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Rose Houk: Natural lakes are few and far between in northern Arizona. But Rogers Lake is a great - if 

ephemeral – example of a high country lake and wetland, close to Flagstaff. Fed by snow melt and 

summer monsoon rains, it can be up to waist deep in spring. This is when you’ll be able to spot all 

kinds of waterfowl including many species of ducks stopping over on their migrations north, as well as 

hear chorus frogs. From spring through early summer, the lake bed transforms first into a wetland, 

then into a spongy grassy meadow - important summer range for elk, mule deer, and pronghorn 

antelope. This can be a great place to see – and hear – coyotes too. 

Rogers Lake is part of a migration corridor for wildlife that extends from the San Francisco Peaks, 

through Woody Ridge, all the way down below the Mogollon Rim. Deer, elk, mountain lion, black 

bears, and wild turkeys all move through here, down into Sycamore Creek and beyond, during fall and 

as the first snows of winter arrive.  

Coconino County now owns 2,250 acres that include Rogers Lake itself and a large section of the 

neighboring forest. To reach this dedicated open space, head west past the Arboretum once the 

winter snows have cleared and the dirt road has reopened. As you approach the lake you’ll cross a 

wide meadow opening out to your right – where you’ll stand a good chance of seeing a large raptor, 

says biologist Tad Theimer… 

Hawks versus Harriers 

TAD THEIMER: “Red-tailed hawks are one of the most common hawks you’ll see around Flagstaff. These 

are soaring hawks – they’re gonna have with broad wings and a broad tail – they spend a lot of time 

soaring in circles, looking for prey. So look for those big broad wings and a broad tail. The tail when seen 

with light coming through it will appear a kind of pinkish color – it’s only when the sun hits it from above 

you’ll see the reddish brown color that they’re named for. These are birds of open habitat - kind of like 

the golden eagle.”  

RH: Scan the skies overhead for this large soaring hawk – and check out any nearby telephone poles 

for redtails perched majestically. These hawks mate for life – or until one of them dies – and they 

return to the same territory year after year. Their courtship can be spectacular as they spiral around 

one another, screaming and performing impressive aerial acrobatics. But if you see a large hawk flying 

very low – that’s probably a northern harrier. They used to be called marsh hawks – which is very apt 



since they’re typically around more marshy and wetland areas. You can recognize them by the way 

they fly … and it’s easy to tell males from females. Tad Theimer describes them: 

THEIMER: “These are gonna be birds that tend to fly low, they tend to surprise their prey by coming in so 

low that the animals don’t see them until it’s too late. They’ll feed on voles and other small mammals 

that will be living in these weedy or marshy areas – a bird of the open they won’t be soaring high in the 

sky but swooping low over the ground. Unlike most hawks there’s strong sexual dimorphism – the male 

will be a beautiful slate gray color and the female will be a light rich brown. Look for that long tail, big 

white rump patch, and this relatively low flight for the harrier versus the high circling soaring flight of the 

red tail ”  

RH: Be aware that there’s a bald eagle roost on the southwest corner of the lake – and immature bald 

eagles can be seen here in the winter – from a distance they can be confused with a red-tailed hawk, 

but are quite a bit larger. And adult balds have the unmistakable all white head.  

Once you reach the lake margin, there’s a great vantage point to view any waterfowl when there’s 

open water. They’ll be fairly far away though, so bring binoculars or a spotting scope. You’ll also see a 

prairie dog colony active near the road right by the lake. The hill to the east of the lake bed has a 

beautiful pine-oak forest, and a trail leads up to a small aspen grove at the top of the hill. It’s a great 

place to bird, with a variety of habitat types in a small space. In summer, watch for western tanagers –

medium-sized songbirds with finch-like profiles, the males are unmistaken-able with bright red heads, 

yellow bodes and black backs, wings and tails.  

 

Big Game Country 

RH: One of the biggest attractions at Rogers Lake is the big game. Your best chances of seeing large elk 

herds are in the early fall – but will depend partly on whether it’s hunting season. Herds of 700 or 800 

elk move between Rogers Lake and neighboring Camp Navajo – where access and hunting is 

restricted. The best times to see the elk are dawn and right after sunset – when they’ll typically be out 

at the far edge of lake. 

 

While elk numbers have increased in this area over the last 15 to 20 years, mule deer numbers have 

declined. Game and Fish biologists think this may be partly because elk are much less fussy about 

what they eat. With their larger body size and bigger rumen, they can eat a bit of everything, 

compared to deer which are much choosier. You can see both mule deer and white-tailed deer in the 

Rogers Lake area – although mule deer, with their outsized ears, are more common. Whitetails prefer 

steeper slopes around major canyons. These two species are pretty easy to tell apart, says wildlife 

biologist Rick Miller:  

 

RICK MILLER: “Most of what you’ll see here are mule deer – they have a black stripe down the top of 

their tail. The white-tailed deer has no black stripe and the bottom/underside of their tail when they lift it 

is a brilliant white - really easy to pick out. The deer tend to be either right on the edge of the meadow or 

back in the trees. They’re also very often around here on slopes and ridges and mountain sides - they 

tend to prefer the rougher terrain. They are usually in smaller groups. A group of 20 is a large group of 



deer where a group of 300 or so is the equivalent of a large herd of elk. They fawn about the same time 

the elk calve – usually late May, June, up through the first week of July. They are browsers – that means 

that they feed mostly on bushes and shrubs, whereas the elk are grazers, mostly feeding on grasses. The 

antelope hit the third category – forbs – what most people call weeds, for example dandelions - and 

antelope prefer forbs, deer prefer shrubs and elk prefer grasses – so that’s part of how they divide the 

world up.”  

 

RH: Pronghorn antelope are in lower numbers and less predictable in terms of where they’ll be. But 

Rogers Lake is one of the best sites around Flagstaff to spot them. They’ll be out in the meadow in the 

middle of the day, and when they’re standing up, their white rump patch is easy to see. But if it’s dry 

and the vegetation’s brown, they blend in really well when they lay down, so well they’re almost 

invisible.  Probably the best time of year to see pronghorn at Rogers Lake is early spring and summer, 

from early in the morning until around one o’clock in the afternoon. Rick Miller offers more helpful 

hints ... 

 

MILLER: “One behavior you can pick up is, if you see a lone doe in the early spring – May/June/early July. 

They don’t stay with the herd – when they fawn they go off by themselves, they have their fawn and for 

the first 10 days the fawn survives by being hidden. It will stand up to nurse then hide again. They’re 

conditioned by their behavior not to move when you approach them. You can literally walk up on them. 

But when they’re lying perfectly still they’re very well camouflaged and they’re hard to see. But if you see 

a doe at that time of year, off by herself she’s probably got a fawn somewhere in that area, hidden down 

under the grass, waiting for the next time it’s going to nurse.” 

 

RH: Always watch pronghorn, as well as elk and deer, from a discrete distance to minimize 

disturbance to them – especially when they’re calving or have young. Since pronghorn have no natural 

defenses, they rely on their eyesight to spot danger – along with their incredible speeds to escape.  

That’s why they like big open areas where they can keep watch from a distance for predators. Coyotes 

inflict very high mortality rates on pronghorn fawns – up to ninety percent. So any reduction in good 

hiding cover – in the form of tall grassy vegetation – causes pronghorn populations to decline. 

 

Wild turkey and black bear 

RH: If you take a hike up into the forest on the trails on the east side of Rogers Lake – as well as the 

usual suite of forest birds, keep a watch for wild turkey. They’ve made a big comeback in places, and 

they’re probably around … but they’re secretive birds, so you need to be able to read their signs. 

Turkey droppings are cylindrical, about the diameter of a penny and 2 to 3 inches long, usually blunt 

and often curled at one end. Their composition is pretty consistent – finely crushed vegetation and 

insect remains – although they soon get dry and crumbly. You’ll sometimes see cast off tail feathers 

too.  

 

As well as wild turkey sign, you may also occasionally see evidence of bears. Black bears range all the 

way from the San Francisco Peaks down to the red rock country of Sedona – with a good population in 

the canyons south of Rogers Lake. Since these bears hibernate, they don’t migrate to the same extent 



as deer and elk do – though they may travel to suitable hibernation sites early in the fall. Black bears 

are omnivores, but 85 percent or more of their diet is vegetarian - acorns and other seeds, roots, and 

new grass shoots.  They’ll be in the greenest, lushest parts of the forest – and for sure around oak 

trees if the fall acorn crop is good. They’ll even fill up on alligator juniper berries in late fall, and will 

eat prickly pear at lower elevations.  

 

First thing in the morning is the time to look for bear scat and tracks on the trails – the shape, size, 

and content of their poop varies a lot, depending on what they’ve been eating. It can often be loose, 

mushy piles of seeds, leaf fragments, remains of partially digested unripe berries and fruits. Because 

of their vegetarian diet, bear scat smells like a slightly fermented version of their food. Bears are very 

opportunistic feeders though, so on mild winter days they’ll wake up from hibernation and come out 

of their dens. At times like this, when they’re really hungry, they’ll be looking for water and food and 

may kill elk calves and or any wounded animals they come across. On a drier, meatier diet, their scat 

may be more tubular, with hair and fragments of bone. 

 

Black bears give birth in their dens in the middle of winter, typically in December. Newborn cubs are 

very small given that female adults can be a 400- to 500-pound animals. When the cubs emerge from 

hibernation in April or May, they may only weigh 15 to 20 pounds. They stay with their mother for a 

whole year, until she’s ready to breed again. Black bears occur at a very low density on the landscape, 

so you’d be lucky to see one – if you do, watch from a safe distance while backing off quietly and 

slowly.  You don’t have to worry about meeting a grizzly bear at Rogers Lake … or anywhere else in 

Arizona. The last one was killed just north of Payson in 1935 – so there haven’t been any in the state 

for many decades.  

 

Outro 

RH: Even if you don’t see the animals themselves, scat and tracks are a sure fire way to tell what 

wildlife’s around Rogers Lake -- and most any site. Be sure to check for fresh tracks in soft mud, fine 

sand or dirt, or snow, usually first thing in the morning. Learn more about identifying droppings of 

common mammals at Rogers Lake and other Arizona Watchable Wildlife Experience sites by listening 

to the short audio guide to scat id on the AWWE home page. 

 


