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NE OF THE RARE disagreements between my parents
came early in their marriage.
My dad, George Mitchell, a biologist, had
shot a magnificent buck pronghorn, had
had its head taxidermied, and then
wanted to give him pride of place in my
mother’s elegant living room.
My mother, Constance Mitchell, a modern painter who carefully curates her surroundings, was horrified. Immune to
Dad’s protestations that this pronghorn
was, as he wrote in his journal, a “museumquality specimen,” she banished the
stuffed beast to the rec room in the basement where it promptly became a quizzical
witness to our family life. It was so lifelike
that it often seemed to me it was simply
passing by and had thought to poke its
head through the wall, keen to see what we
were watching on television.
Dad was right about one thing.
Pronghorns are majestic to begin with,
but this fellow was something special:
inky Y-shaped horns as thick as my wrist,
square snout splotched with black,
supersized dark eyes tipped with long
lashes, a pair of white chevrons running
down the buff of his throat. Even after
decades on the wall, his ears were pricked
so high I could almost feel him listening
in on our conversations.
My dad, who died in June 2017 at 91,
loved that pronghorn. But not just that one.
He loved the whole species, Antilocapra
americana. In his 1980 book, The Pronghorn

Antelope in Alberta, my dad refers to his
passion as an affair of the heart that never
lost its fire. Maybe it was the lure of the
unknown. The pronghorn was a scientific
mystery when my dad was hired as the
Alberta government’s first game biologist
in 1952 and began to study it.
Even the basics were obscure. At what
age did pronghorns begin breeding? How
many young did they have? What did they
eat? How did they survive the winters?
How many were there in Alberta and
Saskatchewan, the very northernmost tip
of its continent-wide range? How many
had there been?
All unknown. But unless you knew
this most elementary information, how
could you predict whether they would
stick around? He set about the messy,
painstaking, life-consuming business of
finding out.
THE PRONGHORN’S ancestor evolved
in North America around 25 million years
ago. Eventually, that ancestor, Merycodus,
spawned a family of about a dozen species
of hooved grazers from one the size of a
jackrabbit to the lone, big survivor that
became swift enough to race the hungry
cheetahs and fearsome hyenas that then
populated North America.
But while the cheetah, hyena and all the
other pronghorn relatives died out in North
America — the pronghorn’s closest genetic
relative today is the giraffe — Antilocapra
americana triumphed. And while it is the
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Note:
Some parts of this article may not be appropriate for younger learners (graphic details related to hunting,family problems, etc.)
so copying portions of the text might be beneficial. Furthermore, depending on the age of your students, consider having a class
discussion about ethics before students work through the article. The following activities are geared towards grades 4-6 but could be
adapted for various levels.

Materials:
•

1 copy of the May/June 2018 issue of Canadian Geographic for teacher reference and the online version to display
images (canadiangeographic.ca/magazine/mj18)

•

Document camera/projector

•

Large wall map of North America for student reference (e.g.: Can Geo Education’s tiled map of North America)

•

See, Think, Wonder Chart handout for each student (included)

Activate:
Show students the magazine cover on the Smartboard/projector. Cover up the word “pronghorn” and ask students what
animal they think it is and whether they know anything about it. Guide the discussion using the following inquiry questions:
Why might a magazine that covers Canadian geography be highlighting this animal?
•

How does this link to geography?

•

What might be special about this species?

Investigate:
IDEA #1
Display the following quote or give groups of three or four students a poster paper with this quote written on it:
“In 1925, the pronghorn was near extinction. From a North American peak population of about 35 million a century earlier, the
species was reduced to as few as 13,000.”
Ask each group to discuss the quote and to make an educated guess as to what might have led to this extreme population
drop. Students might have a good understanding of food chains or habitat destruction, so activate that prior knowledge.

cangeoeducation.ca

For the love of

PRO NGHORNS
The story of a biologist’s lifelong study of
an endangered species — and its future

CANADIAN GEOGRAPHIC

BY ALANNA MITCHELL

O

IN THE CLASSROOM
Article ‘For The Love of Pronghorns’
Issue May/June 2018

A male pronghorn stares
down the camera in a farmer’s
field south of Leader, Sask.

32
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in North America around 25 million years
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of hooved grazers from one the size of a
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populated North America.
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America — the pronghorn’s closest genetic
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IDEA #2
Display the picture of the pronghorn from the magazine cover, and have students use the See, Think, Wonder Chart (included
at the end of this lesson) to activate their critical thinking skills to make inferences about the photo. Once students have
completed the chart, consider using the charts as a guide for future lesson. Provide students with the opportunity to research
topics that they are interested in to further their understanding about the pronghorn and other endangered species.

Apply:
Depending on the area you live in, the pronghorn might be a part of your local wildlife. If not, challenge students by asking,
“What species in our area may be facing a population decline?”
Visit your local zoo, wildlife reserve, or even a nearby park to find out what is actually happening in your own community. Take
students out for a nature walk with a clipboard and have them make notes and record data about the species they see.

Wrap Up and Action:
Challenge students to ask themselves:
•

What is happening?

•

Are humans a part of the problem?

•

Why should we care?

•

What can we do?

Encourage students to come up with a way of sharing and caring about the problem. Some ideas could include: school
announcements, writing an article to the local paper, making a presentation at a school assembly, etc.
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NE OF THE RARE disagreements between my parents
came early in their marriage.
My dad, George Mitchell, a biologist, had
shot a magnificent buck pronghorn, had
had its head taxidermied, and then
wanted to give him pride of place in my
mother’s elegant living room.
My mother, Constance Mitchell, a modern painter who carefully curates her surroundings, was horrified. Immune to
Dad’s protestations that this pronghorn
was, as he wrote in his journal, a “museumquality specimen,” she banished the
stuffed beast to the rec room in the basement where it promptly became a quizzical
witness to our family life. It was so lifelike
that it often seemed to me it was simply
passing by and had thought to poke its
head through the wall, keen to see what we
were watching on television.
Dad was right about one thing.
Pronghorns are majestic to begin with,
but this fellow was something special:
inky Y-shaped horns as thick as my wrist,
square snout splotched with black,
supersized dark eyes tipped with long
lashes, a pair of white chevrons running
down the buff of his throat. Even after
decades on the wall, his ears were pricked
so high I could almost feel him listening
in on our conversations.
My dad, who died in June 2017 at 91,
loved that pronghorn. But not just that one.
He loved the whole species, Antilocapra
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See, Think, Wonder Chart
Name:
Date:

What I SEE

What I THINK
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What I WONDER

Antelope in Alberta, my dad refers to his
passion as an affair of the heart that never
lost its fire. Maybe it was the lure of the
unknown. The pronghorn was a scientific
mystery when my dad was hired as the
Alberta government’s first game biologist
in 1952 and began to study it.
Even the basics were obscure. At what
age did pronghorns begin breeding? How
many young did they have? What did they
eat? How did they survive the winters?
How many were there in Alberta and
Saskatchewan, the very northernmost tip
of its continent-wide range? How many
had there been?
All unknown. But unless you knew
this most elementary information, how
could you predict whether they would
stick around? He set about the messy,
painstaking, life-consuming business of
finding out.
THE PRONGHORN’S ancestor evolved
in North America around 25 million years
ago. Eventually, that ancestor, Merycodus,
spawned a family of about a dozen species
of hooved grazers from one the size of a
jackrabbit to the lone, big survivor that
became swift enough to race the hungry
cheetahs and fearsome hyenas that then
populated North America.
But while the cheetah, hyena and all the
other pronghorn relatives died out in North
America — the pronghorn’s closest genetic
relative today is the giraffe — Antilocapra
americana triumphed. And while it is the

