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Introduction:  

Rose Houk: Welcome to the Frances Short Pond audio tour. The Frances Short Pond on the Rio de Flag 

was named for late city councilwoman Frances Short. But many people know it simply as the “duck 

pond” because there are almost always some resident ducks paddling around in it. It’s a popular local 

fishing hole and good habitat for water-loving birds.  During dry times, the pond is one of the few 

water sources available to wildlife like raccoons, striped skunk and gray fox. It’s easily accessible to 

much of downtown Flagstaff and the San Francisco Peaks form a scenic backdrop.    

The Pond may have started out as a water storage 'tank' for Sante Fe Railroad steam trains. But in the 

1920s a low dam was built just upstream to catch the Rio’s flood waters and make a swimming area. 

Over time, sediments washing down the Rio filled it in, along with street sweepings dumped in by the 

city. By the late 1960's, there was talk of filling it in completely and making a parking lot. But activists 

pitched in to rejuvenate the pond. Flagstaff school teacher Jim David, his students and many others 

from the community helped dredge out the sediments and used them to create the crescent-shaped 

island in the middle of the pond. They also planted shrubs - junipers, willows, narrow leaf 

cottonwoods, and Russian olives, which have matured around the pond.  

 

What might not be so obvious is the ongoing work to manage and improve water quality. To help 

protect the pond from chemical-laden storm runoff and sediment accumulation, the city has built a 

sediment clean out area and a small spillway just upstream. There’s also a bioremediation rain garden 

— a small wetland with plants that help “pretreat” some of the contaminants in runoff from the ball 

fields and the nearby dog park.  A solar-powered aeration system helps keep the pond oxygenated in 

summer, and some of the shallower parts ice-free during the winter.  

 

Though it’s close to downtown, the pond attracts wildlife throughout the year. Shallow-water plants 

like cattails and bulrushes provide food, cover, spawning, and nesting habitat for fish, birds, and small 

mammals.  The seeds of bulrush, for example, are especially high protein food for birds – and there’s 

one abundant species that you’ll hear before you see any … 

 

Red-winged Blackbirds immediately announce their arrival in spring. With a discordant symphony of 

metallic rattles, buzzes, and trills, the highly territorial male blackbirds each relay ownership of their 



own patch of thick vegetation. The audible frenzy of the glossy black males is renewed when the drab 

brown females arrive and males compete for their attention.   

 

You’ll see that on some males, the bold red wing patches, edged in yellow are much more noticeable.  

Turns out these ‘badges’ are important status symbols for males. Researchers have shown that if 

those badges are covered over male blackbirds have a much harder time defending a territory – 

presumably because they look less threatening.  

 

Another vocal glossy black bird common around the pond is the Great-tailed Grackle – notice the 

males have iridescent greenish-purple-black plumage with yellow eyes and a long tail, while the 

females are smaller and brown with a light metallic sheen.  Male grackles mate with numerous 

females, leaving them to rear chicks in nests built in colonies. They make a lot of noise as they 

squabble with neighbors trying to steal their nest material.  

 

After dark, in summer you can often see Mexican Free-Tailed bats flying around street lights. Really 

fast fliers, they’re hunting the bugs that are attracted to the lights, so they’re helping with insect 

control. They’ll also be drinking – by skimming the surface of the pond - as one of the larger local bat 

species they need larger surface areas where they can do this - they’re just not as maneuverable as 

smaller bats.  

 

Since Arizona Game and Fish Department took over management of fish in the pond, they've been 

stocking several species for anglers - but great blue herons and ospreys like to fish here too.  Up to 

eight ospreys have been seen hanging out around the pond at one time in spring and at least one pair 

visits regularly through the late spring and early summer. Amid the cacophony of blackbirds, grackles, 

and urban noise, listen out for high-pitched whistling chirrups. Look up, or at nearby dead trees where 

osprey often perch. If you’re lucky you may even see these big birds dive – feet first and talons ready – 

to snag a fish from the water.    

 

Detailed section 

RH: Frances Short Pond has lots of aquatic insects – especially dragonflies, damselflies, and mayflies.  

All of them live in the water during the larval stages.  To get a closer look, you just need a simple 

kitchen strainer and a plastic box or tray.  Sweep the strainer through the weeds at the water’s edge 

and dump the contents into the tray. Sorting through your catch, you’ll be able to identify many of the 

main insects, explains AZGFD Fish Specialist Chuck Benedict . . .  

 

CHUCK BENEDICT: “Probably the easiest to see is either damselfly larvae or dragonfly larvae – they both 

get pretty big. Usually they’re kind of brownish or greenish. You’ll see dragonfly larvae anything from 

about half an inch up to about 1.5” to 2 inches. Damselflies are usually around an inch long. Dragonflies 

are little short squat insects, but the key to look at for them is you look at their bottom jaw. Their 

bottom jaw looks like it extends down to what would be their belly and it’s actually designed so as they 

can reach out & grab prey. Damselflies have the same thing – it’s usually just not usually as long. 

Damselflies are skinny – they have a real skinny abdomen & thorax compared to a dragonfly. Think of 



dragonflies more built like a tank versus a car – they’re a lot heavier build. You’ll get some mayflies 

which are the prey for the dragonflies and the damselflies – they’re more of a grazer. They’re a little bit 

smaller than most of the dragonflies or damselflies - maybe half an inch, ¾” at the most; but they’ll also 

have most of the time two filaments coming off their back – or two gills. Plants provide habitat for the 

bugs – even though there are some that can live in the mud too, but most live on and around the 

plants.”  

 

JEFF PROPSTER: “We use these things - these are called D-nets. Their wire frame is a D-shaped and it has 

this big butterfly net – and so just scoup that and scrape the bottom – ‘cos these things like to live in the 

mud. I’m Jeff, Jeff Propster. SO this is a dragonfly larva and you can see it doesn’t really look much like a 

dragonfly yet – but it has these little clues that it is – if you look really really closely on its back it has 

these teeny tiny wings. Those obviously don’t’ work yet but when it grows they’ll open up into really big 

wings.  And also it has a mouth that scoops stuff – so you can actually get it to open its mouth – it 

doesn’t harm it. It’s really really big it can scoop all the way down about a third of its body.  Its about an 

inch long and is brown, with some mottled brown & tan brown spots. It’s got those big dragonfly shaped 

eyes on the side – the head is very dragonfly-ish. So how he moves when he’s in a hurry in the water is 

he shoots water out of its rear end – so he’s kind of got jet propulsion.   

 

RH: The fish feed on aquatic insects, other fish and anything that gets blown in – like crickets, bees, 

and flies. Game & Fish regularly stocks the pond with several different fish species… 

 

CB: “We stock it pretty much weekly from March until it gets too warm in June with rainbow trout and 

then we’ll stock it again all fall until about November with rainbow trout. We usually stock it a couple of 

times in the spring with catfish. It’s got large mouthed bass and bluegill in it. It’s also got some big 

goldfish in that somebody dumped their goldfish out of their tank in. What we stock in the pond are 

what are known as catch-ables – for trout that’s fish that average 10-11 inches, for the catfish that’s 2lb 

fish is what they’re supposed to average. We did stock small bluegill and bass in there early to try and 

get the population started. And we’ve got good populations of bluegill and there are some nice bass in 

there – and it soes have a limit on the size – you can’t keep anything under 13 inches.   

 

RH: Fishing on the pond can be interesting.  And unlike watching other wildlife, you can actually get to 

handle the animals. Chuck Benedict has a few tips for how to maximize your success with a rod & line 

… 

 

CB: “In warm weather figure the fish are are going to be deep – especially the trout. Warm water fish 

get active in warmer water so they’ll be up close to the surface. During the spring & the fall you want to 

fish shallow in general for the trout, they’ll be up close to the surface. People love to use bait in there 

but often flies & lures are often best way to fish for trout – especially small bead-headed flies, work very 

well, along with small golden lures – that would be my recommendation. During the late spring & early 

summer you can often catch a trout on the bottom on power bait. Power bait is a commercial formula 

that’s kind of a dough bait – and the fish are attracted by the smell, the scent. And it also floats so if you 

mold it around your hook it floats up off the bottom so the fish can see it. Or things like Velveeta cheese 



& corn. Once we stock catfish, what seems to work best is hot dogs – the cheapest ones work fine!  The 

ones you wouldn’t feed your family work great for catching catfish. We ask everybody to collect all their 

leftover monofilament – and we do recycle it. The big thing is to get it away and out of the water so the 

birds don’t get it caught on them.” 

 

RH: A few crayfish have been found in the pond too.  Rumored to have been brought with loggers 

from Louisiana in the late 1800’s or early 1900’s. Crayfish breed once or twice a year, the females 

carrying their eggs under their bodies. They’re a big problem in Arizona’s waterways - they have no 

predators and can take over, by eating everything in their path. But they’re not a big problem in 

Frances Short because bass eat the smaller ones, so only a few large crayfish manage to survive. 

You’re allowed to catch them - a piece of bacon or chicken skin on a string will do.  Called the “poor 

man’s lobster,” they’re pretty good eating.  

 

 

Outro 

RH: To find out more about dragonflies & damselflies - what species you can see around Flagstaff and 

how to identify the most common ones –check out the Rio de Flag/I-40 wetlands audio tour. And for 

some intriguing facts about great blue herons – and to hear some of the incredible sounds they make 

on the roost --take the audio tour for Lower Lake Mary. 

 

 


