
    Over the Mountain is a natural history fairy tale. It’s a “once upon a time” factual tale with an unlikely hero. Set in the vast Chihuahuan Desert, the video follows a lone Turkey Vulture as it leaves its normal territory to find a new place to forage- on the other side of a mountain range! As the story unfolds it becomes clear that the vulture’s journey is a vehicle, a means to “look down”  from on high into the lives of the plants and animals inhabiting the various habitats passing below. 

    Much reviled as filthy carrion eaters, Turkey Vultures are actually fascinating creatures. They perform a vital role in ecology by  consuming carcasses and recycling their nutrients back into the system. By removing pathogenic sources they actually help prevent the spread of disease. With more than five-and-a-half foot wingspans, twenty year lifespans, and the ability to smell food over a mile away, they are not your typical bird. Through this story you may gain a “vulture’s eye view” of a very different world.

     The Chihuahuan Desert is about 800 miles long and 250 miles wide. It encompasses parts of Chihuahua, Coahuila, Nuevo Leon, Durango, Zacatecas, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas. It has been described as an archipelago of “sky island” mountain ranges in a desert sea.  The habitats to be covered include:

· Riparian- Lying along side the area’s main river, the Rio Grande or Rio Bravo del Norte, it is characterized by desert willow, cottonwood, and giant cane.

· Low Desert- Below elevation 1500’, it is characterized by salt pans, creosote bush, lechuguilla, and many types of cactus.

· High Desert- Above 1500’, many types of woody plants such as mesquite, acacia, and ocotillo

·    are found here.

· Desert Grasslands- On the foothills of the mountains are extensive stands of blue gramma, bear grass, and sotol.

· Pi(on Pine Forest- Found on the lower elevations of the mountains, these forests also contain alligator juniper and several types of oaks.

· Ponderosa Pine Forest- This habitat is found on the tops of the highest mountain peaks.

· Moist Valleys- Within this habitat are found many relic populations such as Texas madrone, bigtooth maple, and Texas mountain laurel.

Although the story is set in the Chisos Mountains, recording will also occur in the Sierra del Carmen, Christmas Mountains, Davis Mountains, Franklin Mountains, Sierra Diablo, and Guadalupe Mountains.

    Which organisms will be detailed in the story depends entirely on Mike’s luck in finding and recording them throughout the course of the Challenge. One thing is certain: at the end of this journey lies a surprising truth. To learn that truth you also must undertake a journey. Accept the UWOL Challenge and watch the finished video- Over the Mountain!


