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Our surroundings help 
translate the course curric-
ulum—politics and ecol-
ogy of the Tongass National 
Forest—into realities that 
become ingrained as mem-
ories. Along the shore’s 
scrawl, a dozen sea kayaks lie 
where we landed, beached 
like crayon-colored pilot 
whales. The tide carries notes 
of kelp, brine, mudflats, and 
decay—creation’s inimita-
ble perfume—while less than 
10 miles from us the hemi-
sphere’s southernmost tidal 
glacier dips its crystal tongue 
into the fjord. Before we even 
pitch tents, we take advan-
tage of this sunny afternoon, 

teaching a lesson on glacial 
morphology. Lulled by the 
warmth and my co-instruc-
tor’s voice, my concentration 
keeps slipping. A different, 
animal form of attentiveness 
takes over as I scan the beach 
for bears on the prowl.

Some bright, medium-size 
creature does register in my 
field of vision, on an island 
afloat in the bay. Pacing 

T H E  ST U D E N TS  R EC L I N E  in a half-circle in camp chairs fac-
ing the scalloped bay, afraid to miss out on the scenery. 
By week three of this 30-day ed-venture, companion-
ship, paddling skills, and new landscapes have begun 
to fill any void TV or video games may have caused.

TREADING INTO THE UNKNOWN
by Michael Engelhard

LESSONS FROM A 
SEA GOAT 

N A T U R A L  A L A S K A

Above: Mountain goats typically 
reside high above sea level, but 
occasionally drop down to the 
shore to forage. Right: LeConte 
Glacier, just 25 miles from 
Petersburg, is popular among 
researchers, since it’s easily 
accessible and offers handy 
outcrops for viewing.
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from one end to the other, 
it appears to be testing the 
perimeter of its confinement. 
Could it be a wolf? I reach 
for my field glasses, tense 
enough to alert the group.

A head too small, and 
angular as slab marble, off-
sets a boulder-shaped body. 
Shag fluffs the creature’s fore 
and hindquarters into ridic-
ulous bloomers. A moun-
tain goat! At sea level. The 
incoming tide has barred its 
retreat, stranding it like an ice 
chest washed off some tour 
boat. At first glance it could 
be a billy or nanny. Both 
sexes sport jet-black spikes, 
which local Tlingit Indians 
carve into potlatch spoons—
curved, functional, keratin 
art. According to our guide-
books, adult male goats are 
the ones most likely to go gal-
livanting, from alpine reaches 
down crenellated ridges and 
into the shelter of conifers, 
lured by any ungulate tough 
guy’s Shangri-la: salt licks, or 
deep meadows to browse 

and populate. 
The students are standing 

now, firn lines and medial 
moraines temporarily con-
signed to their minds’ garrets. 
Our intern, Neil, sprints to his 
kayak, slides into the cockpit, 
and, pushing with his knuck-
les, seal-launches from the 
beach.

“What are you going to 
do?” someone shouts. “Drape 
it across your bow?”

“Don’t know,” he replies. 
“Just taking a closer look, I 
guess.”

Why not leave it be? I won-
der. What feeds this need 
for proximity, this urge to 
interfere? 

While Neil disembarks 
on the low-slung island, the 
goat gallops up and over a 
rise. Neil walks to the top, 
neoprene skirted, paddle in 
hand, to see what we have 
already seen from shore: 
the goat churning toward 
an outcrop close by, muzzle 
pointed skyward, cutting a 
wake like a chunky retriever.

By the time Neil has 
inserted himself in the kayak 
again, the billy has climbed 
this doomed miniature 
Ararat. Against the sea’s back-
drop, the animal seems out 
of its element but still more 
of this place than we Gore-
Tex-clad visitors from afar. 
Possessed of a mineral qual-
ity, a poise and resilience 
older than flesh, it stands riv-
eted to the rock—an exten-
sion of sweeping summits, 
hewn from Le Conte Glacier’s 
trunk, hefty and blunt as win-
ter itself. 

With a lapse into pasto-
ral metaphor excusable in a 
Scotsman, wilderness sage 
John Muir compared this 
breed to others, consider-
ing them, “nature’s cattle,” 
better fed and protected 
from the cold. But he also 
acknowledged the grit in 
their existence. During a sled-
ding trip above Glacier Bay, 
he found bones cast about 
in an ancient blood ritual. 
Presumably, wolves had 

caught up with a wild goat 
two miles from safer ground, 
where breakneck terrain 
matched with ballerina 
grace would have given it the 
advantage. 

Pulling away from those 
sobering thoughts, I watch 
Neil bump the outcrop with 
his kayak bow. He waves a 
paddle blade in the animal’s 
face. What is he doing? Trying 
to save a goat by making it 
dive? It’s unlikely to drown, 
even if flooded out. But our 
intern might yet discover 
the flip side of hands-on 
approaches to learning. 

Clearly annoyed with 
being crowded, the billy 
indeed takes him on, defend-
ing its quickly shrinking 
domain. It jerks horn daggers 
into Neil’s direction, hooking 
the air, unwilling to yield as 
much as an inch.

On shore, the students hol-
ler and cheer—for whom, I 
can’t tell.

Eventually, the goat’s aver-
sion to humans overcomes 
any fear of reefs, orcas, tide-
rips, or the unfamiliar. With 
its shoulders tucked in like a 
boxer, it pivots and leaps high 
and wide, charging its twin 
in the burnished sea. Before 
long we lose sight of it as it 
churns across the bay, to be 
culled from the gene pool or 
to sire a feisty clan in the high 
country.   

Michael Engelhard is the 
author of  Ice Bear: The 
Cultural History of an Arctic 
Icon. And he loves teachable 
moments.


