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Introduction 

Larry Stevens: “If one was at Buffalo Park walking around the park 80 years ago, one’s experience of the 

landscape would be very different. The possibility of being eaten by a jaguar or a grizzly bear would be 

very real then – wolves were there. Jaguar … in Flagstaff … 80 years ago at Buffalo Park!” STEVENST1 

Rose Houk: Biologist Larry Stevens says we know from historic records that several large predatory 

animals still roamed in and around Flagstaff until surprisingly recently. A couple of jaguars lived 

between Flagstaff and the Grand Canyon until the early 1930s, the last wolf was shot in the area in 

1945 --and there were grizzlies. All could have been in or near Buffalo Park, today a beloved spot in 

the center of Flagstaff for walkers, joggers, and bicyclists.     

Perched on McMillan Mesa between the west and east sides of town, Buffalo Park is a great vantage 

point where you can appreciate the landscape of northern Arizona and its history.  

But around 10,000 years ago, the vista would’ve been very different –Larry Stevens explains:  

STEVENS: “The soils there reflect thousands of years of geologic time – Buffalo Park may well have been 

a snowfield during the Pleistocene during the last Ice Age – and we would see that by seeing deep frost 

wedges into the soil, so if you were to explore the soils of Buffalo Park you might see evidence of 

Pleistocene frost wedging. The landscape could’ve been frozen for long periods of time perhaps even in a 

permafrost situation during the Ice Ages. And the soils therefore are quite different than the soils of the 

surrounding landcapes. So the soils are probably quite different in the middle of Buffalo Park than they 

are in the surrounding landscape and that means that trees like ponderosa pine may not be able to 

tolerate the clays and the density of the soil & the long periods of inundation that that landscape 

receives. So that configuration of soils  may be why Buffalo Park is so open and provides this unique open 

meadow habitat that is actually fairly characteristic of northern Arizona.” STEVENST8 

RH: Past climate may explain why this is still an open grassland. But were there ever buffalo here?   

Well, kind of. During the 1960s this was the location of a wildlife park, designed as a tourist attraction 

with more than two hundred animals in a Wild West setting! In the early 1960s the town’s Chamber of 

Commerce proposed creating a park with an environment similar to Yellowstone up in Wyoming. It 

would showcase buffalo in a natural setting on the city-owned tract of land atop McMillan Mesa.  

Enclosed by a seven-foot chain-link fence, the first animals began arriving at the 217-acre park in early 



1964, and the first buffalo - technically, they are bison - arrived on April 8th of that year. A complete 

menagerie eventually came to keep them company—blackbuck antelope, Chinese pheasants, 

Egyptian geese, Barbary sheep, Cornish game hens, and more exotic animals. Local artist Charles 

Bonney, Junior created the buffalo statue that still greets you at the park entrance today. 

Visitors were given a 45-minute tour of the grounds in stagecoaches, two wagons and a mule train, 

and a surrey. They also met legendary cowboy philosopher, radio star, and raconteur O.T. Gillette at 

the ‘Old Trapper’s Cabin’, and saw Navajo women weaving blankets at four hogans. But despite a 

successful first summer, the park soon ran into financial and other difficulties – including escaped 

bison that trampled nearby lawns and gardens.  The park finally met its doom after heavy snows in 

1967-68.  

RH: But in and around today’s 215 acre city park there’s still a lot of wildlife to enjoy in most seasons 

and across several habitats – an open meadow, ponderosa pines and an escarpment with an 

ephemeral drainage and some unique plants. To reach the escarpment, walk all the way along the 

two-mile trail then hang a left – the ephemeral stream flows at the base of a basalt outcrop in a year 

of good snowmelt. You’ll find shrubs there too - wax currants, along with Gambel oaks around the 

boulders –good cover for skunks, foxes, and porcupines.  

Spring & Chorus frogs 

RH: With the arrival of spring, look for flowering wood rose and wild iris along the escarpment. Up on 

the mesa top it can still be windy and chilly – but even on a blustery day that’s tough for flying or 

hovering, you might see a gorgeous American kestrel perched in a snag. In good light, through 

binoculars, this is a colorful falcon – and males look quite different from females. Both sexes have 

rusty reddish backs and tails, which shine in iridescent copper in the sun. But the males have slate 

blue heads and wings that contrast noticeably with their rusty backs and cream and black-spotted 

chests. On not-so-windy days, kestrels on the wing use their long tails to hover in place while hunting 

for insects, small birds, and rodents. Like many birds, kestrels can see ultraviolet light – which helps 

them to spot the urine trails of voles, one of their common food items. 

 

If you visit Buffalo Park on a spring evening, around dusk or just after dark, you’ll often hear the calls 

of western chorus frogs in the seasonal pond near the parking lot. Sensitive to the vibrations of 

potential approaching predators ... and your footsteps … the frogs may be quiet at first. But if you 

stand and wait for a few minutes, you should hear their spring mating chorus rev up – a lot like the 

sound of fingers being drawn along the teeth of small resonant combs. Larry Stevens has been 

keeping track of the chorus frog emergence here for the last thirty years…  

STEVENS: “Chorus frogs are tiny frogs – they’re not much much bigger than your thumbnail. But they 

have a really remarkable life history. They can stay underground, and they’ll remain dormant dried in the 

mud for up to 5 years. When we have a late winter storm that fills the pond in Buffalo Park, the frogs all 

come out. So they’re very much cued into whether or not there’s water in the pond up there. And the 

frogs emerge, sing, reproduce all within a month & go back underground & then they wait, for the next 

time the pond will fill. How long can they live underground? Nobody knows – it’s just a really remarkable 

life story – one that other amphibians in the landscape like spadefoot toads engage in.” [STEVENST9 

Chorus frogs & shrimp] 



RH: Substances in the frogs’ blood called cryoprotectants prevent cells and tissues from damage in 

freezing temperatures and help them survive in this environment.  And that’s not the only amazing 

survival skill they have:  

STEVENS: “They have many physiological tricks to stay dormant for that length of time – natural 

antifreeze, the ability to slow their metabolism down almost to the stopping point for great lengths of 

time, and they can dry out & they can lose most of their body mass – which is just really remarkable. 

Many other creatures in the landscape do this – fairy shrimp, tadpole shrimp, some of the aquatic insects 

– they’re capable of going dormant for extended periods of time, and then emerging when the conditions 

are right. This buffers them against the highly variable climate that we have here in Northern Arizona – 

they can take advantage of the right times & avoid all the stress of the difficult times.” [STEVENST9 

Chorus frogs & shrimp] 

RH: Since chorus frogs are shy and come out mostly after dark, you’ll be lucky to actually see them –  if 

you do, they’re an inch to an inch and a half long, gray, brown, or olive, with a dark eye stripe that 

extends from snout to groin - usually with three additional stripes on the back and without toe pads – 

two features that distinguish them from mountain tree frogs. You may also get fairy & tadpole shrimp 

in this and any other body of water in Northern Arizona. Both use the same adaptations as chorus 

frogs to survive drying and cold – tadpole shrimp mostly come out in summertime, but fairy shrimp 

can emerge even under ice! 

Summer thru’ fall - pines, cicadas & butterflies 

RH: As summer rolls around by early June, there’s signs of mating on a massive scale at Buffalo Park 

and other watchable wildlife sites around town – as the small male cones of ponderosa pines start 

shedding copious amounts of yellow pollen into the air – on a windy day it might even look like wafts 

of yellow smoke drifting from the trees!  

 

In some years around the same time you’ll start hearing a persistent clicking sound coming from the 

pines too – most likely the mating call of one of our more common cicadas, probably Platypedia 

putnami. Unlike most other cicadas that make their courtship sounds with an organ called a timbale, 

this species slaps its wings against whatever it’s perched on. These cicadas have been underground 

feeding on plant roots for several years -- as they’re emerging and metamorphosing into winged 

adults, you’ll see their cast skins all over the place. The adults will mate, lay eggs, and be gone within 

several weeks – one of the more than thirty cicada species found in Arizona alone. 

RH: There’s a variety of bird life here in summer too – you’ll sometimes see red crossbills feeding on 

the pine trees and western kingbirds and bluebirds on the meadows -- along with butterflies. Larry 

Stevens describes some to watch for:  

STEVENS: “… in odd numbered years riding satyr is a butterfly that mimics grasshoppers and it’s a species 

of butterfly that show up in June. They live just out in the flats of Buffalo Park, so as you’re walking 

around Buffalo Park, look in the landscape for something that looks like a grasshopper, jumping up, 

flying a short distance and landing. If you look at it closely you’ll see it’s actually a butterfly with spotted 

wings, pale colored & about the size of a silver dollar. A very unusual butterfly – this is getting close to 

the southern edge of the range for this species, they’re more common up in Wyoming and there’s a 



record or two for Grand Canyon, but here in Buffalo Park we have a population of them right in town. It’s 

quite a remarkable butterfly to be able to see, that’s one of about 150 butterfly species in Northern 

Arizona -  there are many other species that also show up in Buffalo Park.” STEVENST8 

RH: Anywhere at Buffalo Park and other sites where you see thistles, look for Arizona’s state butterfly 

- the two-tailed swallowtail. These are enormous, yellow and black, and as their name suggests, they 

have two tails on the hind wings. They’re one of two species that migrate through Arizona -- the other 

is the bright orange and black monarch butterfly. The larvae feed exclusively on milkweed. The 

monarchs we see here are mostly adults coming from the north heading for wintering areas in 

California or Mexico.  

RH: By high summer if you revisit the rocky escarpment, look for the gorgeous blooms of the red 

flowering claret cup cactus – this is one of the few sites in the region for this species. You should also 

see Arizona grape and mock pennyroyal along the base of the rocks. And if there’s good monsoon 

rains, by August the meadow is green, green, green, and lush with blue grama, thistles, Indian 

paintbrush, milkweed, and buckwheat all in full bloom. The fairy circle of sunflowers around the 

chorus frog pond is also a big attraction for lesser goldfinches that feast on the seeds. As summer 

moves into early fall, keep an eye on the wild buckwheats - trailing vines with triangular or heart-

shaped leaves, the tips pointed and edges smooth, for one more butterfly treat before winter… 

STEVENS: “In the fall, a really delightful one to see is the Mormon metalmark – it’s a very bright black & 

white & orange butterfly, about the size of a quarter. And they feed on buckwheats - so if you see the 

couple of species of buckwheat in flower there at Buffalo Park look around some of the flowers and the 

stems and you may see these Mormon metalmarks. They fly quite late – into October, so it’s something 

you’ll see on a cool fall day there.” STEVENST8 

Outro 

After hunting for Arizona’s state butterfly at Buffalo Park, you might want to try looking for the state 

amphibian … take the tour of Pumphouse Wash, just south of Flagstaff right by Interstate 17, to find 

out more. 


