
eyebrows.Erney has never been an agile or coordinated man, but he shot the shotgun with a
fluid grace that somehow fit the arch of the migrating doves. I marveled at the confidence of his
swing and the ease of his follow-through. Erney knew the doves would come from their feeding
field to their evening watering hole, so he was careful to position me in the very best place for
shooting. But even with the best angle, my score paled in comparison to his. He had a sixth
sense for the twists and turns of the dove’s flight.Not only did Erney shoot more doves than I did,
he cleaned two doves to my one. Then he cooked them with a couple dozen baby potatoes, a
handful of diced carrots and celery, and generous pinches of salt and pepper. I had never seen a
Dutch oven used the way they were meant to be used and was mesmerized beside the
simmering pot buried in a pile of ruby-red corncob coals. The smell of baking dove breasts in
that still evening air mingled with Erney’s gentle tutorial. “A bromeliad is a sort of plant that
doesn’t need to have its roots in dirt. Don’t need much moisture.” He stirred the coals on the
Dutch oven lid, looked up at me, smiled, and again wiggled his shaggy eyebrows. The smell of
the doves and the idea of bromeliads were exciting him. “There are hundreds of species. Some
of ’em have great flowers—related to the succulents, grow up in the crotches of tropical trees.”I
was young and dumb and thought he might be bullshitting me. He nodded his head and smiled
again through his unmanicured beard. “You know, those furry looking, orchidy flowers up in the
trees in the Tarzan movies.” I nodded my head to keep him talking. “Suck water right out of the



air. Trap it up there in those trees when it rains, hang on to all sorts of stuff. Trees, telephone
wires, Aztec and Mayan ruins. Some of them look a little like weaverbird nests. Cool
flowers.”“You’ve seen these things?”“Mostly pictures. Sometimes in the flower shops. Don’t have
any in South Dakota.”“You ever been out of South Dakota?”“Couple times. Nebraska to work.
Went elk hunting in Wyoming, but didn’t have the money for a license, so I was the camp cook.”
He lifted the lid of the Dutch oven with a stick and sniffed like a bear. “No bromeliads in Wyoming
either.” He stirred the pot with the same stick. “Grab you a bunch of these Dan’l, they’re about as
good as it gets. Finest kind.”I was in my midtwenties, Erney in his thirties. I had begun my quest
to own a ranch by buying a dilapidated farmhouse on twenty-six acres on a contract for deed.
The total price was seventy-two hundred dollars with nothing down and payments of a hundred
dollars a month. Erney and I ran an illegal wire from a power pole and a water line from a defunct
cistern to the house. We damned near froze to death that first winter, but we stuck it out in that
drafty house, along with a jolly band of bird dogs and falcons. When I got my degree I traded up
to a 320-acre place on the edge of the Black Hills. That ranch was a move three hundred miles
west, where the prairie was still intact. I moved because I thought I might be better able to
write.Erney was a confirmed bachelor who everyone loved despite his questionable personal
hygiene and iconoclastic ways. He reminded me of Henry David Thoreau, but a laconic version
with the bark still on. To my knowledge he never had a girlfriend, though women have always
enjoyed his company. Just before my move to the Black Hills, Erney quit the State Highway
Department when they stopped giving him time off in lieu of overtime pay. He went to work for a
rancher—the same rancher who had given me summer jobs during graduate school—who
would allow him time to fly his falcon and read his books. He had been slightly crippled as a
teenager, the result of two construction trucks coming together and breaking his femur, so I
wondered how he would do as a ranch hand.He was never one to be careful and was notorious
for disconnecting all the “bullshit safety features” of newfangled equipment. He worked for that
rancher for only a couple of years before his gloved thumb got twisted off in the power takeoff of
a tractor. The four months of rehabilitation didn’t teach him much. When he returned to work at
the same ranch, he went right back to disassembling safety equipment.Though he has never
been one to take care of himself, he has always taken care of the people he likes and every
animal that enters his sphere. His mind was always full of wisdom about Great Plains wild
animals, birds, weather, livestock, and vegetation. He was the product of a life close to the
Dakota elements and he had a knack for observation. He spent long nights reading natural
histories in poor light as he had smoked unfiltered Camel cigarettes and butted them out by the
hundreds into empty coke bottles. He had come up hard, in a house with no indoor plumbing, no
television, and no chance for education beyond high school. He was in his early forties when he
called me and said the rancher we had worked for was filing for bankruptcy and that he was out
of work. I told him that I had plenty of work and a place for him to live, but the farm crisis of the
1980s had caught me too. There wasn’t any money to pay him, but that didn’t matter to Erney.
He showed up with a worn-out Luv truck, four cardboard boxes full of books, a battered trunk of



clothes, and thirty dollars in his pocket. The prized shotgun was gone, sold off when the checks
from the rancher began to bounce. I only asked him about the shotgun once. I could see it was
painful.I was having trouble scraping up my mortgage payment, so after my summer stints
working for South Dakota Game and Fish, I decided to find a winter construction job. Erney
moved in to watch the place in 1986 and he has been with me ever since. He got to the ranch
just days before I left for California in search of work, where construction was supposed to be
going strong. The snow had already begun to gather in the pasture draws and it was cold. We
sat in front of the wood burner and talked.It was a long time before we had buffalo, but I had sold
the few beef cows that I’d been raising to help with the land payment. I told Erney we’d find a way
to get some more when I got back in the spring. He nodded as he stared into the fire. He knew I
was worried about leaving him alone at the end of a two-mile-long driveway. “Don’t worry about
me,” he said. “Even if I drop dead, there’s nothing living out here that can eat me.”“That’s
because nothing but you is dumb enough to stay here in the winter.” We looked out the window
to where the moon had turned the snow iridescent. Erney shook his head. “Kinda reminds a guy
of Doctor Zhivago, without the beautiful women in the fur coats.”He ate mostly rabbits that first
winter. He snowshoed after them with a beat-up twenty-two caliber rifle.It turned out that the
construction boom in California had been exaggerated. I ended up in the central valley—Fresno
—living with a friend. I scoured the newspaper for work and spread resumes all over town.
Nobody called back, so I kept going to construction company offices and filling out applications.I
was down to the last few construction companies in the area and was sitting at a small desk,
filling out a standard form in front of a thoroughly disinterested secretary, when a young guy in
clean work clothes walked past. He didn’t look like any construction boss I knew. He wore soft
leather pull-on shoes, his hair was curled at his temples, and he sported a couple rings on each
hand. He was heading for his office but he stopped in front of the little desk and glanced at my
application. He pointed to the application. “You really from South Dakota?”I nodded. “Yep.”He
reached out and, with one finger, turned the paper so he could read more. “You worked on a
ranch.”“Yep.”Then he looked up and appraised my eyes. “You got a driver’s license?”“A driver’s
license?”“Yeah, a fricken driver’s license.”“I got a license.”He turned on his heels and continued
the march to his office. But he spoke over his shoulder. “Can you get to work at 6:30 in the
morning?”“Yep.”“Be here tomorrow.”Over the next few months I got to know the boss of A&B
Construction. His name was Greg and it turned out that the company had a complicated
business structure. His brother-in-law, Al, and his sister, Beatrice, owned the company. Greg and
Beatrice were Latino so A&B Construction qualified as a minority-owned business. Their bread
and butter was some sort of affirmative action program that identified poor families and
subsidized the cost of making their houses and apartments more energy efficient. Apparently Al
had had some trouble with his contractor’s license so he could not work as an owner of the
company. Greg’s license was good, so he and his sister were the owners of record. Al
masqueraded as a foreman of one of the crews, though he, too, wore several rings and was in
on all the business decisions.I had never worked in California construction so I had no idea that



licenses were such a problem. Not only were contractor licenses a major consideration, but so
were driver’s licenses. I figured that out the first day when I showed up for the job. Only a couple
guys on our crew had driver’s licenses. Most of them had been taken away for felonious activity.
We barely had enough drivers to get the crew from one job to the next. Nobody was getting paid
much and, from most paychecks, wages were garnished for unpaid fines or child support. But,
somehow, these guys had money for cigarettes, beer, and a little cocaine. There were about
eight guys on my crew and at least three languages were spoken regularly. We usually had a guy
that could communicate with the poor people whose home addresses were printed out on a
sheet from the local HUD office. I am not bragging when I say that I got a raise after my first week
of work.In fact, on the second Friday after work, I was called into Greg’s office. It had been a
good, and I assumed profitable, week. The four crews had upgraded fifty-three low income
homes. I had no idea what each home cost the government to upgrade—all we did was caulk
the doors and windows, replace broken glass, wrap the water heater with an insulated plastic
blanket, change the showerhead to a low-flow model, and blow insulation into the walls and the
attic. It didn’t cost Greg and Al much and, by the looks of the cars they drove, they were making
a lot of money. Whatever the numbers were, after my second week of employment the brothers-
in-law were happy. They were “warming up for the weekend” by sniffing on a plastic device they
called a bullet. When they tossed it to me, I had no idea how to operate it.“You’re doing good,” Al
said. He gently took the bullet from my hand and showed me how it worked. “We’re going to give
you a raise.”“You gave me one last week.”“This is a promotion. We want you to be a foreman for
crew three.”“A foreman.”“Yeah, you talk to the people and make sure everything gets done.” Greg
was smiling broadly and talking fast. “Little different skill set. Little schmoozing. You’re the inside
guy. More money.”This was a different kind of construction company than I was used to. It all
made me a little uncomfortable, but, as far as the business went, I didn’t think that they were
doing anything illegal. They loved Ronald Reagan and made fun of their employees behind their
backs. Still, I was glad to have the job. The pay was pretty good and because I wasn’t paying
child support or buying copious amounts of booze and cocaine, I was putting money away.When
I got the promotion to “inside man,” I began to relish the work. My job was to talk to the people
and get them to understand what we were doing. I was usually armed with papers signed by
their landlords, who were taking advantage of a government program that improved their
property and didn’t cost them anything. I didn’t speak Spanish, Vietnamese, Chinese, or Arabic,
but somehow they understood that we were there to make their homes warmer and save them
money on the gas and electric bills. I was never denied entrance.Once inside, my job was to
check for broken glass, adjust the outside doors so they shut tight, wrap the hot water heater,
and change the showerhead. I walked through all the rooms of hundreds of poor, urban people
and the things I found behind those doors fascinated me. One of the first times I stepped into a
kitchen with live pigeons tied to the legs of the kitchen table I tried not to notice. Maybe they
were pets. None of my business. But finally I asked one of the guys on my crew. He was a tall,
quiet, black guy named Buzz. “What’s with the pigeons?” I asked.“Pigeons?” Buzz had a way of



expressing himself by the way he twisted his face and tilted his head.“Yeah, tied to the table
legs.”“Oh. The Slopes do that,” he said. “They catch them off the buildings. Take’m home and
eat’m.”I was a little dumbfounded. “So, why don’t they dress them out like a chicken?”Buzz
looked at me like I was the stupidest person he’d ever met. “No refrigerator,” he said. He shook
his head. “Pigeon meat spoils, Einstein.”I never experienced a smell that I could identify as
spoiled pigeon meat, but I came across some unusual smells in those kitchens and bathrooms.
Mostly it was the aroma of herbs and spices that I had never experienced before. A lot of the
people were Mexican, some were Indian or Pakistani. There were a lot of Vietnamese, Hmong,
and African Americans. Behind every door you encountered different smells. I got used to the
garlic, coriander, cardamom, and peppers. The simmering kettles on the stoves could be
menudo, pork rinds, curry. In a lot of cases the houses smelled exotic and enticing. But, in far too
many, the predominant smell just struck me as urban and very poor. I never came to tolerate the
smell of pigeons on the kitchen floor or the fetid smell of carp in the bathtub as I changed the
seldom-used showerhead. I came to loathe the smell of cigarette smoke, old clothes, and
unflushed toilets.Late that winter I complained about those smells to Greg and Al. They laughed.
Al said that was the smell of money, and I was instantly reminded that an owner of a cattle
feedlot had once told me the same thing. After that, my days in the central valley of California
were numbered. I put in my time, waiting for my spring falcon job to start, but my mind was on the
ranch in South Dakota—where the poverty had a different smell. I dreamed of places where the
resources were limited but washed with a clean wind.It was a month later that my crew and I
were working on the home of a pretty, young black girl with three little kids who all followed me
from room to cluttered room. I was letting the little boy handle the tools from my toolbelt when I
heard Greg’s and Al’s voices outside, asking Buzz where I was. I met them at the door and they
looked worried. “Anybody come around here today?”“What do you mean?” I looked over their
shoulders and saw that they were driving Al’s Mercedes.“Just some creep looking for us.”“No
creeps today, so far.”They looked at each other just as we heard the sound of a diesel pickup
truck coming from around the corner. They looked toward the truck noise, which made me look
that way too. A bright white City of Fresno truck came slowly around the corner. When I looked
back, Greg and Al were gone and I was left on the front step to face the building inspector.
Suddenly my crew was gone too. I was trapped. The only guy for miles wearing a toolbelt.The
inspector got out of his truck slowly. He put on his white hard hat and took his clipboard off the
dashboard of his truck. He took his time walking up the sidewalk and I noticed Greg and Al, two
front yards away, peeking over a hedge like a couple of prairie dogs.I had no trouble playing
dumb. The inspector was looking for Greg and Al. He wanted to check things like building
permits and contractor’s licenses. By the way my crew had disappeared, he might have been
curious about green cards and outstanding warrants, too. I stood there and lied like a bed-wetter.
“Greg and Al? Haven’t seen them.” “Mercedes? Must belong to the guy that lives here.” I pointed
as convincingly as possible into the low-income rented home and shrugged. “I get dispatched
from the office.” I gave him the telephone number of the bored secretary. He nodded his head



with contempt but didn’t bother to write down the number. He asked another dozen questions
and I went on shrugging. Finally, he gave me his card.“If you see Greg and Al, have them call
me.”I nodded and thought that would be the end of it. But the inspector had one more thing to
say. “They’re making a shit pot of money,” he said and waved his hand at the house, “but this ain’t
right.”A week later I was in my beat-up pickup truck on my way back to South Dakota. It would be
good to get back to the ranch, good to see how Erney was doing. I’d had my fill of the Central
Valley of California. I had enough money saved up to make the yearly mortgage payment on the
ranch, even though as soon as I made it I would have to start worrying about how I was going to
make the next one. But it didn’t bother me that, after a winter of work, I was still on the same
treadmill. Cruising east on Interstate 80, I thought about Greg and Al hiding behind that hedge,
dressed in clean clothes, their hands smooth and decorated with rings, and I wondered what it
would be like to operate like that. I started thinking that there must be a gene for business that I
just didn’t possess.I quit thinking about my missing gene and drove for a hundred and fifty miles
with an empty mind. But, as the mountains changed to grasslands—as the sagebrush and
grama grass turned to wheatgrass and green needle grass—the thought of giant herds of buffalo
entered my head. That trip back from California took place many years before I made the
decision to convert the Broken Heart Ranch into a buffalo ranch, but even then, as I entered their
ancient range, I felt their absence.Killing 99.99 percent of all the buffalo in the world seems like it
would have been a big job. You would think that nineteenth-century technology would have been
hard pressed to accomplish it in a relatively short period. But it didn’t take much time and it didn’t
cost much money. In purely economic terms I suppose that the horrific buffalo slaughter paid for
itself. Even then, before I was seriously considering doing it, I knew that bringing back even a
small percentage would cost a whole lot more than it cost to get rid of them all.Years ago
someone sent Jill and me a great cartoon. It was a sketch of a buffalo standing on an endless
prairie, holding a cell phone to its ear. There was no indication who the buffalo was talking to, but
I like to think that all of American was listening. “I love the convenience,” the buffalo was saying,
“but the roaming charges are killing me.” It costs a lot of money for a buffalo to roam freely, but it
may cost us even more to not have them roam freely. If you ever see a herd of a few hundred
head moving peacefully under a wild, western sky, you will never be the same. Back during the
very early days of buffalo on the Broken Heart Ranch, I would often make my way out to where I
could see them grazing. I would sit and watch them moving on the land until I had had enough
soul-fuel to keep going. But nursing an appreciation for buffalo doesn’t pay the bills, let alone the
costs of restoration like the planting of native grasses or the resting of pastures needed to regain
land health.Jill and I were starved for cash, but we knew that simply selling our buffalo
production would have made us undistinguishable from generations of livestock producers who
had exploited the plains. I had seen the wild fear in the eyes of buffalo as they smell a slaughter
plant for the first time. I had watched them standing in their own manure, being forced to eat
subsidized grain products. Neither Jill nor I wanted anything to do with forcing buffalo through
the cattle production model.Because most buffalo producers come from cattle traditions, they



instinctually do what they have done for generations. But buffalo are not cattle. They are
evolutionary marvels that have existed for tens of thousands of years with no aid from humans. It
is inhumane and wrongheaded to treat them as if they have been selected to endure the
stresses of confinement. But it is not the death of buffalo that bothers me. Death is an
unalterable fact for all of us. The only choice we have is how it comes.When we began raising
buffalo there was no commercial alternative to putting buffalo into feedlots, but buried in an
obscure section of the USDA meat inspection act are a few sentences that allow for field harvest
of animals under strict regulations. We knew then that among foodies and health food nuts there
was a nascent market for grass-fed red meat—especially buffalo meat. But it was the obscure
USDA regulation that opened the door to what would become Wild Idea Buffalo Company.The
Animal Industry Board of South Dakota inspects almost all the buffalo that are slaughtered in the
state. The inspections are conducted under the same regulations as USDA rules, and when we
called attention to the fact that field harvest was allowed, we were received with scrutiny but
cooperation. Field harvest of buffalo had actually been allowed on a very limited basis for years.
We would have to work under stringent operating procedures, but it was doable. We could haul
the carcasses to a packing plant and have them cut, wrapped, and frozen for a reasonable
charge.So, after a few years of struggling to survive on a buffalo ranch, we stuck a toe into the
ocean of commerce and arranged with South Dakota meat inspectors to harvest five prime two-
year-old buffalo bulls in the pastures they had known for their entire lives. We found that they
showed no perceivable signs of stress and we also discovered that companies like FedEx and
UPS could ship the frozen meat to our small list of family and friends with only slightly more effort
on our part. There was even less profit in raising and marketing our buffalo this way than there
was in loading them into trucks and selling them to strangers, but our consciences were
clear.After cashing those first tiny checks and receiving those positive reviews of the meat, I felt
something odd shift inside me. I knew that we were onto something—if we could bring some
money back to the ranch, the birds, mammals, insects, and plants would all feel the benefit. But I
was bothered by the nagging realization that the sale of a few buffalo bulls would not change
much in the wider world. My idea for reinvesting for the benefit of a tiny ranch was much too
modest. Deep down I knew that our ranch was meaningless within the scale of the Great Plains.
If the entire ecosystem was going to feel the effects of reinvestment of buffalo profits, then
buffalo were going to have to experience a meaningful increase in population. Even then I knew
that they would have to pay their own way back. What we didn’t realize was how high the price
would be.Chapter 2The first time I met Jill, she was working the front end of her new restaurant,
The American Pie Bistro. I’d been out of town for a few months and upon my return had heard
that The American Pie was a cut above anything that Rapid City had ever experienced. I’d heard
the food was great, but no one told me about Jill. She met me at the front door with a menu in
her hand and a smile on her face. “Are you here to join Mr. Harlan?” she asked.Bill Harlan was a
reporter for the local newspaper. We’d been friends for decades and I was there to meet him for
dinner. Jill gestured to the back of the restaurant and I saw Bill raise his hand to wave. I should



have waved back but I was thunderstruck by Jill and stood transfixed by her green eyes and
wispy blonde hair. “My, my, my. What do we have here?” I’m sure that I only thought that, but Jill
swears I said it out loud.We agree that I followed her closely to the table and Harlan stood up
and greeted me. I had that rare but energized feeling that most of us get when we meet
someone we know will play a role in the next act of our lives. Jill was being very nice to me; later
she told me it was because she had me mixed up with another of Harlan’s friends: the man that
wrote restaurant reviews for the newspaper. She was only aiming for a good review in the
newspaper.It was a month later that I met Jilian, Jill’s ten-year-old daughter. She sat in the back
of the restaurant doing her homework and didn’t bother to even look up when I said hello. I had
been advised to take it slow with Jilian because, with a divorce brewing, she was having some
trouble sorting out her feelings about her father, and, by association, men in general. I was
determined to play it cool and give her all the time she wanted. For several weeks I watched her
snub Jill’s other suitors. She was polite with me and would occasionally offer a smile. But her
eyes flashed like her mother’s if someone got too close.I watched her doing her homework and
occasionally helping bus a table. I paid close attention to how she reacted to the customers,
cooks, and waitresses. I learned that she liked to play basketball and softball. I overheard that
she was a pretty good dribbler and a steady hitter. She got good grades. I watched the
customers come and go. She liked it when the women would stop and talk to her. She was not
as friendly to the men and sometimes she would roll her eyes at the things they said. I learned
that she was more likely to argue with her mother if there was a man standing nearby. In public, I
kept my distance from both of them.During the first few months that I knew Jilian I had the idea
that I would figure her out just by watching her. I might even have hoped to enlist her to help me
get in good with her mother, who I was already desperately in love with. I knew that any
relationship I had with Jill would be short-lived if Jilian was not on my side; I didn’t want to blow it.
So I engaged her only superficially and continued to watch.As a life-long observer of wild things,
I have learned that you have to look closely but never stare. You can remain visible but must
blend in with your surroundings. That was my role with Jilian. I approached the situation as if she
was a shy avocet standing at the edge of prairie pond, a young coyote that stayed close its den.It
was the middle of the summer before I was invited to a softball game. I was almost fifty years old
and I hadn’t been to a kid’s athletic event since I was playing myself. Jilian and the rest of her
team took the field in baggy baseball uniforms and gloves bigger than their heads. “These things
can get crazy,” Jill said.I nodded to where the girls were jogging, lackadaisically, out to their
positions. There was a smiling young man in an umpire’s suit leaning over to brush off home
plate. The first batter was waiting just behind him and she had laid the bat down and was
adjusting her hair under the enormous batter’s helmet. “I think the ump can handle them,” I
said.“Oh, not the kids,” Jill said. She nodded to the filling stands. “It’s the parents.” They looked
mostly benign—moms in sunhats and dark glasses, little brothers and sisters, a few dads just
getting off work. But the energy was building and a couple parents had begun a chant, “Rock
’em, sock ’em, kick ’em in the butt . . .”When the umpire shouted, “Play ball,” a chubby little man



with a monk’s hairdo and a clipboard under his arm stood up and screamed “Kill ’em!”I looked at
Jill. “Is he on our side?”She shook her head. “No. His kid plays for the other team. She’s a nice
little girl but he’s an ass.”For the first few innings I didn’t see the game as two teams playing each
other. It was just eighteen little girls running around, trying to remember what they had been told
to do. It was hard to detect the slightest impulse toward competition. The crowd reacted
positively to the occasional hit and, if the ball was actually fielded without an error, a modest roar
rose from one side of the stands or the other.The obnoxious chubby guy and his equally chubby
wife had a rule book that they referred to and chided the umpire with. In the first few innings they
stopped the game twice on fine points that few of us understood. I got the sense that there were
some sophisticated strategies playing out on the field among the coaches, the umpire, a few
overzealous fans, and the chubby couple with the rule book, all of which was lost on the little
girls. They didn’t seem to care what the score was and waited patiently as the adults argued the
rules. Finally, one of the moms in a floppy straw hat stood up and yelled, “Let the kids play!”That
was in the last inning. There were already two outs with the score at 6–4, with the chubby guy’s
team ahead. He was standing at the fence behind home plate, showing the book to the umpire,
and when he heard the woman yell, he turned around to the crowd with smirk on his face and
pointed to the rule book in his hand. Jill groaned. “This is the part he loves,” she said.“He’s done
this before?“All the time.”“Let ’em play,” another mom shouted.The affable young umpire looked
up into the stands and smiled to the woman who had yelled. He waved away the chubby guy’s
complaint. “Play ball,” he yelled, then turned to the girl, one of Jilian’s teammates, who had been
waiting for her turn at bat.The little girl stood with her legs twisted around each other, the bat
limp on her shoulder, and her dreamy gaze fixed on the blue sky over center field. The umpire
had to touch her shoulder to get her attention. He pushed her gently toward home plate.The
chubby guy let out a theatric groan. Apparently he believed there was a reason to disqualify the
batter. He had been roundly overruled and shook the wire behind the umpire to get his attention.
“Jesus,” I thought, “Who cares?” And just then the dreamy batter connected with a pitch and
looped the ball into short right field. Chaos ensued.By the time she made it to first base, the right
fielder and the center fielder had collided and the ball dropped untouched in front of them. The
batter advanced to second base. The right fielder recovered and threw to second, but it was
already way too late. The ball careened into left field, where it was muffed by a timid girl who
recovered in time to overthrow third base and send the batter home for a triple-error in-the-park
home run. Jilian’s team was suddenly only one run behind and the chubby guy was
apoplectic.He ran back and forth behind home base, waving his rule book and shouting at the
umpire. He called out to both coaches and made such a fuss that the game had to stop. Jill and I
were right down front where we could see that the man’s head was sweating and the ring of hair
above his ears was damp. The parents behind us moaned and let out a few more calls of “Let
’em play.”The next batter was the smallest girl on our team. Her batting helmet was way too big
for her and she stood in the on-deck circle swinging two bats as if she was ready to smack the
ball to Kansas. I had to smile at her chutzpah and I surprised myself by sobering up as I saw



Jilian join the little girl in the on-deck circle. The two girls giggled as the small one responded to
the umpire’s wave and approached the plate. The chubby guy had been overruled again, and
now he was shouting. “This game is under protest.”“Sit down,” I yelled. Jill squeezed my arm and
I looked at her. “Sorry,” I whispered.The little girl dug in and beat on home plate with her bat. She
raised the bill of her batting helmet so she could see the pitcher then snarled like a tiny lioness.
The first two pitches were a foot over her head. Now the chubby guy’s shiny dome was bright red
and he hung on the wire like a fat orangutan. We were close enough to know that he was
speaking to the pitcher. “The pitcher is his daughter,” Jill said.“Poor child.”“No kidding. Look,
she’s stressing out.”The third pitch was wild and in the dirt. “Ball three,” the umpire called.“Throw
a strike,” the chubby guy screamed.And whoosh—his daughter smoked one across. “Good for
her!” Jill said.But the next pitch was wide and way high. “Ball four!” The umpire pointed to first
base. “Take a walk.”The chubby guy screamed at his daughter. “For God’s sake, Brandy. Throw
strikes.” The pitcher wilted and, I swear, I thought she might cry.I heard Jill gasp at my elbow.
“Jilly’s up to bat.”“This game is being played under protest.” The chubby guy’s wife was touching
his back and trying to get him to sit down. I felt sorry for her and the daughter who was getting
ready to pitch to Jilian. “None of this matters,” the guy was yelling. He had the rule book in his
hand again, and when I stepped up behind him, he tried to show me the book.I put my arm
around his shoulder. “I don’t want to see the damned book,” I whispered.“It was an illegal
substitution.”“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “You need to sit down.” His face jerked up to mine but the
defiance flagged.His voice was softer but came through his teeth. “Why do I need to sit down?”I
smiled but squeezed his shoulder a little tighter and we both looked out to where his daughter
was digging into the pitcher’s mound with the toe of her tennis shoe. Jilly was oblivious to what
was happening only a few feet behind her. I kept smiling and, without taking my eyes from the
baseball field, I leaned as close to the man as I could and I whispered even lower, “You need to
sit down and shut up or I’m going to break your fucking neck.”As his daughter started her
windup, he looked up to see if I might be serious. I was amazed at what I’d said but I knew I had
to do my best to make him think that I meant it. I continued to look out to the field with a neutral
face and we backed to a sitting position on the first row of seats. “Let’s just watch,” I said.His
daughter threw a strike and Jilian swung but there was no contact. I still had my arm around his
shoulder and kept watching as Brandy threw a ball, and then another strike that breezed past
Jilly. Then there came a slow looping pitch that Jilly swatted at as if it were a fly. The ball shot up
and toward right field. But it didn’t go very far and the first baseman backed up, got under it, and
caught it for the last out of the game.“You win,” I said, and patted the man on the back.We didn’t
bother looking at each other because now there were little girls swirling around us. Win or lose,
they all seemed perfectly happy and Jilly actually came up to me and smiled. Jill took my arm as
Jilly ran off to say good-bye to her friends. “Did you have a nice chat with that other father?” I had
no answer. I could only stand dumbfounded and look out to center field. No one had ever called
me a father before.That softball game was a turning point. From then on Jill and I understood
that we were connected. But Jilian wasn’t sure. Her real father was still lurking at the periphery of



her life and, if he showed up when he was not expected, she was emotional and struck out at
whoever was close by. At those times I would try to back away. I would leave their apartment and
drive the thirty miles back to the ranch, where Erney sat beside the fire, reading books on natural
history or the settling of the Southern Africa veld.We were eating a lot of buffalo by then. Erney
and I liked it even more than the venison and grouse we were used to. But I never realized how
good it could be until Jill and Jilian came out to the ranch for the first time. It was Thanksgiving
and Jill had volunteered to cook a buffalo roast. In addition to bird dogs, I had a young female
peregrine falcon named Harley, who we used to hunt ducks. Since the fall had been warm, there
were still open ponds with migrating ducks on nearly every one. Jilian had heard me talking
about Harley and I saw that, even though she seldom looked at me, she was listening. When I
asked her if she wanted to see Harley chase a duck, she couldn’t help herself. She nodded and
smiled.“You go ahead,” Jill said. She was examining the buffalo roast. I had lain it out on a baking
pan and now she was feeling it with her hands and poking it with a fork. “Go ahead, Jilly. Go with
Dan and Erney while I start cooking.”In the pickup, Jilian sat between Erney and me and didn’t
say much. We didn’t drive far, just down the driveway, through a wire gate, and over a little hill to
where we were out of sight of a pond that usually had ducks on it. Erney crept to the top of the
rise to be sure there were ducks on the pond as I got Harley ready to fly. I didn’t want to use
Harley as a tool to impress Jilian because both of them deserved more respect than that. But it
was difficult. From the shine in Jilian’s eyes it was clear that the broad-chested black and brown
bird on my left fist had gotten her attention like I had never seen before. She was too shy to blurt
out questions but she quietly asked about the green leather hood on Harley’s head. I lowered the
bird to her level and let her take a close look at the way the hood covered Harley’s eyes. “To keep
her calm until we let her loose,” I said.Jilian’s eyes got wide. “Don’t let her loose. She’ll run away.”I
had to smile. “She won’t run away. She’s going to fly.”“Fly?”“Fly,” I said. Then I was stricken with
the thought that Harley might really fly away. How would I explain that to Jilian? “She’s just going
to fly around and then she’s going to catch a duck.”“She’s going to catch a duck?” Jilian’s arms
were crossed and she was squinting in thought.Erney had seen ducks and was standing out of
their sight on the hill, and pointing upward—our signal for letting the falcon go. “Watch this,” I told
Jilian. With my teeth and right hand I loosened the braces on the hood. It sat cocked on Harley’s
head as I pulled the leather jesses from her legs. When she raised her leg to scratch under her
chin the brass bell rang shrill and bright as the bells on a reindeer’s harness. Jilian jumped back
but smiled. When I took off the hood, Jilian’s beautiful blue eyes got nearly as big as the falcon’s
fierce black ones. When Harley raised her wings and took to the air, Jilian gasped.Harley went
high above the pond and, when the twenty or so gadwalls lifted off, she came down like a two-
pound drop of heavenly rain. Jilian did not see the falcon bind to the duck or tumble from the sky.
Her eyes had been on the rest of the ducks and stayed with them as they circled the pond then
headed south, all at warp speed. She stood there on the bank, looking skyward, her arms
straight at her sides and her mouth wide open.When we found Harley, the gadwall was already
dead and Harley stood on top of it, as proud as a puppy with a bone. Jilian sat down cross-



legged beside the falcon and the duck as the pile of plucked feathers grew. She didn’t say a
word but watched every move of the feeding falcon. The feather pile shifted with the slight
breeze and was beginning to drift over her little tennis shoe when I picked Harley up onto my fist
and continued to feed her.Jilian’s face was at Harley’s level and her arms were again crossed in
deep thought. Erney stood beside Jilian and explained the duck parts as Harley revealed them.
Jilian watched closely as the falcon enjoyed her duck dinner. One of the wings fell to the ground
and Jilian’s eyes followed it down. She stared at it for a few seconds before she spoke. “Could I
pick that up?”“Sure,” Erney said.She went down into a squatting position as little kids do. Her
hands were on her knees and she leaned down to look very closely before she reached out and
picked up the wing by the last feather. The wing bones and tendons had been stripped clean of
meat. Erney was leaning over to inspect it too. “Those are like your finger bones,” he said. Jilian
was skeptical and looked at him with a squint. “No foolin’,” Erney said. He held out his good hand
and flexed the fingers. He pointed to the dissected duck wing. “Right there,” he touched a bone.
“Same as that one right there.” He wiggled his index finger in front of her nose.When Jilian
looked up to me, her face was still full of skepticism. She wanted something from me and so I
nodded my head. That seemed to satisfy her and she stood up with the duck wing still in her
hand. She looked to Harley, who was still chewing on the rest of the duck. Jilian smiled and held
the wing up toward her own mouth. She pretended to chew on it and laughed. “Hope Mom’s got
that buffalo cooked.”There was no Christmas tree at the ranch house but there were all sorts of
holiday paraphernalia at Jill’s apartment, just up the hill from her restaurant, and I found myself
hanging out there just to be near the bustle of it all. There had been some talk about the
possibility of Jill and Jilian moving to the ranch. We jabbered about her monthly rent payment
and she considered the possibilities of sprucing up the rickety ranch house. Making the place fit
for them would take some time and I had my doubts about ever making the ranch anywhere near
as homey as her apartment. We both wondered how Jilian might take to such a move.I had
never been much for giving presents, but that Christmas I went out of my way to get Jilian
something that she would never forget. She was not yet eleven years old, so Christmas was still
exciting to her and she checked the presents under the tree every day when she came home
from school. I had wrapped up a small empty, cardboard box and put her name on it, “from
Santa.” She kept close tabs on the presents piling up under the tree and knew that the one
marked Santa was from me. Every day she would pick it up and shake, ever so gently, as if its
weightlessness might mean it was fragile. When she held it to her ear and moved it from side to
side, then to and fro, her forehead would knit and she would look at me as if she hoped I wasn’t
tricking her.

dan obrien wild idea buffalo and family in a difficult land, wild idea buffalo and family in a difficult
land, wild buffalo gricignano menu, wild idea buffalo ranch, wild idea buffalo, wild idea buffalo
reviews, wild idea buffalo company, wild idea buffalo nutrition, wild idea buffalo chuck roast,
colton jones wild idea buffalo, wild idea buffalo store, wild idea buffalo boots, wild idea buffalo



brisket recipe, wild idea buffalo recipes, wild idea buffalo coupon code, wild buffalo near me,
wild idea buffalo discount code, patagonia wild idea buffalo boot, wild idea meaning, a wild idea
jonathan franklin, the wild buffalo summary, wild idea lab, wild hair idea, a wild idea book review,
wild world tips

Buffalo for the Broken Heart: Restoring Life to a Black Hills Ranch, Was It Worth It?, American
Buffalo: In Search of a Lost Icon, Dirt to Soil: One Family’s Journey into Regenerative
Agriculture, The New New Thing: A Silicon Valley Story, The New Organic Grower, 3rd Edition: A
Master's Manual of Tools and Techniques for the Home and Market Gardener, 30th Anniversary
Edition, Lentil Underground: Renegade Farmers and the Future of Food in America, A Wild Idea:
The True Story of Douglas Tompkins―The Greatest Conservationist (You've Never Heard Of),
The Nature of Oaks: The Rich Ecology of Our Most Essential Native Trees, American Serengeti:
The Last Big Animals of the Great Plains, Bison: Portrait of an Icon



Michael C, “Another great book by O'Brien. Another really phenomenal effort by O'Brien. At first,
I was somewhat apprehensive to buy this book because I thought it would be more or less the
same subject matter of one of his previous books, Buffalo for the Broken Heart. While there are
certainly some common themes, I think Wild Idea covers more how O'Brien mended his broken
heart, the joy of following his passion and doing so with his new family, and how he came out the
other side. O'Brien writes with beautiful, vivid, writing, that will leave you wanting to drive to
South Dakota and actually see it for yourself. This book is also part food book, and his
descriptions of the meals he shares with his wife, the dinner parties they have, and the various
menu items his wife prepares, are mouth watering. This book essentially whisks you away to
O'Brien's ranch and the complex environment (both with people and flora/fauna) they live in.
Awesome book that I would highly recommend to anyone.”

R. M. Peterson, “Home on the range. One of many culinary developments over the past quarter
century has been the eating of buffalo meat, which has gone from exotic to (almost)
mainstream. Buffalo is touted as tastier and healthier than beef, and of course buffalo carries
with it romanticized mythical associations of the American West. But most buffalo meat sold and
consumed today comes from animals that spent a good bit of time on feedlots. The animals are
not treated as humanely as many of us would like, nor is their grain-fed meat as healthy as it
could be.Enter Dan O'Brien. In love with the Great Plains, where he had spent most of his life,
he got the notion around 1990 of buying his own small ranch in South Dakota, called the Broken
Heart, and raising grass-fed buffalo. A few years later he met Jill, who ran a restaurant in Rapid
City. She bought into his vision -- his wild idea -- of raising free-roaming buffalo on the prairie
and harvesting them as humanely as practicable, as a way of restoring at least a small portion of
the Great Plains to the ecosystem that existed before European-American agricultural practices
destroyed it. But the Broken Heart was too small, so Dan and Jill hocked virtually everything
they had to buy the Cheyenne River Ranch in southwestern South Dakota, adjoining an Indian
reservation and the Buffalo Gap National Grassland, and to establish the Wild Idea Buffalo
Company through which they sell their buffalo meat.WILD IDEA: BUFFALO AND FAMILY IN A
DIFFICULT LAND is the story of their vision and its gradual, though still incomplete, fulfillment. It
also is the story of their evolving domestic life, the growing up of Jill's daughter Jilian, various
dogs and horses, and the trials and triumphs of a cast of friends.I bought and read WILD IDEA
because, after having read "Rewilding the West" by Richard Manning, I was interested in
learning more about the "wild idea" of replacing the cattle-and-agricultural-grains paradigm with
one of free-roaming buffalo grazing on natural grasses. I in fact learned a fair amount, especially
about the "harvesting" of the free-roaming buffalo, which O'Brien does on open grassland with a
$250,000 mobile facility that handles preliminary processing in accordance with governmental
regulations. O'Brien also has the cooperation and assistance of Native Americans (some of the



buffalo that O'Brien and Wild Idea harvest come from Indian reservations). To my mild
disappointment, however, buffalo are not the principal focus of the book. Instead, the majority of
the book is devoted to "family" -- that second subject named in the book's sub-title. Dan, Jill,
Jilian, and two other members of their extended ranch family, Erney and Gervase, are interesting
and good folk, and many of the tales of their life on the plains are heart-warming. But, as I said, I
wish there had been more about buffalo and the Great Plains ecosystem.O'Brien is a veteran
writer, with at least ten previous books under his belt. He is a good, smooth writer, if not a great
one. There are patches that are a little too precious, corny, or sentimental for my taste. All things
considered, however, WILD IDEA was a worthwhile book.”

GeeTee, “O'brien scores again............... Between this book and Dan's other one titled "Buffalo
For The Broken Heart", one can readily see his dedication to bringing the American Bison back
to ranching in South Dakota. The trials and tribulations he'd gone through, creating a ranch and
a business of raising bison, tells the reader of how much this was needed to bring bison (buffalo)
meat to the American diet. The benefits of eating the meat far outweigh anything beef can do. In
fact, one day I was among a crew that hosted some people in the buffalo-meat industry. One
lady asked me what buffalo tastes like. I replied, "It tastes like beef wishes it could taste."
O'brien's sense of humor threads its way through the book, along with his own personal story of
struggle and potential failure. I highly recommend it--and his other title--for those who want to
learn more about this amazing project he started and has succeeded in bringing to our tables.
I'm pleased to also add that I've met the man and he is truly a rancher-extraordinaire.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “good book. actually, a GREAT book. too many people think they are on
the enviro bandwagon when actually they just give it lip service. Dan O'Brien is living it. Really
living it. He impresses me that he considers the whole issue. Not only bison but the ecosystem
that contains the bison.  This guy has earned my respect and admiration.”

Breck Breckenridge, “Four by O'Brien. I started reading Dan'l back when he wrote Rites of
Autumn about his falcons. He added to it with Equinox. Then he wrote some fiction works, none
of which I've read. Then he came back again to non-fiction, tales of his life, with Buffalo for the
Broken Heart (great title). And now just last year Wild Idea, which is also the name of his
business. Dan is a one of a kind fellow. Complex and yet simple. Definitely a natural historian and
I like that. He has the novelist's ability to remember names, places, events that I could never
dream of. It all comes together in his non-fiction works and I like to read and re-read them
because I can enter for a while his world and be part of it. Anyway, Wild Idea is more of the same
only up to date. An effortless type of writer and a great individual.”

SD Oma, “Another Dan O'Brien Favorite.. Dan O'Brien is such a well written South Dakota
author. You feel like you are right on his ranch with him.  Enjoy his work.”



G Hanson, “Great read!. O’Brien is a gifted writer with an important story to tell. I liked this book
so much, I have gifted it to three other people.”

Ross Johnson, “O'brien is a good Author. I liked his Buffalo for the Broken .... Mr. O'brien is a
good Author. I liked his Buffalo for the Broken Heart a little bit better than Wild Idea, but enjoyed
both. The near extinction of Bison at the hands of humans is a history lesson important for all to
learn about, and reflect on. It's cool to read about the ecology involved with bringing the large
mammal back onto the prairie, and the effects down the ecological chain, or pyramid. I've only
read a few books on the topic, but it would be nice to see Bison replace cattle in areas that
would benefit the land.”

daniel Froese, “A worthy read. I enjoyed this book. It tells the story of a unique man and his
journey in life ranching and working to live that dream. This book includes good stories and is
well written.”

christiane de Sales, “Wild Idea:Buffalo and family in a difficult land de Dan O'brien. Un livre
passionnant qui raconte l'aventure d'un universitaire, passionnément écologiste qui prend à
coeur les bisons et se lance dans une aventure dans les plaines du South dakota pour protéger
leur mode de vie et assurer leur exploitation dans des conditions "humaines".”

The book by Dan O'Brien has a rating of  5 out of 4.9. 56 people have provided feedback.
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