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CHAPTER ONE Beginnings




From American Indians, the Corps of Discovery first heard about a white beast that dwelt among the peaks. They marveled at the shaggy hide purchased from Chinookan Indians along the Columbia River. In 1805 Captain William Clark even glimpsed a live one, albeit at a great distance, near what now is the Idaho-Montana border.

In 1778 Captain James Cook recorded the earliest hint of the creature’s existence. During stops at British Columbia and Alaskan villages on his around-the-world voyage, he was struck by the spun wool garments worn by the natives. When the Indians pointed out white animals perched high on the rocks as the source of the garments’ wool, Cook called them polar bears.

Others have confused the animal with mountain sheep, which also occupy the continent’s western mountains. Indeed the English translation of the mountain goat’s taxonomic genus, Oreamnos, suggests as much—lamb of the mountains.

Still others reckoned the beast bearing a shoulder hump and simple black horns as a new variety of a familiar species. In 1798, Alexander McKenzie described the animal he spotted in the mountains near the McKenzie River as a white buffalo. Although albino bison do exist, McKenzie’s arctic animal was likely the mountain goat.




[image: Curious yet cautious, a goat peers over a lichen-encrusted rock. (Photo by author)]




[image: From Alaska’s Kenai Fjords to Washington’s Mount Shuksan (this photo), ice, rock, and stunning scenery typify the domain of the mountain goat. (Photo by author)]



It’s not hard to imagine how the early explorers, trappers, and fortune-seekers might find the notion of a white buffalo roaming the mountaintops as much reality as phantom or fable. Some 25–50 million bison once roamed the continent and were well known to most who ventured west. Even in fiction, the taxonomy of this stout-shouldered creature was enigmatic. A passage from The Big Sky, Pulitzer prize–winning author A. B. Guthrie’s yarn about the mountain men of Montana, describes the mountain goat this way:


It ain’t a buffler proper, nor a white antelope, neither, though you hear the name put to it and a sight of others. They keep to the high peaks, they do, the tip top of mountains, in the clouds and snow…. Not many’s seen a live one. A man has to climb some for that.



Native people of North America’s First Nations, of course, had known the animal for centuries. Some hunted them for food, ceremonial items, and clothing. But well into the twentieth century, these wilderness cliff-walkers were relatively untouched by the westward march of Euro-Americans. It was an animal more of myth and mystery than avarice, and thus it escaped the tsunami of exploitation suffered by the more easily targeted bison, pronghorn, deer, elk, and the goat’s mountain cousin the bighorn sheep.

Along with its closest relatives that inhabit European and Asian peaks, the mountain goat completes a distinct taxonomic grouping, the Rupicaprini Tribe (Rupes = rock, capra = goat), within the sheep, goat, antelope, and cattle family (the Bovidae). The rupicaprids are regarded as goat-antelopes, possessing traits of both true goats and antelopes, but are neither. Characteristic of the mountain goat and its relations—and distinguishing those species from other members of the Bovidae family—are their thin-boned and fragile skulls, and short, dagger-like horns that look similar in both sexes.

The mountain goat’s rupicaprid relatives are the mysterious gorals and serows of Asia, and the chamois of Europe. The total number of species depends upon which taxonomist you ask, but there may be as many as four species of goral and between three and six species of serows (see Walker’s Mammals of the World and Mammal Species of the World for species accounts). Most authorities agree on two species of chamois—Rupicapra pyre-naica of the Pyrenees and Apennine Mountains of France, Spain, and Italy, and the more abundant Rupicapra rupicapra of the Alps, the Balkans, Asia Minor, and the Caucasus.

The gorals (all of the genus Naemorhedus) are the most primitive rupicaprids and likely the most similar in appearance to the ancestral form that gave rise to the modern tribal descendants. The gorals are grayish or reddish, coarse-haired, short-horned, and most weigh fifty to seventy-five pounds as adults. The species’ geographic range includes mountainous regions of eastern Russia and China, Thailand, Myanmar, Vietnam, and possibly Laos. A population of the species called the long-tailed goral occupies the demilitarized zone of the Korean Peninsula.
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Also resident to Asian mountains and ranging from Siberia south across the Himalayan region through Myanmar and Thailand to Malay Peninsula and Sumatra are the serows, all of the genus Capricornis. Resembling robust versions of gorals, they weigh up to 200 pounds and are reddish brown to gray-brown in color. Leading even more secretive lives than the gorals, the serows inhabit steep hillsides cloaked in dense vegetation. Isolated when the Japanese archipelago broke from the Asian mainland, the Japanese serow is perhaps the best known of the serows and gorals, which are among the least studied of the world’s large mammals. Historical ranges of gorals and serows have been reduced by excessive hunting and habitat loss. Several species are now considered in danger of extinction.

The chamois, on the other hand, is the best known and studied among this small group of mountain dwellers. Easily the fleetest of the bunch and a prodigious leaper, the chamois is longer-legged and slimmer than other rupicaprids. Adults weigh seventy-five to one hundred pounds, are tawny to reddish brown in color with distinctive white markings, and are more gregarious than the gorals and serows of Asia.

The rupicaprids likely evolved in the Himalayan Plateau region and are considered to be more primitive than—seeming living ancestors of—the true goats and sheep. Their origins date back to the late Miocene Epoch and the tribe diversified into many species during the Pleistocene (0.1–1.8 million years ago), though most did not outlive the ice ages.

From the most northerly distribution of the modern-day serow and goral, the ancestral mountain goat crossed to the New World via the Bering Land Bridge during the Pleistocene—perhaps 40,000 or more years ago, when ocean levels were 300 feet lower than today. Molecular studies suggest a closer relationship between the mountain goat and another immigrant, the musk ox (Ovibos moschatus), than other North American large mammals. Yet America’s goat-antelope resembles no other beast of either the New or Old World. It’s an evolutionary novelty, one of a kind.

In short, the mountain goat is a mountain-dwelling ruminant, physically adapted for rock climbing and surviving arctic alpine weather. Although commonly called the Rocky Mountain goat, I prefer American mountain goat (or just mountain goat) because Oreamnos americanus inhabits the Cascade and Coast mountain ranges of North America, as well as the Rocky Mountain chain.

Now extinct but known from fossils found in caves of the American Southwest, the smaller Oreamnos harringtoni is the only other recognized past or present member of the mountain goat’s genus. Fossil evidence suggests that during the massive Wisconsin Glaciation, both species of mountain goats survived only south of the continental ice sheet, even as far south as California and northern Mexico. Yet recent DNA analyses indicate that the coasts of northern British Columbia and southern Alaska provided additional refugia in which goats persisted until the Pleistocene ice melted away.
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[image: The continental distribution in 2010 of native and introduced populations of mountain goats (Map and photo from the British Columbia Mountain Goat Management Plan, 2010)]
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The periglacial conditions that shaped Oreamnos americanus are what the species remains best adapted to today. It’s found from southern Alaska to the western Northwest Territories and southward through Canada to Washington, Idaho, and Montana. Beyond this distribution of native populations, new herds have been established by transplanting animals to Colorado, Nevada, Oregon, Utah, eastern Idaho, central Montana, the Olympic Peninsula of Washington, several Alaskan islands, and even beneath the granite gaze of four presidents in the Black Hills of South Dakota.




CHAPTER TWO How to Build a Goat



The mountain goat is defined by the suite of traits that permit it to defy gravity twelve months a year. Specialization starts with the feet. The hard outer walls of the hooves surround a rough yet pliable, convex pad. The animal world’s equivalent of studded tires, the hoof pads conform to rock surfaces providing positraction. The four “toes” (digits two and three comprising the cloven hoof, and digits one and four being the elevated “dew claws” on the rear of the foot) are oversized—a feature that affords a larger gripping surface and distributes the foot load for increased support on snow. The cloven hoof is more flexible than in other ungulates. As the goat descends a rocky face or steep snowfield, the toes spread apart improving balance and providing friction in an outward as well as downward direction. During descents, the goat lowers his hind quarters to bring the large dew claws into contact with rock and snow, increasing traction and control.

His overall build includes short, stocky legs set relatively close together, and a compact torso with the forequarters decidedly larger than the rear (a la McKenzie and Guthrie’s “white buffler”). The heavily muscled shoulders and forelegs help him trudge through deep snow. A compact body provides a low center of gravity, balance, and uncanny agility on narrow ledges that vanish into thin air. When startled he may trot or lope, but this is not an animal built for speed.




[image: Mountain goats are the smallest of all North American ungulate offspring, weighing only thirty-five to fifty pounds during their first winter. The beard and flowing pantaloons of its mother are already evident on this ten-month-old kid. (Photo by author)]




[image: Like a Spiderman of the cliffs, the mountain goat’s feats are breathtaking, and in this case for just a lick of salt. (G. Dan Hutcheson, WildPhotons)]




[image: Two male bighorn sheep (Ovis canadensis), a distant relative of the mountain goat, share parts of the white climber’s North American geographic range. (Photo by author)]




Although nimble in the mountains by hoofed animal standards, North America’s Dall, Stone, and bighorn sheep (collectively called mountain sheep) possess neither the physical adaptations nor the raw ability of the mountain goat on cliffs and crags. While sheep bound crisply across outcrops and slopes, the goat is a plodder and inclined to stick to steeper terrain. Leverage, friction, and balance are the tools of his trade. The sheep are free-climbing scramblers; the goat is a technician.

I’ve watched a goat climb to the top of a dizzying pinnacle and stand with all four feet together on a summit measuring only eight inches square. Then he raised a hind foot, scratched behind an ear, and shook the dust from his coat, unimpressed with the feat as I looked on in wonder.

The goat’s outward appearance is marked by an extravagant robe of white. It’s from late fall into spring that he looks his most elegant, highlighted by a full beard, pantaloons that resemble baggy basketball shorts, and a dorsal ridge of hair that when backlit casts a radiant halo befitting a beast living so close to the heavens. This outer pelage of five- to seven-inch-long guard hair sheds wind and snow and protects a dense insulating mantle of underfur (goats patented the concept of layering for warmth!) as luxurious as the finest cashmere. To my eye, they are among the most photogenic of subjects.

From May into August, goats metamorphose from this shaggy beast of winter into trimmer summer attire. Often last







[image: From the moment they are born, kids are imprinted on a vertical world and take to it instinctively. (Photo by author)]





[image: Members of some First Nation tribes still collect shed mountain goat fur for weaving of luxurious garments and blankets. (Photo by author)]




[image: Goats do not shed their warm winter coats until mid-summer. So like this one, by May they seek the cool comfort of snow and shade. (Photo by author)]




[image: This cave in Montana’s Bitterroot Mountains offered a sanctuary for goats on particularly brutal winter days or to shelter them from rain. (Photo by author)]
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[image: Seldom in a hurry, the mountain goat’s climbingis calculated, even painstaking, a trait that serves it well on the cliffs. (Photo by author)]




[image: Again and again as I watched them, feats unthinkable to other large mammals proved routine for these alpine athletes. (Photo by author)]





[image: A lone goat on a wall of rock in Glacier National Park, Montana. How did he get there, and why? (Photo by author)]




[image: A nanny and her ten-month-old kid, where they’re typically seen—somewhere above. (Photo by author)]






[image: Even on wet surfaces, the white climber’s hooves provide extraordinary traction. (Photo by author)]





[image: When summer comes to the alpine zone, goats dine on a smorgasbord of plant life. (Photo by author)]
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