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Mule Deer: Migration Routes
With their white rumps, black-tipped tails, and distinctive large ears, mule deer can be found throughout the Eastern Sierra; leaping and bounding like antlered pogo-sticks as all four feet leave the ground.  The broad range of elevation in Mono County provides these deer with the opportunity to escape heavy mountain snows and forage at lower elevations during the colder months, and move to higher elevations in the summer during fawning season. According to a recent California Department of Fish and Game survey, the mule deer herd in Round Valley, less than 15 miles south of Crowley Lake, numbers in the thousands.

Individual and family groups of mule deer tend to migrate between the same seasonal ranges year after year.  Long time Mono County resident Karen Ingram, talks about what that means for the Round Valley herd.  Ingram: “They spend the winters down in Round Valley which is a very small low elevation area at about 4,000 feet.  They want to get out of the snow and you know, be able to feed on the bitterbrush, and then once spring comes they slowly start making their way uphill as the snow melts.”

That’s when most of the herd moves north through Swall Meadows at the base of Wheeler Ridge, an 11,000 foot wall of the oldest granite in the Sierra.  It’s also where Ingram makes her home.

Ingram: “Once they go through Swall Meadows say in April and May, they go up around the corner around the north end of Wheeler Ridge and then up through Long Valley and Crowley Lake area and up through Mammoth, and deer start separating and peeling off and going up the different canyons. Some of the deer travel to to 70 miles for their migration and at that point the does are pregnant and they go up to the high Sierra meadows and have their fawns up at 9-, 10-, 11,000 feet and spend summer up in the high elevation enjoying the high country , like we all like to do too.”

Every spring and fall, when the Round Valley mule deer traverse their migration corridor they face many dangers, including mountain lions.  But because Swall Meadows is only about a mile from the 395 Scenic Byway, traveling so close to the highway puts the mule deer in even greater peril.

Ingram: “The highway is one of the major factors in their mortality, quite a few deer are killed every year on 395 especially in Long Valley and around the Crowley Lake Area.  Because I think before the highway was there they were able to utilize that whole big Long Valley area and now they are pretty much constricted up against the Sierra.” 

Many organizations in the Eastern Sierra are working to protect the mule deer and improve the migration conditions for these majestic creatures. To learn more about the region’s wildlife, a stop at any of the area visitor centers will reward you.  At the Mono Basin Scenic Area Visitor Center, which is open seasonally just north of Lee Vining on Highway 395, you’ll find many interactive displays.  Rangers are also available to answer your questions about the Basin’s geology, ecology, and human history.  


The life ways of some of the earliest inhabitants of the Eastern Sierra were finely tuned to the natural world.  Our next storytellers recall the Native American customs and artistic traditions handed down to them by their parents and grandparents, so they might also continue to live close to the land. 

