
Lower Lake Mary 
a site for all seasons 

(AWWE script by Diane Hope & Rose Houk, May 2014) 

 

Arizona Watchable Wildlife Experience 

www.azwatchwildlife.com 

 

TAD THEIMER: “When they are flying you'll see this bird with very slow wing beats, huge wings, a very 

blunt end on the front and these long dangling legs coming off the back. They have incredible 

vocalizations. They’re the closest thing we have to pterodactyls, living pterodactyls I think, so it’s not 

surprising that they sound like what we might imagine a pterodactyl or a dinosaur to sound like!”  

 

LARRY STEVENS: “They’re quite ferocious – they are wandering around the landscape -especially at night 

& they’ll eat anything they can sink their calicerae into – their callicerae are their jaws - giant 

centipedes”  

 

RICK MILLER: “It’s a wonderful watchable wildlife site. In the winter time it's a wonderful place to see 

bald eagles. In the summertime if there's water in there osprey are common,– you might also see a lot of 

waterfowl, a lot of wading birds. It’s a great place for seeing great blue herons. It's a real fine place to 

watch wildlife.” 

 

Rose Houk: There are wildlife viewing rewards and surprises year round at Lower Lake Mary. The lake 

itself, and the surrounding meadows and forest, offer a seasonal progression of wildlife you can easily 

view from many pull-offs along Lake Mary Road (Forest Road 3). And in the winter, even during snowy 

weather, there’s access here when unpaved forest roads are closed.  

 

RH: Both Lower, and Upper, Lake Mary are named after Mary Riordan, daughter of a wealthy lumber 

baron who built dams on Walnut Creek in 1905 to create a water supply for Flagstaff. Lower Lake 

Mary, the one closer to town, is the smaller sibling. With only a small earthen dam, it rarely fills -- and 

dries almost completely over the summer. In this guide, you’ll learn the best times to see a myriad of 

waterfowl. We’ll fill you in on how to find one of Arizona’s largest centipedes – as well as the seasonal 

movements and behavior of elk …  

 

RH: But first, if you brave cold winter days, you’ll get good views of bald eagles. In a typical year quite 

a few individuals, especially juveniles, hang out here. The largest birds of prey in North America, and 

America’s national symbol, bald eagles perch in a more upright posture than the forward lean of many 

hawks.  Check dead or dying ponderosa snags just above the lower lake dam — one of the best places 

around Flagstaff to see these regal birds. As well as eating a lot of fish, bald eagles in this area feed 



quite a bit on ducks and other waterfowl too -- so they frequent ice-free pools of water. Their feet 

lack feathers – an adaptation to reduce drag in water – and they’re more likely to be found around 

open water than their golden eagle cousins. They also eat carrion, so they’re attracted to road-killed 

deer and elk, and carcasses left behind by hunters. Ospreys are fishing specialists. They’re common 

around Lower Lake Mary – arriving in April and staying through summer. Biologist Tad Theimer offers 

some tips on telling ospreys, eagles, and turkey vultures apart when they’re in flight... 

 

THEIMER: ”Osprey are that lighter bird with the dark elbows, often the wings bent sharply are good 

indicators. Bald eagles the adults are unmistakable – you’ll see this huge bird with this white head & a 

white tail – juveniles are bit less distinguishable. But when you see this big bird with broad wings that are 

held horizontally, you’re often seeing a bald eagle. They’re not to be confused with turkey vultures, which 

also have some roosts around town  At some times of year will have migrating turkey vultures come 

through - around 50 to 100 – all circling in this mass of birds at various levels above the ground which is 

referred to as a ‘kettle’.  They can always be distinguished because they tend to hold their wings in V-

shape & often teeter on their wings. That's an easy way to recognize turkey vultures. ” 

 

RH: In winter, when lakes and ponds are frozen over in the high country, many of our aquatic birds -

including herons, egrets, grebes, ducks, geese, and cormorants – become the quintessential 

snowbirds. They take wing for the deserts to the south, overwintering in huge numbers in the Phoenix 

metro area, taking advantage of the warmer weather and many artificial urban lake for s there. On a 

typical day in January there’ll be between 45,000 to 60,000 birds in the Valley of the Sun.  Some of 

these snowbirds may go even farther — all the way to Central and South America. 

 

But as soon as the thaw sets in, migration begins and thousands of ducks and geese head north – so 

early spring is a great time to find large flocks of geese and other waterfowl at Lake Mary. Among the 

throng will be a rainbow array of blue-winged, green-winged and cinnamon teal; northern pintails and 

shovelers; gadwalls, buffleheads; and wigeons. Even American avocet and white- faced ibis can show 

up. The list goes on and on! Check the Northern Arizona Audubon website and Watchable Wildlife 

bulletins and head on out — quickly, because these migrants often only stay around for a couple of 

weeks. Most of these birds are just making a brief stopover. They tend to move with storms, so once 

they’ve rested and favorable weather arrives, many will move on their way farther north.  

 

Detailed section 

There’s one prominent bird species to be seen at Lower Lake Mary that does stick around for the 

summer, says Tad Theimer … 

 

THEIMER: “Great blue herons are a common sight. They have incredible vocalizations. A large body, a 

long neck – which can either look long, or look very short, depending on how the animal is holding it. In 

flight a heron takes its long neck and folds it up in an S and holds it very close to its body. Once they land 

they can either stand with their head drawn in or stand with their head erect, usually when they are 

fishing. We don't have lots of frogs for them to feed on so they are almost entirely feeding on fish & 

maybe crayfish.”  



 

RH: Great blues will be very much in evidence around any open water at Lower Lake Mary. Up to four 

feet tall, breeding adults have grayish to blue feathery chest plumes, and they’ll use their telescopic 

vision to see prey under the water. You may often see them standing silent and statue-still at the 

water’s edge. So it might surprise you that they’ll roost in trees like songbirds, and use their 

opposable toes to perch on tree branches. Not only that - they build messy nests in colonies – which 

are a riot of activity … and noise… 

 

[fade up heron roost soundscape]  

 

THEIMER: “Great blue herons will nest in colonies – where you guys are whole number of birds up to over 

100 in some larger roosts. They will nest in trees – which looks odd when a gangly bird come flying in & 

lands on a branch no thicker than its own leg. But it’s quite a treat to see 20 or 30 of these birds sitting 

high up in the trees with big bulky nests & making these bizarre vocalizations at each other. And often 

once you find a roost, you can find a good spot to watch that without disturbing them, and watch the 

whole process through the season – all the way from mating and some of that nesting behavior, you can 

follow the fate of the eggs and the young through time.” 

 

RH: About three-quarters of known heron rookeries above the Mogollon Rim are active each year. 

And Game and Fish biologists keep a count of active nests occupied by pairs of adults in the region, to 

see whether colonies are increasing or decreasing. 

 

RH: Nestlings can fly at two months of age and will depart the nest for good when they’re 2 to 2 

months old, although parents may feed them for up to a month after fledging. While there aren’t any 

roosts right by Lower Lake Mary, there are some in the area. So keep your ears open for their amazing 

sounds first thing in the morning … and enjoy hearing what flying dinosaurs might once have sounded 

like… 

 

RH: As spring turns to summer, wildlife viewing at Lower Lake Mary gets even more varied. Turn over 

a rock in the area below the dam and you might find one of Arizona’s largest centipedes, says biologist 

Larry Stevens...  

 

STEVENS: “The giant green centipede is a rather common species around Lake Mary. It can get up to 8 

inches long, they are remarkable predators. They bite very hard, so it's not something you want to pick 

up. But if you turn over rocks around the shorelines of Lake Mary you can rather easily find these giant 

centipedes. The giant green centipede is kind of a pukey brown-green color, rather disturbing to look at 

and it's a remarkable predator - really massive jaws. They’ll feed on any soft-bodied creature they find, 

sometimes including mice! It vies in size with being Arizona’s largest centipedeswith another one - the 

Hero centipede. The giant green centipede could easily live for a couple of years.”  

 

RH: Lower Lake Mary’s also good habitat for large mammals… including mule deer and occasional 

white-tailed deer, during summer and early fall.  But, elk are the star attraction. In early summer, 



herds hone in on places with green growth and come out to feed in the evening – and if there’s water 

available, they’ll go to it too. But there’s one extra treat to watch for around mid-June, says wildlife 

biologist Rick Miller … when elk are out in the meadows with calves up and running with mom. 

 

MILLER: “There’ll be spotted calves in the herd thru’ about the first 3 weeks of July. If the calves are 

playing they’re very fun to watch. I’d ask you not to approach elk at that point – because the calves are 

vulnerable to disturbance & if separated from mom can die pretty easily. It’s not unusual here to see 

herds of more than 100 & we have had herds of up to 800. You can go to Rogers Lake, Upper or Lower 

Lake Mary, Marshall Lake & Mormon Lake - all of these places will have elk out on them in the evening.”  

 

RH: And come fall, elk can really draw crowds … when bulls are putting on a show during the rut…   

 

MILLER: “The most interesting thing that the elk do for most people is bugling – and that's part of the 

elks’ mating process. The elk bulls will start getting interested in the cows in September, and it'll last us 

through into October, sometimes thru’ early November.”   

 

“At night especially you can hear them bugle which is this really eerie whistling sound that carries a long 

distance. Also you’ll see the classic thing that's always on TV – of elk banging heads & pushing on each 

other – they’re trying to round up a harem of females & breed. That’s probably the most fun time to see 

‘em.” 

 

RH: When you find a herd of elk to watch – please don’t ever walk out onto the meadow towards 

them – this will not only startle the animals and make them run off – you’ll ruin the viewing for 

anyone else who’s there enjoying the spectacle.  And, an elk can weigh six to eight hundred pounds, 

so you definitely don’t want to be charged by one! 

 

You fall merges into winter, it gets harder to predict where the elk will be. In winter, herds can be 

anywhere from their summer range here all the way to the grasslands below the pinyon-juniper zone-

- it depends on snowfall, says Rick Miller. 

 

MILLER: “They don’t leave until there’s snow – the snow pushes them. In a lot of parts of the world, even 

in northern Arizona, animals will anticipate the winter & move at a certain date. Here they seem to wait 

for the snow – they’ve been conditioned over all the years that it may not come, so they don’t move until 

there’s about 6-8 inches of snow. Then they go as low as they have to, to get out of the snow, unlike 

what the books say about migration. Here if the snow melts off they’ll come back up. They don’t wait for 

the seasons.”  

 

RH: From early September, waterfowl will arrive again, this time on their way back south. And the 

seasonal cycle of wildlife will roll around all over again…  

 

Outro  



RH: Elk don’t only bugle. To hear some of their other vocalizations – and find out about a local bird of 

international importance -- you can combine a visit to Lake Mary with a trip up to nearby Marshall 

Lake. And if you’d like to learn more about pronghorn, as well as see them, take a tour of Rogers Lake. 

Just remember to listen to the Watchable Wildlife Experience audio guides to these sites are before 

you go! 


