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Introduction 

Hymer: “Bison are a huge thing out here at Raymond … and to this day we are still learning every 

day about bison, they’re just a phenomenal animal ... and … you’ll never know what they’re going to 

do.” 

Jason Wilder: “This is a very good area for golden eagles – really year-round.” 

Shelly: “For people wanting to get out and check out some of the Watchable Wildlife sites, Raymond 

is a little bit more unique, it’s a little bit further out, it’s a little bit more rough getting to…” 

Narrator: … But well worth the effort! A trip out to the Raymond Wildlife Area east of Flagstaff is 

a visit to a place many people imagine the Old West to be. Open country and big skies with plenty 

of room for birds and large mammals to roam—pronghorn, elk, mule deer, and most exciting of 

all -- bison.   

In 1942, the Arizona Game and Fish Commission bought 9,400 acres of a working ranch to protect 

important winter range for pronghorn. The wildlife area was soon expanded to encompass 

around 15,000 acres of rolling native grass and shrubland, and pinyon and juniper woodland.  

It holds a wealth of wildlife – but that’s not always immediately obvious when you first arrive. In 

this guide, we offer tips so you can maximize your chances of spotting anything from a small bird 

called a longspur, to a golden eagle, a badger-- and yes a bison or two! That’s because in 1945 this 

became the adoptive home to a herd of bison.  

In planning a visit here, please be aware the entire Raymond Wildlife Area is closed from May 1st 

until the end of July for bison calving. 

      ***     

Narrator: To reach the area, drive about twenty-five miles east of Flagstaff on Interstate 40. Take 

exit 225, the Buffalo Range Road, off the interstate. As you start down Buffalo Range Road you’ll 

see a few signs and a sign in box for Hopi 3 Canyon and Hart Ranch. The first few miles of this 



road south cross Hopi lands. If you plan on taking your time and exploring on the way in, please 

be respectful and sign in. 

Wildlife viewing starts as you travel south on ten miles of good dirt and gravel road to the official 

wildlife area boundary and headquarters.   

At first sight it might not look like there’s much around - but stop often and scan the terrain with 

binoculars as you drive in. There’ll often be pronghorn antelope if you look carefully. Or maybe 

even a badger - they can be tough to see as they spend a lot of time in their underground 

burrows. But if you’re lucky, you may spot one loping across the rocky ground. Keep your eyes 

open for a stocky gray-brown body, carried low to the ground on short powerful legs, and with a 

distinctive black-and-white striped face. Later in this guide you’ll hear about some special places 

that offer excellent birding, including right from the road.  

When you reach the Raymond Wildlife Area boundary, please stop, sign in – and read and heed 

the rules. In another mile or so you’ll reach headquarters with some ranch buildings. Shelly 

Shepherd, retired public information officer for the Arizona Game and Fish Department, 

describes what you’ll see when you arrive at the old ranch:  

Shelly  Shepherd: “The rock house is kind of a unique landmark out here. If you get to the rock 

house, if you climb up a hill to the east, right on the top is a big water storage tank and the views 

from up on that ridge line actually are really amazing. You can see Meteor Crater, Chavez Pass, 

Anderson Mesa – if you look back towards Flagstaff you’ll see the Peaks and Mount Elden. So, 

there’s some really great views on top.  

Also, there was a trail built called Yaeger Canyon trail and it crosses over Yaeger Canyon – it’s a little 

rough finding it, but there is a little sign for people when they come out and park their vehicles. And 

it’s kind of maybe an adventure for somebody to figure out which way does Yaeger Canyon Trail go? 

But it’s about a 2-mile loop trail that’s fairly easy to walk along. And it’s just a neat established trail 

for people to check out. 

Time of year is important. Of course, during those months when it’s pretty warm the wildlife area is 

closed anyway. And so, if people come out in the early fall and the spring there’s going to be great 

wildlife viewing opportunities.” 

Narrator: The biggest thrill for most wildlife watchers– quite literally – are the bison. Early 

morning and early evening are typically the best times of day to watch for animals – but you can 

potentially catch sight of the bison here any time of day. The original animals were hungry, 

thirsty refugees from far northern Arizona… 

Hymer: “In ’45 they moved bison down from the House Rock Valley because of drought conditions. 

They needed somewhere to put the bison because the herd had started multiplying and growing 

faster than they were expected, I think. ‘Cause the state was new to bison, not really understanding 

them.” 

Narrator: That’s the man simply known as “Hymer” – former manager of the Raymond Wildlife 

Area for the Arizona Game and Fish Department. Although the property was originally acquired 



to provide high quality winter range for the Anderson Mesa pronghorn herd, Hymer says ever 

since the bison were introduced they’ve gotten the limelight… [Bison huffs and grunts] 

Hymer: “A guy named Buffalo Jones tried to crossbreed cows with bison to get a genetically great 

beef animal. But it just doesn’t work out to cross a bison with a cow. And so, he went broke basically 

and then his partner Jimmy Owens inherited the herd from him. And then that’s where the state got 

the herd from Jimmy Owens– I think it was called the Arizona Cattle Company at that time.” 

Narrator: In 2017 Arizona Game and Fish decided to replace those less than pure-strain bison at 

Raymond with fifty-five individuals from a genetically pure herd in Wind Cave National Park in 

South Dakota. Hymer says there are some distinct differences between the old and the new 

herd… 

Hymer: “The Wind Cave bison are used to seeing people because Wind Cave is a park – and people 

are driving around them all the time. And the bison from Wind Cave which are now at Raymond, are 

totally different than the old herd we used to have here. The old herd here would run any time they 

would see a person basically and they were scared of us. And this group of bison we have now - they 

see a car go by and they don’t worry. They see a human body and it doesn’t bother them a bit. 

They’re just really relaxed. Every day I learn something from them. They’re unique, they’re fun. 

They’re bigger animals because they came from the prairie lands of South Dakota which had better 

nutritions in their feed. I mean they’re big animals no matter what – but the ones from Wind Cave 

are a lot bigger than what my old herd used to be here. And they’re unique looking [Bison grunts]  

And so they calve in May and their three-year olds are as big as my four- and five-year olds in the 

past. They can live up to thirty-two years or so. I think their average life is around twenty, twenty-

one years though. So, they’re bigger, their horns are bigger, they’re massive looking and unique 

looking. They’re fun to just sit and watch.” 

Narrator: It used to be hard to catch a glimpse of the old herd – so Game and Fish has opened the 

roads to make the area a little more accessible to the public.  

The bison move around different parts of the Wildlife Area – and may be found on either the east 

side or the west side.  So when you come to Raymond, you may need to drive a few of the roads 

to find the herd. The southeast perimeter fence circles around the whole east pasture. Much of 

this area is open plains – so this may be your best bet to find the bison.  

Just be aware while getting to the old ranch house and wildlife area headquarters doesn’t require 

a special vehicle, if you venture on past there - you’ll definitely need a high-clearance vehicle. 

Hymer says there’s a few ways to have a chance of seeing the animals. 

Hymer: “They can’t hide – they’re so big. They’re not gonna hide from you – so, any time of day. But 

you gotta consider when it’s really hot they’re gonna be laying down. When you look out over the 

landscape, you think you see a bison and when you use your binoculars and look at ‘em it’s one of 

those good old rocks - or a bush. So, you really need to use your binoculars and look for a bison 

laying down, if it’s a really hot time during the day. There’s different intervals – times - during the 

day that they get up and graze and then they’ll lay down and chew their cud, is the way I’m gonna 

put it. Sometimes they’ll come to the water – I have a pond down here by the house here, it’s called 

Big Kelly. So, you might find ‘em at the water sites. That would be your best bet is to try to find the 



water sources and see if they’re around them if you can’t find ‘em anywhere else. There’s a group of 

bulls, either seven to eleven, that come by the house it seems like almost every day.”  

Narrator: Once you’ve located the herd, Hymer has some suggestions on bison-watching protocol 

– for their comfort … and for your safety! 

Hymer: “You can sit back and watch this herd do their daily thing. They may come up and lay just 

right around your vehicle if you’re out there in a vehicle – or they may come up to you and think 

you’re gonna give ‘em some feed or something. But they’re not shy, not scared – but there’s times 

when they’re done with you, they just walk off and they leave you. So, if they do do that - don’t 

pursue ‘em because they will feel like they’re getting pressured and they may start running. And if 

they get irritated enough – they may run through my fences.” 

Narrator: If you encounter bison, Hymer recommends you stay in your car – but … 

Hymer: “...for better pictures people wanna get out. So, if you do get out stay close to your car, 

don’t try to walk towards them, ‘cause they definitely will move away from you – or they may run 

off and once they run off you’re not gonna be able to get close to ‘em again, until you give ‘em some 

time to rest and relax.  

They’re wildlife and they can charge people. If you irritate ‘em enough, they will. If you see their tail 

go up that’s definitely a flag meaning “you’re pissing me off, don’t get near me.” 

Narrator: Since the new herd arrived, Game and Fish has put up a new fence to separate the 

range into eastern and western halves. They want the females to become accustomed to calving 

on the east side of the property every year, instead of the west side which has steep canyons and 

pinyon-juniper, that makes it harder to keep an eye on how the animals are doing.  

Hymer:  “Game and Fish closes the property from May 1st to July 29th and it’s for the calving. So, 

when the bison are calving the public’s not out disturbing them, because they’re a little more 

delicate and a little more stand offish when they’re having their calves. It was real exciting to see 

the first babies here at Raymond – it was a big joy.” 

Narrator: Bison youngsters are about the size of a German shepherd, red in color when first born, 

but turn the same brown as adults within a couple months. Young bison grow fast. By September 

or October of their first year it can be hard to distinguish calves from older animals. Hymer has 

some tips on telling their age…  

Hymer: “Their hump gets higher and bigger as they get older. Then they have to really start bulking 

out. When you’re looking at the herd and you’re tryin’ to figure out old animals or big animals, just 

look at the herd and look for the one with the highest hump and that kinda tells you that that is the 

oldest, mature-est animals in the herd.”  

Narrator: The goal is to get the Raymond Wildlife Area bison herd up to a hundred animals.  In 

fall and winter, be aware that Game and Fish issues hunting permits – that includes a hunt for 

bull bison. Hymer explains the management strategy... 



Hymer: “‘Cause we have too many bulls for the cow-to-bull ratio out here at Raymond and we have 

learned that bulls are the ‘problem children’ of bison out at Raymond and so the less bulls we have, 

the better chance we have of the animals not going off the property.  

A really good-looking bull will have a nice triangular head, is what you’re looking for. Every day they 

look different and they’re looking better and better.” 

Narrator: Some of those bulls are the ones targeted for the hunt. The herd is rounded up in 

November, the year’s new calves are checked to see if they’re bulls or cows – and the animals are 

PIT tagged and recorded. 

Then most of the herd is released to the west side of the property. Only the animals to be hunted 

are released to the east side.  

Hymer: “We’re gonna only let the animals be hunted on the east side of the property. We don’t 

want to hunt the whole herd because we’re pretty sure that is what caused the old herd to be so 

scared of us.” 

     ***  

Narrator: Bison are charismatic megafauna for sure. But they’re not the only large mammals you 

can see at Raymond … 

Hymer: “Sitting here at the house looking out on the hill there, I’ve seen bison and elk sitting there 

eating side by side. Your best time to see elk would be really early in the morning, I mean right at 

daybreak, ‘cause as soon as the sun comes up it seems like the elk are gone. If they hear your vehicle 

they’re gonna run. About every three months is the average, I’m gonna say they come by the house 

here, there are some bucks with ‘em. Different times of the year we’ll see more bucks with ‘em. But 

it’s on average just about every three months they come through, they roam through and hang out 

for a couple of days here around the house - and then they’re gone. Mule deer. 

Elk are hiding from the public no matter what – and I think they drop a calf wherever – when they’re 

ready to have a calf they have a calf. And there’s gonna be times when the public’s out looking, 

whatever, they may find a baby elk calf laying on the ground somewhere and not see the mother 

around. Well that’s the normal nature of things going on. Do NOT disturb that animal, stay away 

from it. Do not pick it up. Do not think you gotta rescue it. The mother is out feeding herself and will 

come back and get that animal. So, leave wildlife alone when you see it out and about. It’s not hurt, 

it’s not injured, it’s just nature doing its thing.” 

Narrator: Remember - if you venture beyond headquarters, the roads get rough and a high-

clearance vehicle is definitely needed.  It’s important that you travel only on roads signed as 

open. And Hymer asks specifically to observe gate etiquette....  

Hymer: “If you see gates – if you find it open, then leave it open, if it’s closed, close it. But any 

perimeter fence gate should definitely always be closed once you pass through it. If the bison get 

out the ranchers get very irritated and we could actually lose our grazing lease if the bison get out 

on the ranchers’ property and the ranchers complain to the state.” 



Narrator: Its’s important that the bison herd remains on the property. Some years ago, the bison 

did get out - and their escape was not discovered until the whole herd showed up on a Flagstaff 

golf course. It took an experienced cowboy a LOT of hours to herd them the thirty miles back 

home! And one more thing… 

Hymer: “Look out for rocks in the road. And … don’t run any snakes over please! Kingsnakes or 

gopher snakes- those are all friendly snakes we need around here.” 

Narrator: Snakes are an important part of Arizona’s desert grassland ecosystem performing many 

important functions – including keeping small mammal populations in check.  

     *** 

Burrowing Owls and Birding  

Narrator: Whether you’ve seen bison or not at Raymond, there’s some fabulous birding to enjoy 

on the drive out....  

Heading from the entrance kiosk back towards I-40, scan the ground for mounds of active, or 

abandoned, prairie dog towns. These are where you might also have a chance to see a really 

interesting bird. Northern Arizona is home to some of the southernmost migratory burrowing 

owls in the country. They breed in the region between April and September.  Although they 

haven’t been seen in this immediate area since 2016, burrowing owls could turn up again and 

they’re fun to watch, says Jason Wilder, a keen and frequent bird watcher here …   

[Burrowing owl calls] 

Jason Wilder: “They are an owl that you can see in the daytime, so they’ll be perched outside of their 

burrow typically all day long – so, they’re pretty easy to see relative to other owls. And they’re 

small! They’re about the same size as prairie dogs actually …  So, if you’re lucky there would be a 

burrowing owl standing on top of one of the burrows. You’re looking for a leggier creature than a 

prairie dog – a prairie dog will stand up on its haunches whereas a burrowing owl it almost looks 

like a lollipop standing on top of a prairie dog burrow. So, they’ll be perched up, sometimes they’ll 

stand on one leg, they’re often very alert, and they’ll be scanning the horizon. Sometimes when they 

see a human they’ll pop down into the burrow – and so then maybe you’ll just see their head or even 

just their eyes sticking out from the top of a burrow – then they’re much harder to see. But once you 

have a bead on where one is, they don’t tend to go very far. They’ve got a real low and direct flight 

and they’ll tend to fly maybe a hundred meters or so before they’ll set back down on the ground.” 

Narrator: One tip for watching birds is to scope out the area from inside your vehicle before you 

get out.... 

Wilder: “A lot of birds won’t recognize a human when they’re inside a car – and they don’t have 

much of a fear of cars. And so, this applies specially to burrowing owls actually – burrowing owls will 

often flush when they see a human on foot, but staying in your car the birds will often stay put and 

stay perched out in the open. So often times stopping your car and sitting and sort of taking a 

survey of the area before you get out of the car, you’ll see birds that may not stick around once 

you’re actually out of the car.” 



Narrator: There’s one particular spot along the road that’s worth stopping and lingering, says 

Wilder.  

Wilder: “You go through basically open flat country and then one steep canyon that has a concrete 

culvert at the bottom, it’s very recognizable. A really nice place to stop, often water will be pooled 

right next to the road, so you can easily find birds coming into the water.” 

Narrator: This is Anderson Canyon – a small, craggy-walled canyon that drains north off the 
Mogollon Rim into the Little Colorado River. In spring, great horned owls nest in bigger trees 
along the edge of the canyon, sometimes using abandoned ravens’ nests. Walk the rim of the 
canyon at dawn or dusk - and look for a large lump on top of a tree that wasn’t there the last 
time you looked – although in low light it’s easier to hear the horned owl before you see it… 
 
[Horned Owl calls] 
 
Birding here can be particularly rewarding during spring and fall migration. The New Mexico olive 
and Arizona grape that grow along Anderson Canyon are really attractive to songbirds – as is the 
water that’s puddled in the streambed.   
 
Wilder: “You can get really any species here - I’ve seen painted redstarts here. Lots of common 

warblers. I’ve seen several different vireo species here - including some rare ones – we had a 

Philadelphia vireo here once. The best time for migration for songbirds would be September and 

October. It’s a great place in the winter – you can see Crissal thrasher here in the winter time, sage 

thrasher. And then again in May there’s another big pulse of birds moving north. Those are the 

times where you’ll see the best diversity of birds in this spot.” 

[Crissal thrasher call] 

“These trees you’ll often see a Crissal thrasher which is about the same size as a mockingbird but it 

has a very long curved bill - really a unique-looking bird, and so, especially in the spring they stand 

up on the trees and they’ll sing and they’ve got a very burbling melodious song that carries a long 

way … “ 

[Crissal thrasher song] 

Narrator: There are often mockingbirds here too – but not to be confused with a more unusual 

bird that looks very similar but acts and sounds quite different -- the loggerhead shrike… 

[Loggerhead shrike calls] 

Wilder: “They are predatory birds, they eat other smaller song birds. They’re about the same size as 

a mockingbird and sort of similarly patterned ...they’re black and white and they have a black mask. 

But you’ll often see other birds scatter when a shrike shows up – because they actually eat small 

song birds – they’re often called butcher birds because they’ll actually kill birds and then often leave 

them hanging from a branch or a barbed wire fence and it’s a little grotesque but that’s what 

shrikes do! They impale them.” 

[Shrike song] 



“They make a very funny song during their breeding season –not very musical – just a collection of 

notes that sort of jumble out." 

 [Phainopepla – whitting call]  

Narrator: If you hear that ‘whitting’ call, it’s a sure sign there’s a phainopepla around – they’re 

beautiful crested birds – males are shiny black and females a more discreet gray. This is also a 

great place for rock wrens.   

[Rock Wren call]  

Narrator: And canyon wrens too...  

[Canyon Wren call] 

Narrator: Both species sing here in the spring. To many people, the canyon wren’s downward 

trilling song is the sound of the Southwest.  

[Canyon wren call reprise] 

Narrator: Away from the mini-canyon oasis, the rolling dry grassland might seem a bit of a 

wildlife desert. But all along this road there’s a series of cattle tanks. Anytime during or after 

monsoon rains, from July through October - and then for a brief window in April and May if 

there’s been healthy winter moisture -- any tank with water is going to be a really important 

stopover for a startling array of migrating shorebirds -- sandpipers, curlews, avocets, stilts, and a 

good selection of ducks. In winter there may be another surprise birding highlight. 

Wilder: “The tanks actually attract large flocks of horned larks, but then also longspurs which are 

prairie breeding species – they look like sparrows but they’re not actually very closely related to 

sparrows. They’re very bright, colorful birds when they breed and it’s very unusual to see them in 

Arizona – but these stock tanks are one of the best places to see them. So chestnut-collared 

longspur and then also Lapland longspur can be seen here in the wintertime and they’ll form large 

flocks of hundreds of birds. And as spring approaches they actually take on their breeding plumage. 

And they’re actually really bright black and orange and yellow birds that’ll stay close to the ground – 

and they’re very skittish and hard to see. But if you sit and watch a tank for half an hour, the flocks 

will come in and they’ll all drink and then they’ll scatter, go out to the fields and eat seeds and then 

come back – it’s a real treat in February and March to see this.” 

Narrator: This area also has a quintessential grassland bird, the western meadowlark  

[Western Meadowlark song] 

Narrator: … and a subspecies of the eastern species known as Lillian’s meadowlark - with a song 

quite distinctive from its western cousin…  

[Eastern Meadowlark song] 

Narrator: This is one of the few places you can hear them side by side from late April through 

May. It’s also a very good area for golden eagles – year-round, but especially in winter – and 

they’re easy to spot, says Wilder...  



Wilder: “They’re pretty recognizable – it’s a very large hawk-like bird but it really does strike you as 

bigger than a hawk. And they are typically a quite dark bird with a very large head and a large bill. 

So, they stand out as just being a bigger, bulkier bird. You can see them on the ground often, they’ll 

be roosting along the edges of some of the stock tanks. Sometimes they’ll sit right on the dams 

associated with some of the stock tanks, so you can see them from the road pretty easily. They’ll 

also be soaring overhead quite frequently and so again looking for a big, dark bird with wide slightly 

upswept wings – they‘re typically pretty recognizable as something that’s bigger and bulkier than a 

hawk.”    

      *** 

Narrator: If you’re planning a trip to Raymond Wildlife Area, here’s a few answers to frequently 

asked questions: 

Q: “How long does it take to get there?”   

A: About fifty minutes from downtown Flagstaff 

Q: “What’s the condition of the entrance road?”   

A: Very good – you can get to the official wildlife area boundary and headquarters in a normal car 

- except in bad weather. Only if you venture beyond the ranch buildings will you need a high-

clearance vehicle.  

Q: “Are there any restrooms?”  

A: Yes, there’s a pit toilet at the headquarters. 

Q: “Can I camp?”    

A: Camping is allowed pretty much across the entire wildlife area – there are about a half dozen 

primitive camp spots just to the west of headquarters along with dispersed camping. Check the 

kiosk at the entrance for specific rules and regulations.  

Q: “Is there water or other services?”   

A: No. Bring plenty of water – as well as food and a spare tire—and be prepared for rapid 

weather changes. Cell phone service may be unreliable.   

Q: “And what else is there at the headquarters?”    

A: A small visitor center with some information panels. If you want to arrange a visit ahead of 

time – especially if you’re bringing a group out -- Shelly Shepherd has this advice: 

Shelly Shepherd: “Sometimes it’s best to see if you can contact the wildlife area manager to have 

the visitor center opened – or if there’s going to be a group of people it is always wise to call the 

wildlife area manager first. Either set up an appointment or at least advise maybe when you or your 

group are going to be coming out to the wildlife area.” 

Narrator: That’s because the wildlife area manager typically won’t be at the headquarters, but 

out working on habitat projects or checking fences.  



Shelly: “Sometimes when people come out to the wildlife area, you may not see anybody. So - it’s 

best to plan your trip as sort of a self-guided tour. Look on the ‘AZ Watch Wildlife’ website for site 

information for the Raymond Wildlife Area. I would highly recommend that you stop at the kiosk 

and look at our interpretive signs for more information.” 

 

*** 

 

Narrator: We hope you’ve enjoyed this guide to watching wildlife at the Raymond Wildlife Area. 

If you’re heading back to Flagstaff, you may want to try birding the trails at Mount Elden – or 

Picture Canyon -- both on the east side of town. For more big mammals, head south of Flagstaff 

on Lake Mary Road to Mormon Lake – there’s an excellent chance of seeing large herds of elk 

there almost any time of year.   

 

For more information, listen or download the Arizona Watchable Wildlife Experience audio 

guides for these and many other sites before you visit. The website is  www.azwatchwildlife.com 

 

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

Department. Thanks to contributors Hymer, Shelly Shepherd, and Jason Wilder – and to Tom 

Mackin and the Arizona Wildlife Federation for administering the grant. The guide was written 

and produced by Diane Hope. I’m Rose Houk.   


