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Introduction [with chorus frog calls] 

About twenty-five miles south of Flagstaff, Mormon Lake occupies a basalt basin that acts 

like a big, shallow-rimmed bowl of water. In years with good snowmelt and rain, Arizona’s 

largest natural lake can average about ten feet deep and span nearly 700 acres. But, in dry 

years, Mormon Lake is more often a lake in name only —instead it transforms into a large 

moist meadow.     

After Mormons first came to the area in the late 1880s, in some years the lake rose so high 

that water lapped at the base of buildings — people even boated on it. In other years, the 

Mormon settlers grew hay to feed their dairy cows in the meadow of the lakebed.  

Scientist Rich Hereford has documented the ebb and flow of Mormon Lake over centuries 

– and found that while the lake once reached nearly seventy feet deep, water levels in 

recent decades have dropped consistently – a trend that may be in part because of 

warmer drier climate.  

Whether filled to the brim or merely a marshy meadow, Mormon Lake is always worth a 

trip to see wildlife. A little later in this guide, you’ll hear more about what you’ll see 

depending on conditions in this ephemeral body of water.  

     *** 

To get there, head south from Flagstaff on Forest Road 3 – the Lake Mary Road. Good 

wildlife watching starts as soon as you reach Lower Lake Mary — the one closest to town.  

Here you’ll have a chance to see a lot of eagles – especially in winter.  Most of Arizona’s 

bald eagles breed along desert rivers like the Salt, Verde, and Gila. But since around 2005, 

they’ve been nesting in the Lake Mary area too, says Susi MacVean, biologist with the 

Arizona Game and Fish Department… 

Susi MacVean: “We get a lot of birds that come down from Canada and northern United 

States and winter in this area.”  [Bald eagle calls] 



“But we also have a few breeding pairs – and that’s a relatively recent phenomenon. … now 

we have several pairs in that area … so yeah you can see bald eagles year-round off of Forest 

Highway 3.” 

Narrator: You might expect that bald eagles would eat small mammals — like rabbits — 

but not so much, says MacVean: 

MacVean: “Bald eagles feed almost exclusively on fish – they will consume other food items, 

especially during the winter they’ll rely pretty heavily on carrion – or dead animals … and so 

you’ll see them along highways – where there’s, unfortunately, road kill. You’ll see them 

feeding on the gut piles that hunters leave behind … but in the summer, they pretty much are 

fish eaters. There are the rare birds that will specialize on prairie dogs – but it’s very, very 

uncommon and the vast majority are fish specialists. So of course, they have to - they choose 

to nest close to bodies of water – rivers, lakes whatever – that have fish in them.” 

Narrator: The pull-outs along both Lower and Upper Lake Mary are good places to stop 

and watch bald eagles – you may even see them fishing in Lower Lake Mary – or stealing 

fish from osprey – a well-known bald eagle trick! There have been as many as ten active 

osprey nests in the vicinity of Upper Lake Mary in recent years. [Osprey calls] 

The aptly named Osprey Overlook is a paved pull-out just past The Narrows — where 

you’ll have a likely chance of seeing these large elegant fish-catchers…  

MacVean: “We have a lot of nesting osprey on the lake too – and they are truly fish 

specialists, they don’t eat anything else, unlike bald eagles and so, they’re tied to bodies of 

water that have fish in ‘em.” 

Narrator: A little farther south there’s a dirt pull-off a lot of anglers use – there you might 

see both osprey AND bald eagles. Here’s how to tell the difference between the two: 

MacVean: “The adult bald eagle is going to have a white head and a white tail and a brown 

to very dark brown body. An osprey is going to have both black and white on the head – and 

they have very different shaped wings – very long pointed wings. They actually have a sharp 

angle in the wings – they’re like almost crooked…” 

Narration: Young bald eagles start out mostly dark, developing their signature dark body 

with contrasting white head and tail, large yellow bill, and large broad wings only as they 

mature, after about five years. But young osprey look pretty similar to the adults – long, 

narrow wings with a pronounced bend at the elbow. Slimmer and smaller than bald 

eagles, osprey also have white heads - but with a prominent dark eye stripe.  

Osprey build big nests of tangled twigs – often boldly located in prominent snags close to 

lakes. From the roadside overlooks on the west side of Upper Lake Mary, you should be 

able to spot at least one nest. Bald eagles are a lot more sensitive to human disturbance, 

says Susi MacVean:   

MacVean: “Bald eagles try to build their nests in secluded areas, away from any kind of 

disturbance. They really try to get away from people and other creatures that could be 

predators on their nest. It’s really important to stay away from bald eagle nests because as 



soon as you approach, they’re gonna start paying attention to you and stop incubating or 

brooding the young in the nest, or going fishing to bring food back for the nestlings. And as 

soon as they divert their attention to you, they have possibly compromised the health of the 

eggs or the nestlings. It’s a lot of work to raise two or three – you know, they can fledge two 

or three chicks – and it’s a lot of work for a bald eagle pair to keep them fed and themselves 

fed. Any time taken away from that can lead to a nest failure.” 

Narrator: If you do see what you think is an eagle nest, stay far away and watch the birds 

with a high magnification scope, or good binoculars.   

Bald eagles can be in this area year-round, but osprey migrate. They come back to Arizona 

in the spring. Breeding pairs tend to return to the same territories they’ve used in the 

past. Expect to start seeing osprey around their nest sites by early April. After raising their 

young over the summer, by August or early September they’re definitely about to take off 

– to Central America or even farther south for the winter.  

     *** 

Continue driving a few more miles south towards Mormon Lake. On the way you might 

want to stop once or twice and check out any patches of oaks – there may be wild turkey 

foraging for acorns in fall. When you reach Mormon Lake, head for the two large 

constructed overlooks on the right side of the road. These are excellent wildlife viewing 

platforms with the bonus of the dramatic backdrop of the San Francisco Peaks to the 

north.  

Scan with binoculars across the lakebed – in a typical year, there will be water in the 

springtime and it’ll be dry in the summer – then maybe wet again in fall. When there’s 

water, the lush grass attracts ducks and geese, making this one of the most productive 

waterfowl habitats in this part of Arizona.  

But even if there’s no obvious standing water, you’re likely to spot more than a few elk.  

Elk are originally a plains animal, so they feel at home in the open meadow habitat of 

Mormon Lake and other large meadows around Flagstaff. Human disturbance often 

causes them to seek out cover in the surrounding forest – which often happens at the 

onset of archery hunting season in mid-September.  

Biologist Rick Miller comes out often because he knows he’s almost always going to see 

some:    

Miller: “This area’s unique because you can find wildlife here almost any time of the day. 

Most places dusk and dawn are by far the best time to be out.  But at Mormon Lake because 

of the water, because of the green feed, because it’s so large and the animals don’t get 

disturbed very much, you can find elk out in the basin almost any time of day - and almost 

any time of year.” 

Narrator: This four-legged army marches to the call of their stomachs, following the best 

sources of food across the landscape. Elk vary their diet with the season. In spring and 

summer they seek out the greenest lushest forage. In March and April as rising 



temperatures and increased day length provide fresh new grass and herbaceous plants, 

they follow the ‘green up’ from lower to successively higher elevations. Like bison, an elk 

herd is often led by a dominant cow – that’ll be the first animal to lead the group to a new 

area. [Elk mews] 

Elk are very vocal –the calves will mew to keep track of their moms, and the cows will 

mew to keep the herd together and to stay in contact with their calves. It’s a relatively 

small sound for a large animal – but can carry a long way in a forested area.  

Typically, by May or early June the herds reach Mormon Lake, where the soils hold 

moisture – supporting a marshy meadow full of lush green growth – even when grass has 

become scarce elsewhere. This forage is especially important for the elk if it’s been a dry 

year. 

Miller:  “If it’s dry, that soil is holding moisture and that’s why there’s a fringe of green out 

there and that’s why the elk are there. ‘Cause the rest of this country’s very dry and so it’s 

one of the last places that the large animals can get green feed. That’s why you’ve got elk 

standing out in the midday. If there’s water in the basin the elk will feed right out into the 

water on the emerging water plants.” 

Narrator: In summer you’ll most likely see a mixed herd of male and female elk and new 

calves. If you spot an apparently solitary cow elk in summer, she may not be on her own.  

Miller: “The cows that are standing up by themselves may have a calf with them. Once the 

calf is big enough to run with them, they go into the herd. But when the calf is too small and 

can’t run, they hide the calf out in the grass and stay nearby.” 

Narration: With a gestation period of a little over eight months, pregnant elk cows are in 

their third trimester in May and June – when it’ll be pretty obvious they’re pregnant. 

They’ll tend to leave the herd and find a secluded place to give birth.  Mom will leave her 

calf hidden for the first two weeks of life, until it’s able to follow her and join the herd. 

Calves nurse for two to four months, then they’re on their own to join with the herd.  

Arizona Game & Fish biologist Tom McCall says elk cows typically only visit their new born 

calves a couple of times a day during those first two weeks to nurse them… 

McCall: “The first month of life they’re very vulnerable to predation – mainly by mountain 

lions and possibly black bears.  About 60% of the elk mortality occurs the first month of life – 

particularly when they’re waiting for the cows to come back and nurse them.” 

Narration: Even so it’s really important that you leave nature well alone, says McCall… 

McCall:  “…if you happen to find a calf like that – they’re not necessarily abandoned. That 

mother will be back. If you find one there just leave it, don’t touch it, leave it where you find 

it.” 

     *** 

Narration: Finding their favorite foods governs where elk hang out - but it’s the breeding 

cycle that determines their behavior. That starts in March when bulls normally lose their 



old antlers and start to grow new ones.  Essentially bone, the growing antlers contain 

blood vessels that make them sensitive. So, elk bulls treat their antlers carefully through 

the summer, when they’re in what’s called ’velvet,’ until the antlers are fully regrown and 

harden off. That happens in August, when decreasing daylight triggers hormonal changes 

in the elk – and the start of raucous breeding action known as the ‘rut’ ... 

McCall: “The elk bulls begin to rub the velvet off of their antlers. And the color of the antlers 

is highly influenced by the type of tree that they rub the antlers against. A hardwood tree 

such as an aspen they’ll come out a lighter brown. Whereas if the elk bulls rub their antlers 

on a conifer tree such as ponderosa pine the antlers will take on a darker color. The time of 

year that the elk begin removing the velvet is normally in August – probably mid August 

through early September. At times that velvet will be hanging off of the antlers.  

 And then that’s followed by the more dominant bulls beginning to form a harem - and a 

harem normally consists of a few cows and calves – and often times some younger bulls. The 

younger bulls at times might integrate with the harem but at other times they’ll be on the 

periphery. It’ll often be the larger bulls that will have the harems. Harems might vary in size 

from a few cows and calves and smaller bulls, up to dozens.” 

Narration: During this time the herd builds into the hundreds – by early fall Rick Miller has 

seen as many as six hundred elk out in Mormon Lake.  And you may find an Arizona 

Watchable Wildlife Experience guide at one of the overlooks with a spotting scope or two 

trained on a large group of them. You’re welcome to take a look through the eyepiece. 

Get there early in the day or at dusk to see the bulls in action, says Tom McCall… 

McCall: “The top tips I would have for viewing Mormon Lake elk is to plan to get there 

morning or evening when the elk are most active – so at first light ‘til about 9am in the 

morning – the elk are more likely to be moving around and the bulls defending harems. The 

same thing towards evening. You’ll see the bulls bugling to help gather up a harem and to 

explain to other bulls – “this is my group of cows that I’m going to defend”. [Elk bugling] 

“If another bull comes too close and challenges him, you may see sparring where the two 

bulls will lock antlers. They’ll be very aggressive at trying to decide who is the larger, more 

dominant animal. At times there’ll be battles going on between individual bulls – or groups 

of bulls. Normally they don’t prove fatal, but at times they can. 

You’ll often see satellite bulls anywhere from one to three years of age. They’ll often be on 

the periphery of the herd and sometimes they’ll do some breeding.” 

[Elk cow alarm barks] 

“Alarm barks from a cow will be a quick yelp, signalling that there’s danger in the area. That 

alarm bark will trigger alertness in the other cows. They’ll come to attention, their ears will 

pop up and try to locate the danger and they’ll often move out of the area relatively quickly. 

One thing about the elk that you’ll notice about the elk is their ears ARE large, so they can 

hear well. Their nose is very long so they can smell well. Their eyes are huge and they kind of 

bulge out from their head – and they have a large peripheral view both on the side and 

forward.” 



Narration: And elk rely on all those senses to keep them alive. Once the rut is over – 

around mid-October - the bulls begin to move to lower elevations. Cows and calves leave 

later – typically in November or December when the snow starts to fly. If snow reaches 

their ‘elbow’ or higher, elk have a difficult time getting around – wading through twelve to 

eighteen inches of snow takes a LOT of their energy.  

Two to three inches of snow is usually all it takes to prompt the cows and calves to move 

to lower elevations. But IF the snow melts, they’ll often return – moving back and forth 

between lower and higher elevations throughout the winter depending on the weather.  

Bulls on the other hand are much more likely to stay put in their winter habitat -- 

somewhere with good food, cover, and water nearby, in bachelor groups of up to seven 

animals. 

Male or female – young or mature -- ALL elk are focused on finding their preferred winter 

food … known as ‘browse’ says Tom McCall… 

McCall: “…browse are the small twigs on the ends of shrubs. It’s about September when they 

switch from more of a grass-forb diet to browse. So they often seek areas out that have a 

good abundance of browse – like cliffrose – is one of the major foods in the winter time for 

elk.” 

     *** 

Narration: As spectacular as the large elk herds are, there’s a lot more wildlife to watch at 

Mormon Lake. Once you’ve checked the lake, scan the skies for birds. Rick Miller has 

several insightful tips for birding at the more northerly roadside overlook … 

Miller:  @Well I’m checking for several things – one thing here always eagles and hawks. 

This rim that the road runs down makes for a standing wave of air – and you’ll get hawks 

like that one soaring along. It’s one of the great hawk-watching spots around because of 

that.  

Another place to watch here is there is a group of houses and cabins down here in the 

bottom between Mormon Lake and Little Mormon which is that other basin up there. And 

especially in the winter time — for some reason I don’t understand, bald eagles really like to 

sit on the fence posts down here between Mormon Lake and Little Mormon - especially in 

the winter time. And if the areas flooded it’s a really good place to look for eagles. But 

whenever I come out here I make sure to check those fence posts. I don’t understand why 

they don’t go sit up on the ridge where the trees are taller and it’d be easier to fly, but they 

really do like those fence posts.” 

Narrator: Red-tailed hawks and prairie falcons can be seen from the overlooks here year-

round. Prairie falcons are brown above and pale below, with pointed wings — from above 

or behind their tail is pale compared to their darker bodies. Red-tails are typically a few 

inches larger than prairie falcons – you might even mistake one for an eagle at a distance–

until you see an eagle! Red-tailed hawks have very broad, rounded wings and a short wide 

tail – which as their name suggests is a rich cinnamon red. Both hawks and falcons hunt 



small birds and mammals – especially ground squirrels, which hunker down in the boulder 

slopes below the overlooks. 

Miller: “The mesa across from us to the northwest is a really good place to look for 

pronghorn in the spring and fall. There’s often a herd over there of five to twenty-five 

pronghorn.” 

Narrator: As you drive to the more southerly overlook, less than half a mile farther south, 

be sure to stay on the lookout for wildlife on the other side of the road, says Rick Miller… 

Miller: “As we’re driving between the two overlooks, on the left side, on the east side of the 

road, there’ll be a prairie dog town and a small water hole in there. And it’s a good place to 

watch for coyotes because they often patrol that prairie dog town trying to catch an unwary 

prairie dog.  

Anderson Mesa has got somewhere between 150 and 300 lakes – depending on how much 

water you gotta have to call it a lake - and one of them is visible from the road just north of 

the northernmost overlook -- you’ll get a view up a valley, and if you catch it just right you 

can catch a glimmer of water.  

Those lakes provide a really nice refuge for anything that gets disturbed. Mormon Lake is 

really a good place – animals don’t have much problem with disturbance just because it’s so 

large. Lower Mary and Upper Lake Mary are less that way. But a lot of the small lakes on 

Anderson Mesa are very good places for the animals to seek refuge and seek quiet. Because 

the roads are horrible getting to most of those lakes, and so it makes for a nice quiet place 

for the birds to feed and nest.” 

Narrator: Along with elk viewing, the southernmost overlook of the lake is a good place to 

look for a variety of geese, ducks, and grebes. Around dusk at certain times of year, you 

might hear a soft chorus of cooing – that’s roosting birds in the shallows or close to 

water’s edge. Susi MacVean suggests the best time for that… 

MacVean: “May is a really good time to listen for what we call ‘secretive marsh birds’ 

because you tend not to see them but you do hear them.” 

Narrator: Virginia rails may give themselves away with repeated squeaky tick tick calls… 

[Virginia rail calls] 

… while Sora’s have a robust and instantly recognizable descending whinny.  

[Sora whinny] 

MacVean: “There’s a lot of Virginia rails, there’s a lot of Soras, of course American coots – 

and then a lot of other water birds – pied-billed grebes, sometimes western grebes and 

Clark’s grebes, sometimes geese – lots of waterfowl. So, it’s really fun to come bird down 

here in the spring when there’s water because it’s a very diverse place and it provides a lot of 

different habitats.” 



Narrator: In wetter years – especially after a good monsoon season — from mid-August to 

mid-September there’ll likely be a glorious diversity of migrating raptors and shorebirds 

stopping off on their southerly migration.  

Sandpipers, plovers – there might even be a sizeable flock of American avocets if there’s 

standing water. Or you may get a glimpse of black-necked stilts – these delicately lanky 

wading birds show up in ‘dinner dress’ –black on top, white below, with almost flamingo-

pink legs. Larger migrants can include white-faced ibis with their long down-curving bills 

and garnet red-brown plumage - and even American white pelicans.  

There’s a couple of good places down by the lake bed to see birds too. As you drive south, 

passing the left turn to Kinnikinick Lake, just past Mile Marker 319 there’s a small road off 

to the right. Turn in and park there and continue on foot. Take the right-hand fork of the 

gravel road heading back north. You’ll come to a locked gate that’s easy to walk around. 

This old section of Lake Mary Road is lined in places with elderberry and currant bushes 

that attract fruit-eating birds. Known as the ‘Berry Road,’ it’s a great place for a stroll 

away from busier roadside traffic and with a closer view of the lake. It’s a good place for 

birding any time of year – but particularly for songbirds during migration.  

Back on the highway, resume your driving tour around Mormon Lake. Continue south past 

the dirt road turnoff to the historic Mormon Lake Guard Station, then turn right to 

Mormon Lake Village. In a mile or so, you’ll come to the Mormon Lake District Fire Station 

at the extreme south end of the lake. Don’t cross the fence onto private property – but if 

the pond has water, stand in the parking area for a much closer view of birds you’ve seen 

only at a great distance from the main roadside overlooks.  

In wetter years, the cattails and reeds and damp mud provide habitat for a surprising 

array of shorebirds — including sandpipers. They can be very tricky to identify – but one 

key pointer is size. If you can find a common bird nearby whose size you know — like a 

killdeer for example which typically stands about ten inches tall — you can use that as a 

yardstick to estimate the height of the less obvious neighbor.  

The list of sandpiper species you might see here is pretty amazing — western sandpiper, 

stilt sandpiper, Baird’s least, spotted, solitary, and pectoral sandpiper. You may also get to 

see American avocets at close range, as well as semipalmated plovers, Wilson’s 

phalaropes, and greater yellow legs – which really do have bright yellow legs. Along with 

leg color, and the length of their bill, the way the bird moves can also be very diagnostic. If 

you see a wading bird probing for food with a rapid up-and-down head bob – looking for 

all the world like the needle running on a sewing machine – chances are you’ve found a 

long-billed dowitcher.  

Also don’t pass up the Mormon Lake store area. An aerated pond next to the store is 

stocked with fish for kids to catch in summer – but no one’s told the ospreys that! They’re 

often fishing there too –easy pickings for them when they’ve got hungry mouths to feed in 

their nests.  



Continue clockwise around the lake, through Mormon Lake village, several miles around 

the loop road on the west side. Just before mile marker 6 you’ll reach the so-called Dairy 

Springs -- named after a natural spring close to an old stone cabin. Look for elk and mule 

deer and listen for chorus frogs … and perhaps even northern leopard frogs, says Susi 

MacVean: [Northern Leopard frog call] 

MacVean: “In the spring you for sure will hear chorus frogs if Mormon Lake is holding water. 

And then we do have another amphibian that’s a little rarer than the chorus frog – the 

chorus frog is very very common above the Mogollon Rim – is the northern leopard frog.  

On the west side there’s a few springs and pools that are perennial and so yeah, you’ll hear 

northern leopard frogs and their call if very very different. Their call sounds like a snore…” 

[Northern Leopard frog call reprise] 

“Northern leopard frogs used to be extremely common across all of the United States and 

Canada. … but across their range and especially in the West they’ve been declining since 

about the ‘70s. And a lot of that we’re learning today was due to disease, and that’s still a 

problem today. In Arizona we’ve lost almost all of our native populations and we’ve been 

actually trying to repatriate northern leopard frogs. There isn’t a lot of suitable habitat left 

for them – they have problems with non-native species, non-native fish, as well as bullfrogs 

and crayfish. And they need perennial water … unlike chorus frogs that can exploit seasonal 

water – northern leopard frogs can’t complete their life cycle without perennial water.” 

 

*** 

Narrator: Come back often to Mormon Lake, most any time of year, for exciting and 

surprising wildlife watching. It’s a great place to wildlife watch as you cycle around too.  

For a list of recent bird sightings around Mormon Lake, check out the ebird.org website 

before you visit - from the home page hit ‘Explore’, then find ‘Region’ and enter ‘Coconino 

County’ – you’ll see Mormon Lake listed on the right-hand side as a ‘top hot spot’.  

For other good water bird watching with possibilities of up-close-and-personal views, 

especially helpful for identifying shorebirds, you might want to try Marshall Lake – or the 

Kachina Wetlands … both AWWE sites with audio guides. 

Before you visit a site, we recommend downloading the audio guides from the AWWE 

website: azwatchwildife.org.   

This audio guide was made possible by a Heritage Fund Grant from Arizona Game and Fish 

Department. Thanks to Tom Mackin and the Arizona Wildlife Federation for administering 

the grant, and to contributors Rick Miller, Susi MacVean, Tom McCall, as well as Trevor 

Hinckley and Kathryn Hart, for supplying information on birding.  

The guide was written and produced by Diane Hope. I’m Rose Houk. 


