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Eastern Sierra Flyway and Traveling Birds at Mono Lake
From the brushy, pungent woodlands of Pinyon Pine to the dwarfed world of alpine tundra, there’s an amazing variation in the climate and character of the landscape surrounding the northern half of the Eastern Sierra Scenic Byway.  Such a wide variety of habitat brings great diversity in wildlife. 

For many of the animals that make their home here, like mule deer, coyote and mountain lions, winters are generally spent in the more hospitable lowlands. When the seasons change, much of the wildlife follows spring’s arrival by making their way up the mountain slopes.

Driving along Highway 395 you might be surprised to learn that you are traveling an important migration route for millions of birds, mammals, and, as your windshield will attest, even insects.  The corridor along the eastern slope of the Sierra Nevada is known to some birders as the Eastern Sierra Flyway because of the abundance and diversity of birds that pass through the area, some of which fly thousands of miles between their summer and winter homes.  Mono Lake is a welcome oasis for these weary birds. With trillions of alkali flies and brine shrimp in its’ waters, and no fish to eat them, the lake provides an abundance of food and a place for them to stop and rest.  The middle of the lake also provides a safe haven for 40,000 California gulls, which nest on the jumble of black volcanic rock called Negit Island, making it the second largest gull rookery in all of North America. 

Don Banta has lived in the Eastern Sierra since 1933 - seven generations of his family have made their home in the region. He remembers when there was a duck club on Mono Lake, most likely formed because the Shovelers – birds nicknamed because of their broad- spatula like bills – would migrate to the lake by the thousands.

Don Banta Interview :
“I was looking on the water for ducks and I says “Gee, the lakes gone down.  It’s all black out there.”  I took a second look and it was all Shovelers.  They were thick.” 
Today there is another reason people start to get excited at the thought of a trip to Mono Lake. Bird watchers from near and far bring their binoculars, spotting scopes and field guides to the Mono Lake Basin.  From woodpeckers and pelicans to great blue heron and bald eagles, over 300 species of birds have been seen throughout the basin.  One of the most amazing birds to visit Mono Lake is the Wilsons Phalarope.  Ranger Dave Marquart has come to know these long-legged shorebirds intimately during a career that spans three decades at the Mono Lake Tufa State Reserve.  

Dave Marquart : 
” I was not into birds when I first started here and it didn’t take long; you just can’t look at a flock of 8-10,000 Phalaropes take to flight and not be awe inspired.”

Arriving at Mono Lake in late June, the Phalaropes spend several weeks dining on a bounty of brine shrimp and alkali flies, shedding their feathers, and growing new ones in preparation for their non-stop journey to come - a feat that seems even more unlikely given their size.

 “They’re doubling their weight, so when they arrive here they weigh about an ounce, and when they leave here about four to six weeks later, they will weigh two ounces.”  

Then, under cover of darkness, these hardy little birds disappear from the lake – only to re-appear 3,000 miles away - in South America!  

“When they leave in August, they’ll fly nonstop day and night over 3,000 miles down to the coast of Ecuador. And that’s pretty amazing to think that they can do that entire migration in just about three days and two nights.”
It’s stories like this that have given Dave Marquart an understanding and appreciation of the lake’s importance.

Dave Marquart 

“As far as what makes Mono Lake important for these birds, it is essentially an avian gas station, a gas station for birds, and without the (trillions of) brine shrimp and the alkali flies here at Mono Lake, there would probably be little reason for many birds to stop here, but there’s a virtual all-you-can-eat buffet for these birds on their migration routes.”

It’s natural to think of birds and mammals when talking about migration.  But the Mono Lake Basin, with its rich geologic resources and abundant plant life also plays host to other migratory creatures.  In our next story, you’ll learn about one that tastes with its feet!

