
The Arboretum at Flagstaff 
(AWWE script by Diane Hope & Rose Houk, May 2014) 

 

Arizona Watchable Wildlife Experience 

www.azwatchwildlife.com 

 

 

 

 

Rose Houk:  The Arboretum at Flagstaff is located at the convergence of three habitats – riparian, 

meadow, and forest--so it’s a great place to see a diversity of critters, especially small mammals and 

birds. As an Arboretum, its big focus is plants — with a mission to conserve native plants of the 

Colorado Plateau. As a charter member of the Center for Plant Conservation, it’s responsible for 

caretaking more than thirty rare plant species – including the Sunset Crater penstemon, San Francisco 

groundsel, and the sentry milk vetch.  So it’s like a zoo for plants! Arboretum staff collect seeds, 

propagates plants, then returns them to the wild.  

 

After driving six miles south from downtown Flagstaff on Route 66 and Woody Mountain Road, your 

first stop is the visitor center, former home of Arboretum founder Frances McAllister. You can get a 

look at an endangered species - the Little Colorado spinedace -- a small but beautiful, bright silver fish 

in the aquarium there. Its name comes from the spine on the dorsal - or top – fin.  A member of the 

minnow family, the spinedace rarely gets more than four inches long. Currently the species is found in 

only four tributaries of the Little Colorado River, a lot of their habitat lost due to drought and 

development. So the Arizona Game and Fish Department is actively working to recover their wild 

populations.   

 

Outdoors at the Arboretum, you can stroll through gardens designed to attract wildlife. That includes 

a pollinator garden as well as an area devoted to penstemons – which combined with the many 

hummingbird feeders make it a great place to see hummingbirds, as well as butterflies and moths. Up 

to five different hummingbird species have been known to visit over a typical summer season. Not all 

wildlife can be accommodated though - to protect all this lush and diverse foliage, the Arboretum is 

surrounded by a 12-foot-high fence to keep out deer and elk! Another smaller mammal they’re trying 

to discourage is the pocket gopher. In the gardens visitors will see wire mesh cages surrounding each 

new planting, a method that seems to be working to discourage the gophers’ destructive diggings. 

 

Ground squirrels 

Late spring and summer are the best seasons to enjoy wildlife watching. A little later in this audio 

guide, we’ll take you on a bird tour around the grounds, to cue you in on identifying the species you’re 

likely to come across. But first, Arboretum executive director Lynne Nemeth explains how to 



distinguish among some of the small mammals you’ll see with key pointers to some of the main 

differences in their appearances and habits. 

 

LYNNE NEMETH: “One of the first things that folks are going to see are all of our ground squirrels – we 

have two – well three different types of ground squirrels here at the Arboretum, in addition to Abert’s 

squirrel which are in the Ponderosa pine tree tops. We have a golden-mantled ground squirrel, a cliff 

chipmunk and a prairie dog. The golden mantled ground squirrel is the bigger of the two and it’s also the 

one that begs the most from visitors (they’re not afraid of humans). It’s all throughout the courtyard 

area and throughout the gardens. They eat seeds and some plants but pretty much leave their collections 

alone – which they’re happy about!” [NEMETHT1 self intro & golden mantled] 

 

RH: At home in the mountains of the West, golden-mantled ground squirrels, like all their kin, are 

vocal and expressive. They chirp and squeak when alarmed, but haven’t developed the extremely 

complex communication system of their cousins, the prairie dogs. Lynne Nemeth says you can often 

distinguish golden-mantled ground squirrels from cliff chipmunks by size alone… 

 

LN: “The average size of the golden ranges which is the larger ground squirrel here at the Arboretum 

between 9 to 12 inches and they weigh 4 to14 ounces. The cliff is even smaller 4 to 8 inches long. Both 

will dine on the same food, eating seeds, nuts and some plant material as well. Both of these ground 

squirrels hibernate during the winter and as soon as they come above ground it’s the mating season and 

they generally have 2 to 3 young. They’re hunted by various predators that live here at the Arboretum - 

such as owls, hawks, bobcats, weasels, coyotes, skunks and snakes – they’re food for everyone!”  

 

“The easiest way to tell them apart is that the cliff is smaller & has a white stripe on either side of its 

face, while the gold mantled has a white circle around the eye & then a white stripe on the body – the 

reason why it’s called golden mantled is because of the color of the fur around the face and neck, which 

is sort of a reddish golden color. The golden mantled ground squirrels are pretty much all over the 

grounds. The cliff chipmunk likes to hang out on rocky areas, and our terraces and hardscape here – they 

actually build their nests and dens inside the rock walls. They are in different families but feed on the 

same kinds of things – eating seeds, grasses, and sometimes small insects. They both live about 3 to 4 

years in the wild. They are loners except when they have their babies.” 

 

“They are out all the time – are diurnal and pretty used to all the human activity around here – very easy 

to see and very cute-  but please don’t feed them!” 

 

RH: You might even catch sight of the occasional long-tailed weasel hunting around the same rocky 

outcroppings and patio areas in front of the visitor center where the squirrels are. You can distinguish 

a weasel by its extremely long, thin, sinuous body – typically around 14 inches long. Often you’ll only 

get a quick glimpse of this lithe and stealthy hunter so look for the coloration … weasels are dark 

brown – and have no facial markings.  

 

Birding the Arboretum 



RH: Let’s go birding at the Arboretum!  

 

LN: “We have extensive bird life at the Arboretum, lots of birds. As a matter of fact we have recorded 

over 130 bird species on site & the Audubon comes out every Saturday in May, June and July to lead bird 

walks. We have some transients birds coming through here but we also have some resident birds” lots of 

hummingbirds. The first bird watching event we had here we actually saw 22 species in an hour. The best 

time to see the birds of course is in the early morning – every Saturday we open at 7:30am for an bird 

walk and it is led by experienced birders and they will take you to where the birds are...” 

 

RH: The Northern Arizona Audubon Soceity’s Saturday bird walks really are the ideal time to come out 

– not only do you get into the Arboretum well ahead of the normal opening time, but you get the 

benefit of an Audubon guide to help you identify what’s out and about. A good place to start birding is 

the ponderosa forest right by the parking lot, as soon as you arrive.  

 

Bird activity really picks up here in early May, particularly with a number of warbler species, as they  

return from warmer regions in Mexico and farther south, to breed. One of the most brightly colored is 

the red-faced warbler – the only North American warbler with a bright red face and upper breast. This 

pattern is interrupted by a black bonnet on its head and a slate gray back. Females are similar, but are 

orange-red instead of the bright scarlet of the males. The song is a series of musical notes that rises 

and falls in pitch – but listen out for something else says Bea Cooley, one of the Audubon volunteers 

who leads the bird walks…   

 

BEA COOLEY: “The red-faced warbler over there. It’s got that harsh ‘sweet sweet sweet’ at the beginning 

of its call.” 

 

 

RH: Warbler identification can be tricky, but Bea says you can often get a good clue from the position 

of a bird in the tree – as with another summer visitor from central Mexico, the plumbeous vireo 

 

 

 BC: “It inhabits the middle range of the tree. These migrants that come in segregate themselves, so you 

have a bird like the Graces warbler in the very tippy top of the trees, then you have the western wood 

peewee hanging on the lower branches, flying off and coming back to its perch. And the plumbious vireo 

is more likely to be found in the middle of the tree and it has a wonderful identifiable song – which is 

little two notes segments – when it appears to be asking a question, and then answering it, with a short 

break in between. And the plumbious vireo is sort of a drab looking bird until you see its face – in the 

dark gray-blue head you’ll see some white ‘spectacles’ – which are tiny little white feathers that surround 

the eye and then extend out towards the bill.” 

 

“Grace’s warbler is another migratory warbler that breeds in the Rocky Mountains and the Flagstaff area 

during the summer– it winters all the way to Nicaragu, but its difficult to see because it inhabits the very 

tippy top parts of a ponderosa pines. If you hear a song that starts slowly & builds in volume and also in 



speed – look for a really colorful bird with bright yellow under its chin, a bright yellow line above its eye, 

and black and white on the rest of the bird. That would be a Grace’s warbler that’s here to breed for the 

summer. The song is a trill that gets faster and higher as it goes.” 

 

 “Western wood peewee is another one of the birds that comes up from as far away as Bolivia, spending 

its summer breeding season in the western US. It’s a very drab little bird with a wonderful song that’s 

sort of a mournful ‘peeer’ song that you can identify very readily from a long way off – and it just sounds 

like May in Flagstaff. It’s a flycatcher, dashing out to catch passing bugs from perch – but the other thing 

that it does is if it encounters an intruder you can actually hear it clapping its bill as it chases the intruder 

away.  

 

RH: When you’re among the ponderosa pines in spring and summer, two of the most common small 

birds you’ll see … and hear… are western blue birds and mountain chickadees. The bluebirds can’t be 

missed, with their vibrant blue wings and chestnut-colored breasts. Mountain chickadees have a 

couple of calls – one sounds like ‘ham-bur-ger’ – which is easy to remember.  

 

RH: As you stroll along the Arboretum paths towards the blue-roofed Horticulture building, keep a 

sharp eye out for another migrant, the Say’s phoebe. Bea Cooley explains where to look:    

 

BC: … “It’s a family oriented bird - you often will see Say’s Pheobe its relatives hanging around. And the 

lovely song is a mournful whistle. It’s a peachy colored bird – peachy colored on the breast, brownish 

darker on the back. It’s a fly catcher and so it will often sit on a sign or an eave. They love to be around 

buildings and build nests in buildings.” 

 

“At the Arboretum when you’re out by the Horticulture center you can often see a family of Say’s Phoebe 

because they do like to nest in the eaves of the Horticulture Building and also in the office building.  

 

RH: Around the horticulture building, you’ll likely see a couple of smaller birds, dark-eyed juncos and 

chipping sparrows. The junco has a very distinctive tail – black down the center with white edges that 

show when it fans its tail. Juncos are around almost all year – and often hang out around garden 

feeders in the winter. They’re common and you usually see them flitting on or close to the ground. 

The chipping sparrow is one of the more common sparrows around Flagstaff in summer – and you can 

distinguish it from a junco purely by sound…  

 

BC: “It has a really identifiable song that is high pitched, metallic very fast call – somewhat like a dark-

eyed junco but faster. But the trick is – if you can count the beats it’s a junco [sound of dark-eyed junco] - 

if they’re too fast to count it’s probably a chipping sparrow. And the chipping sparrow is readily 

identifiable by its bright red cap, a white line around its eye and a black line through its eye. A good place 

to look for them is out by the blue-roofed Horticulture building and in those open areas surrounding it. 

 

RH:  In summer, you’ll be surrounded by an array of hummingbirds - but identifying these tiny fliers 

can be a challenge. The males are more straightforward - one with a coppery-orange back and head is 



typically a rufous, while the male broad-tailed has a green back, lovely ruby-colored throat, or gorget,  

and a trilling sound from their wings that fills the air around Flagstaff in the summer. But females and 

immatures of these two species can be hard to distinguish - even for experienced birders. Rufous and 

broadtails are the two most common hummers around, but in late summer and early fall you might 

see a calliope hummingbird here. The calliope is the smallest bird in North America so size and needle-

like bill are your best clues to identifying it. The males have a very distinctive streaked gorget. Male 

black-chinned hummingbirds have a two-toned black and purple gorget, while the females are all 

whitish underneath. Larger but uncommon are Anna’s hummingbirds – the males have a red gorget 

and also red on top of the head – but it’s their distinctive squeaking sound that’s diagnostic – no other 

hummingbird makes a noise like the Anna’s.   

 

As you loop around the gardens and make your way towards the pond, the oaks there host a slightly 

different set of species, says Bea Cooley.:  

 

BC: “One of the most interesting and common flycatchers that we have around Flagstaff is the 

Cordilleran flycatcher. Its drab grayish green, has a wonderful identifiable whistle call and it has a 

teardrop-shaped white eye ring. It’s a little flycatcher and it nests at the Arboretum both around the 

office and out in the woods. It’s perching pretty low generally and it calls while it’s perched. It’s a sort of 

a two note whistle – a little bit sharp and once you’ve heard it you’ll recognize it forever.”  

 

RH: And, a couple more warblers. One of which - the yellow-rumped warbler –has a slightly less 

dignified nickname:  

 

BC: “One of the most common Flagstaff warblers is the yellow rumped warbler – better known as a 

‘butter butt’ because as it flies away from you you’ll see bright yellow feathers on its rump. It has a 

wonderful call and is a very bright – black and white, white wing bars, on under its chin, belly and rump 

bright yellow. They’ll be both on the ground and in the lower to middle elevations of a tree – they’re not 

the high tree top dweller that Grace’s warbler is. They glean from leaves of a tree so they love 

ponderosas and will be gathering insects along the branches and needles.” 

 

“So if we’re really lucky we’ll get to see a Virginia’s warbler. They love to inhabit oak trees, arriving here 

around the time they are leafing out. It’s a little bit drab – just gray all over – except for some yellow on 

its breast and a rufous cap – which is seldom seen except when it’s very irritated. It also has an eye line 

which helps differentiate it from other warblers. Its call is not that distinct – but an important thing to 

know is that it nests on the ground rather than in the trees  .. a good reason to keep dogs leashed during 

the breeding season.” 

 

 

Outro 

RH: As you tour the Arboretum, don’t forget to look out on the edges of the meadow for prairie dogs. 

After you’ve visited this site, you might want to drive a little farther down Woody Mountain Road to 

the Rogers Lake Arizona Watchable Wildlife site. For closer views of a well-established prairie dog 



colony, and to learn more about them and their main mammal predators, take a walk – and the audio 

tour – of Foxglenn Park in East Flagstaff. 

 


