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Among Minnesota's wild mammals, the opossum is
probably the most unusual. A marsupial, it is a
distant relative of the kangaroo and other animals
which carry their young in a pouch.
The opossum is about the size of a house cat. It
weighs from four to 12 pounds and measures nearly
three feet from its long pink nose to its long naked
tail. The opossum wraps its prehensile tail around
tree limbs as an aid when climbing.
At night the opossum forages for small rodents,
fruits, nu ts, birds, insects, carrion, and other foods.
After eating, it squats on its hind legs and washes,
much like a cat.
What's truly unique about the 'possum' is how it
comes into the world. The young, usually eight to 12,
are not fully developed at birth. Their tiny front feet,
however, do have minute claws which the babies use
to climb up the mother's belly and into her pouch.
Once inside,
attach themselves to a teat.
remain for 60 to 70 days. For another month after
that, the young opossums climb in and out of the
pouch, never straying far. Finally, when mouse-size,
they climb aboard the mother's back where they
spend much of their time until becoming more
independent.
The opossum lives primarily in southern
Minnesota woodlands, but occasionally ranges into
counties. The opossum's naked ears,
nose, and tail are very susceptible to freezing
temperatures, which explains why the species is not
found farther north.
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Shrews are
confused
look reveals some distinct

is distinctive
sides, and off-white
of Minnesota, except the southern tier
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The
our most common bat species,
occurs over most of Nor th America. Together with
it hibernates in Minnesota
summer, both roost in caves, hollow trees,

The
is a
usually lives near water. It
much like the
unusual

is our most common hibernator.

bats

upside-down in caves. The
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an ounce. It is found in the same
southeastern Minnesota caves,
it is
almost
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Black

The
is king of the North American
carnivores. Of tremendous size and
it
usually weighs 400 to 600 pounds, though~········~·~
scaling 900 pounds have been recorded. The
differs from the black bear
its
shoulder hump and massive
But don't worry
about trying to distinguish between the two
The last wild grizzly recorded in our state was
sighted along the Sand Hill River in northwestern
Minnesota in 1807. Before this
other
grizzlies had been observed
northwest.
Today, the grizzly is found
western states, in Canada and
live as far from humans as
mountainous country.
The
bear was
Minnesota, but now occurs
woodlands. Bears lead solitary
except when
females are rearing their young, or when
concentrations of food bring bears together. The
black bear is omnivorous,
anything that
resembles food in looks, smell, or taste. It feeds on
grasses, fruits, berries, buds or
nuts, insects
and their larvae, and on small animals and carrion.
Less than ten percent of a bear's food is . . ui,,H.,A.
matter.
An adult black bear weighs between 250 and 300
pounds and stands two to three feet at the
Coat color may vary from
brown to
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The black bear does not
through a
of
not eat. In its winter
a fem ale will
birth to one to

year.
In 1971 the Minnesota
game animal status to the
establishes
zones, seasons, and

Black bear
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The
occurs
the state,
the three northeast counties. The raccoon's antics
and its
face make it a favorite of some
a villain to others
cornfield has been
food, though crayfish,
and bird
eggs are staples in its diet.
Raccoons remain in
hibernation
most of the winter. The animals often den
small groups. One woman
an abandoned house in Swift
may winter in wood duck
is large enough to squeeze
With
in
search for mates.
a
female has her litter, which
six young. Tiny at
eventually weighing 23
Some may even
30
in
Raccoons are seldom seen in the
some Minnesota state
and resorts where
are
at raiding trash cans
tables.
Their tracks,
can of ten be
wetland edges. Look for the distinctive front
of the raccoon which resembles the
infant human.

Raccoon

Hind foot
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Weasel
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Front foot

I

Bounding
Hind foot

the snow, sometimes for
mice and voles.

have

occurs.
Three weasel species occur in Minnesota.
deadly, effective hunters that prey upon
mice, and birds. After dispatching their
may lap a victim's blood before eating its
As
they feed, weasels usually turn back the skin of an
animal. By the time they finish their feast, the skin of
their prey is inside-out.
Weasels travel by silent, gliding leaps, the hind feet
falling exactly in the tracks of the front ones. They

Mink
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rivers and streams. It occurs
but is more common in the

is marshes and

Mink
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Badger

Wolverine

skunk

Coyote

Among the lower 48 states, Minnesota is
because it
a large number 1,500- of
possibly New York are the only other states
wolves. Together, they have only a
A full-grown timber wolf weighs
pounds. Powerfully-built with
muscular legs, and large feet,
is an
predator. A typical Minnesota wolf is mixed
color with yellowish sides and darker gray on
back. However, individuals vary from almost
black to buff-white.
Timber wolves do not breed until two or
years of age. Pups are born usually in
or
early May, and number from four to eight per litter.
The wolf den may be situated in a rock crevice or
hole dug out from under the projecting roots a tree.
Feeding mostly on deer, beaver, and moose,
usually hunt in a pack - a family unit of young wolves and their parents.
The size of a wolf pack is determined
the
number of births, deaths, and dispersals. A
area can support only a specific number of
Surplus predators, then, must disperse to
or starve.
The timber wolf is a living symbol of
must be recognized, however, that the wolf cannot be
maintained at maximum numbers in areas that are
not wilderness in character.
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Timber wolf

fox

The cougar was never common
probably
over most of the
settled. The

Though
beautiful

.._.l[:u,u::o.'L•a

as

Bobcat
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Woodchuck
•'
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Franklin feeds
bird eggs, and
noticeable
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green

seeds, insects,

It has never been a

but modern

resembles a
picket pin, this little
its burrow. Also
plains-dweller favors short grass pastures. The
flickertail is common in the Dakotas but in Minnesota
is usually found in isolated colonies in over-grazed
pastures. When drought
occur, conditions
become more suitable for them to become abundant
along roadsides and in other
Like other ground squirrels
flickertail has internal cheek pouches
carries grain to its burrow. The
stores seeds in
the fall but does not wake
consume them.
provides the
hibernation.

when it was
destructive habits.
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tiny ears,
brown, measure
19 ounces.

can
Food is carried
seldom seen

Beaver

Beaver

But as one
is a nuisance.
conservationist." Beaver
Minnesota
numerous,

Walking
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Muskrat

Front foot

Hind foot
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The tiny western
mouse
a
mouse. It lives in grassy and brushy areas of southern
Minnesota. Here it usually makes a little
nest
on the ground. Occasionally, it may attach its nest to
vegetation several inches above the ground.
harvest mouse eats seeds and insects.
The
mouse and
mouse are very
similar. Both have large eyes and ears and rather
long tails. They nest almost anywhere, in ground
burrows, tree holes, old bird nests, and buildings.
Deer mice occur throughout Minnesota, while the
white-foot is absent in the northeast. Their foods are
seeds, nuts, and insects. They can be a nuisance to
campers and cottage owners, though they are
interesting to watch. Individuals of both species may
weigh up to one and one-fourth ounces.
Like a husky deer mouse with a short tail, the
grasshopper mouse is a lion among mice,
eating insects, other mice, lizards, and even small
birds. It thrives on western prairies, usually living in
burrows of other animals.
Lemmings and voles have short tails and legs, small
ears, and beady eyes. These little mice eat
vegetation, especially grasses. You may never see
them, but you might happen upon their trails. These
tiny creatures spend the winter on the ground surface
in the layer of vegetation compressed by the snow.
With adequate snow for insulation, they live in 32
degree F temperature. Without the cushion of deep
snow, they may perish.
In spring, after the snow melts, their trails
resemble narrow tunnels
the
mice have eaten through grain or grass stubble. You
may also see little round grass nests, evidence that
voles were active just below the snow blanket.
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its time
underneath leaf
vole is found in
situations in the southern half of the state.
voles seldom weigh more than one
one-half ounces. All nest in the ground, or
under
or logs. These tiny little creatures may
seem insignificant in nature's scheme of things, but
are the
to survival of many wild predators
including
foxes, and birds-of-prey.
in marshes, lakes, and
the state. It is the largest member
native rats
mice (the Cricetidae),
as much as four pounds.
the muskrat provides income
of all ages. Trapping, of course, helps to
animals in balance with their
have several litters each season. If
they become overly-abundant, they may create
problems by
holes in dikes and dams or
tunneling out
along lake and river
shore lands.
of
though
water plants, corn, and clams.
Although famous
its
houses of mud and
as often lives in burrows.

nature's living pincushion, is found
upper two-thirds of Minnesota where
it lives primarily on tree bark, usually
pines.
Of course, "porky," like a domestic pig, will eat most
anything. Salty items are consumed with relish,
including axe handles, canoe paddles, outhouses, and
even automobile radiator hoses.
A young porcupine is armed and dangerous within
minutes after being born. Its quills harden
and the youngster is soon capable of
its deadly little tail.
A single porcupine may have as
barbs. It is safe from attack by most
Near
Duluth, for example, a magnificent golden eagle was
found dead. The bird had tangled with a
and received more than 200 quills in its
head. The luckless bird presumably starved. The
only significant predator of porcupines appears to be
the fisher, which is adept at flipping the porcupine
over and attacking its soft belly.
'UIUit-Jl.llll. .. ' " ' '

are
litters a
year and are notorious
damaging property. The
because it so often carries disease.
rats have killed more
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Eastern Cottontail

Minnesota emcompasses part of the northern range
of the
an animal familiar to
all
those who live in cities. The
is a prairie hare which is
more
in wide open grasslands of the west.
Although both were once numerous, grasslands and
jackrabbits have given way to intensive
in
Minnesota's western counties. Lastly, the o;!n.ni-. .. rch,n.o
hare is a northern species which thrives throughout
much of Canada and even as far north as Alaska. In
the upper half of Minnesota, it lives in
woodlands and forest bogs.
are hairless, sightless, and
helpless at birth. Hares, however, are precocial they can hop about soon after birth, and
are
born with eyes open and a furry hide.
The cottontail is a small (two to four pounds), buffy
gray
brown rabbit that is food for many wild
predators. Human hunters, too, relish the meat of
cottontail. In fact, it is the number one game animal
in the U.S. and pursued by an estimated 60,000
game hunters in Minnesota.
Throughout the year, cottontails are found in
brushy areas such as woodlots, shelterbelts,
even
around shrub and conifer plantings in
24

arrives.
Cottontail
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The
is a large, buckskin-colored member of the
deer family. It originally lived in the prairie and open
woodlands of Minnesota. Most of the state's native
elk disappeared before 1900. In 1935, 27 elk were
taken from enclosures at Itasca State Park and
released in Beltrami County. In the 1940s, this herd
grew to about 100 animals, but was slowly reduced in
size by irate farmers. (Elk are grazing animals and
relish alfalfa, oats, and barley.) Today, there may be
only a dozen animals surviving in northwest
Minnesota.
Elk are truly magnificent animals. Bulls have large,
upward-sweeping antlers. They average 800 pounds,
while cows weigh from 500 to 600. Bulls usually
collect large harems which may number as many as
20 cows.
Hun ting for elk has not been allowed since 1892.
While many other hooved animals have decreased
in numbers, the
is much more
common today than it was before Minnesota's early
logging boom. Removal of mature timber across
central and northern Minnesota encouraged
succulent new growth of vegetation, prime food for
deer.
1920, whit~-tails were common over much of
northeastern Minnesota, though in recent years
forests are returning to maturity and deer are
declining.
Minnesota has from 400,000 to 500,000
deer today compared to an estimated 50,000 at the
turn the century.
Because of its abundance, the white-tail is a
familiar sight to Minnesotans. However, deer are not
as large as most believe. The back of an adult deer is
26

White-tailed Deer

claws

Moose
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distinctive cinnamon-buff coat,
and
retain the core of
the outer sheath in late fall.
Because
forests are once again maturing,
may
caribou in our state.
are dark brown and
manes. The bulls, which average over 200
have
antlers which can tower several
above their
Cows also
Wide-spreading hooves with
caribou to
over soft
They feed on many
largely on mosses

The
was never common
When settlement
a
lived in our western counties. In recent years,
stragglers have been seen in the
Presumably
are animals that have
from neighboring
Dakota.
Sometimes ref erred to as an
pronghorn is not a true
distinct Nor th American
flourished in
times.
The
is America's swiftest ~AAAA•·--··
of speeds up
week-old pronghorns are
man. Their speed and
their survival.
28

once thrived on Minnesota
slaughter
hunters
the U.S. Army combined to
numbers to a handful of captive
thousands of buffalo in an
,,,,,,,.A ........ ....,

1900, settlement

are
grow horns. A
almost entirely on
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