
WHAT ON EARTH?

High Noon Books
Novato, California

Mountain

BART AND LYNN KING



Editor: Michael Milone
Interior Illustrations: Cynthia Coverston
Cover Design: Bonni Gatter

Copyright ©2009, by High Noon Books, a division of Academic
Therapy Publications, 20 Commercial Blvd., Novato, CA
94949-6191. All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of
America. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored
in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any
means, electronic, mechanical photocopying, recording or
otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

International Standard Book Number: 978-1-57128-507-2

18 17 16 15 14 13 12 11 10 09
10 09 08 07 06 05 04 03 02 01

You will enjoy all the High Noon Books.
Write for a free full list of titles or visit us at

www.HighNoonBooks.com.



Contents

1. Peak Plans .........................................1
2. Creek Camp ......................................5
3. Water Ways .....................................10
4. Slope Sights .....................................17
5. Huge Herd.......................................23
6. Hiking Higher .................................29
7. Wide Wings .....................................37



1

CHAPTER 1

Peak Plans

School would end in two weeks. Nate, Tess,

Val, and Sam wanted to make a film about the

mountains. They thought it would be fun to

spend more time outdoors.

“Let’s talk to Mr. Kim,” said Nate. “He can

give us tips on where to go.”

Mr. Kim was a science teacher at Oaks

Middle School . He was also in charge of

outdoor school. Each fall, Mr. Kim took groups

of students to a camp in the mountains. Nate,
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Sam, Tess, and Val loved outdoor school.

Mr. Kim was glad to see them. “You have

good timing,” he said. “The camp where we had

outdoor school has closed. I need to find a new

place. Would you like to go with me?”

This sounded good to the four friends.

They checked with their folks. They all said

yes. The pals started to make plans. In a few

weeks, Oaks Middle School closed for the year.

Mr. Kim and the friends were soon on their way

Mr. Kim had a great van for this kind of

trip. There was a small sink. A little cooler kept

food fresh. The roof of the van could open. The

seats folded away. There was lots of room for

their sleeping bags and camping gear.
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They drove west to the Rocky Mountains.

The Rockies are a long chain of mountains.

They run north and south for more than 3,000

miles. In spots, they are 350 miles wide. The

highest peaks are more than 14,000 feet tall.

The mountains came into view. Sharp peaks

poked up into the sky. Mr. Kim said this showed

that the Rockies were young. “What do you

mean?” asked Tess. “I thought that mountains

were old. Didn’t they form long ago?”

“It was long ago to us,” said Mr. Kim. “But

not so long ago in Earth’s time. The Rockies

started to form about 100,000,000 years ago.

They were born when parts of Earth’s crust

moved. These parts pushed together. Then they



piled up on each other. They rose up to form

this mountain chain.”

He told them more. As soon as a mountain

was born, water started to change it. Rain fell

on it. Streams roared through it. Snow and ice

cracked it. Bit by bit, rocks broke away. The

mountain peaks grew less sharp.

Old mountains are round. This is because

water wore them down. The Rockies still have

sharp peaks. That means they are young.

The four pals stared at the Rockies. Some

of the peaks were capped with snow. Mr. Kim

was right. Even at this time of year, water was

doing its work.
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CHAPTER 2

Creek Camp

Sam sat on a big rock beside a creek. He took

his shoes off and dipped his feet in the water.

The water came from melting snow high in the

mountains. It was very cold. Sam wished the

water were warmer. “Are there any hot springs

near here?” he asked.

“Sometimes water seeps far under the

ground. The water is heated by melted rock. The

water comes back up. It makes hot springs.

Some folks think that soaking in hot springs is
5
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good for you. Other people just like sitting in

the hot water,” said Mr. Kim.

“Yes , and our hot water wi l l be for

cooking, not bathing,” said Val with a laugh.

Mr. Kim went on, “There are lots of hot

springs in the Rocky Mountains,” he said. “In

some places, the hot water forms a pool. In

other spots, it shoots into the air in a tall spout

of hot steam. These are called geysers. A big

geyser is in the north part of the Rockies. It

shoots up every 76 minutes or so. The geyser is

named Old Faithful. You can depend on it.”

Tess was picking up twigs to s tar t a

campfire. “I think we will have to make our

own hot water at this camp,” she said.
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The trees around camp were ta l l

evergreens. They had long, straight needles, not

leaves. Val asked if they were pine trees or fir

trees. Mr. Kim said that they were pines. Pines

grow well in dry soil. Their camp was on a dry

east slope.

Mountain slopes that face east and south

are dry. Slopes that face west and north are

wetter. Most storms in the Rockies came from

the west. The storm clouds hit the mountains

and rise. The air gets colder. The water in the

clouds falls as rain or snow. When the clouds

reach the east side, they have little water left.

Tess and Val cooked that night’s meal. Mr.

Kim helped. “We will eat like wild animals on
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this trip,” said Mr. Kim.

No one was sure what he meant by this.

Would they have to hunt for their food? Did he

leave the forks and spoons back home?

Mr. Kim laughed. “No, no,” he said. “I

mean we will cook only as much food as we can

eat at each meal. There will be no leftovers and

no waste. That is how mountain lions eat. They

hunt for only what they need.”

“What do mountain lions eat?” Sam asked.

“Deer and elk, mostly,” said Mr. Kim.

“They also eat bighorn sheep or smaller animals

like rabbits. They might even eat a skunk!”

After their meal, they sat around the dying

fire. The coals glowed. Smoke curled up into
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the dark sky. It was a great campsite. This

would be a good place for outdoor school. They

all wanted to stay. They wanted to shoot a film

right here. But Mr. Kim said there were many

more sights to see.

The Rocky Mountains have many great

places. There are lakes and grassy fields. Thick

forests cover some areas. Rocky clearings might

have no trees at all. Some places are covered

with ice and snow all year. Others have boiling

springs. Each place is home to different plants

and animals.

The pals said good night. They slipped into

their sleeping bags. The chirp of bugs and the

sound of the creek sang them all to sleep.
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CHAPTER 3

Water Ways

“What is wrong with the water in that stream?”

asked Nate. “I thought mountain water would be

clean and fresh.”

They were hiking on a tra i l next to a

stream. The water in the stream was brown.

“I’m glad you asked,” said Mr. Kim.

Mountain streams sometimes look gray or

brown. That is because they are filled with bits

of rock as small as dust. This is called “rock

flour.” The bits of rock wash into the streams



with the melting ice. The ice breaks down the

rocks high on the mountain. Melting ice carries

the tiny rocks with it. They make the water look

dirty. The water is not clear, but it is clean.

They walked around a bend in the trail. In

front of them was a huge lake. The stream

drained into the lake. The rocks sank to the

bottom of the lake. Without the moving bits of

rock, the water became clear. The water in the

lake was a blue-green color. The lake glowed

like a gem in the sun. Val made sure to get the

scene on film.

“What is that sound?” asked Tess. It was

not the sound of the stream draining into the

lake. It was not the birds singing in the trees. It
11



was not frogs jumping into the water. This was

something else. Was there a road near here? It

sounded like the roar of a busy highway.

Mr. Kim checked his map. “I think I know

what it is,” he said. “Let’s take a look.”

Up the trail, the sound grew louder. They

walked for another half mile. They stood at the

base of a crashing waterfall.

“Wow!” said Sam. No one could hear him.

They could hear nothing but the water. They

just stood there and stared. The falls started

about 100 feet up. The water crashed on the

rocks and made a mist.

“Mountain waterfalls are biggest this time

of year,” said Mr. Kim. “This is when the snow
12



melts. It puts more water in the stream.” At the

base of the waterfall, there was a pool. The pool

flowed into the lake.

Mr. Kim walked to the edge of the pool. He

peeked around the wet rocks. He seemed to be

looking for something. “Ah!” he said. “What

luck!”

The four pals looked at what Mr. Kim had

found. The very small animal had four legs and

a tail. It was about six inches long. It had big

eyes and a thick neck. Its skin was moist like a

frog’s, and spotted. He said it was a salamander.

A salamander is in the same family as frogs

and toads. It looks like a lizard. The spotted

skin meant it was a tiger salamander. “They are
13
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also called mole salamanders,” said Mr. Kim.

“They dig in the ground like moles.”

The group had lunch back at the lake. They

watched a bird called a blue heron. It had a very

long neck. The bird was about 50 feet away. It

stood on long legs in the shallow water. The

bird was looking for fish.

Mr. Kim told them that many birds eat fish.

One of these birds is the osprey. It flies over the

water to spot fish. It dives down to grab a fish

with its claws. Kingfishers hunt from the sky,

too. But they use their beaks to catch fish. Other

birds, like ducks, swim on the water. They dive

under the water to find food.

More than 300 kinds of birds live in the
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The group had lunch back at the lake. They
watched a bird called a blue heron.
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Rocky Mountains. Many live near the water.

Blackbirds, marsh wrens, and thrush live there.

The grasses and trees near the water are good

places to build nests. Some birds leave in the

cold months, but not all of them. The little gray

dipper stays all year long. It dives for bugs in

the ice-cold streams. The dipper sings even if it

is very cold outside. It moves its head up and

down, keeping time with its tune.

The lakes and streams have many fish. One

is called the trout. Trout eat bugs that live in

and near the water. Fishermen like to catch

trout. The trout are smart. They are hard to

catch.
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CHAPTER 4

Slope Sights

The next day, the group left the place with lakes

and streams. They climbed a trail on the lower

part of the mountains. Mr. Kim said the lower

slopes had open fields and grassland. There were

some trees, too. The trees here were spaced far

apart. There were more trees higher up the

mountain.

Mr. Kim pointed out different kinds of

trees. The tallest trees in the Rockies grow here.

They are called Ponderosa pines. They can grow
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up to 150 feet tall.

Another tree is the lodge-pole pine. Native

Americans used the trunk of this tree to make a

strong pole. It was used to hold up the roof of a

tepee or lodge. The sap of the tree was said to

stop pain.

The aspen grows here, too. This is a thin

tree with smooth white bark. When the wind

blows, the aspen’s small leaves shake. Some

people call it the shaking or quaking aspen. Its

leaves were green now. But this was not an

evergreen like the pines. The aspen’s leaves turn

gold in the fall and drop off. The tree’s branches

would be bare in the winter.

A woodpecker flew past them. They did not
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know what bird it was at first. Then it landed in

a pine tree. The bird pecked at the bark for

bugs. The bird was mostly dark with a white

chest. It had gold marks on the top of its head.

Mr. Kim said the marks showed it was a male.

The woodpecker was like some of the other

bi rds they had seen. I t d id not leave the

mountains in winter. The bugs that it ate were

always around.

“What kinds of bugs do woodpeckers eat

anyway?” Val asked.

“Ants, beetles, and other bugs that live

under the bark of trees,” said Mr. Kim. Then he

told them something odd about beetles. Some

beetles have heat feelers on their legs. The heat
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feelers help lead the bugs to forest fires.

“Why would a bug want to find a fire?”

asked Nate.

“It makes no sense,” said Sam. “If I were a

bug, I would go the other way.”

Mr. Kim laughed. “The beetles like the

taste of burnt wood,” he said. “Beetles come for

the burnt wood. Birds like the woodpecker

come for the beetles. Bigger birds like owls eat

the smaller birds. And here is something else.

Fires help a forest grow better. Fire clears dead

plants from the forest floor. New plants can

grow. The lodge-pole pine can not spread

without help from a fire. It needs heat from a

fire to push seeds from its cones.”
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The bird pecked at the bark for bugs.
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As Mr. Kim spoke, they heard something

odd. It sounded like a horn. But there were no

cars around. Where did the sound come from?

Then they heard the sound of pounding feet.

The ground near them seemed to shake.

No one had time to do or say anything. A

large bull elk burst into view. It stopped and

then dashed away. Close behind was a whole

herd of elk.


