


Reproduction

Tree squirrels mate from late January through
February and during a second season in May
through early July. During mating, the male
squirrel chooses a fernale and then chases her
untl they mate. Each male breeds with several
fernales and defends these mates against any other
intruding males.

After breeding, the female squirrel searches for
a place to bear and rear her young. Often she
uses her winter den — a tree cavity or hollow
trunk, which she lines with shredded bark and
plant fibers. If a den is not available, she will build
a round leaf nest in the crotch or branches of a
tree. These nests have small, inconspicuous side
entrances and are usually built at least 25 feet
above the ground for gray squirrels and 30 feet up
for fox squirrels. In both cases, the squirrels
abandon their leaf nests after one or two years.

Following a gestation period of 40-44 days, the
fernale tree squirrel usually gives birth to four
young. Litter sizes range from 2-5 for gray
squirrels and 1-6 for fox squirrels. Young squirrels
weigh Y2-ounce at birth. Their skin is naked and
pinkish and their eyes and ears are closed.
Growth is slow, their eyes opening after 4-5
weeks. At 6 weeks, the ear canals open and hair
covers the body, and at two months the young
squirrels are weaned and furry,

The first litter of young stays with the mother for
about 3 months or until she has a second litter.
This second litter will remain with the mother

throughout the winter and, in the case of fox
squirrels, several weeks into the spring. Females
usually do not breed the first year, although some
squirrels from early litters may mate late the
following winter. Tree squirrels are sexually
mature at 10-11 months.

Food

Squirrels eat a wide variety of foods. The gray
squirrel’s diet is especially varied. lts favorite foods
include many kinds of nuts, acorns, seeds, and
fruits of plants like maple, elm, hickory, beech,
cherry, oak, and thornapple. Gray squirrels also
feed on fungus, inner tree bark, sap, and
occasionally corn, grain, and the underground
fleshy parts of plants. They have even been
known to eat insect pupae and cocoons and to
plunder birds’ nests for eggs and nestlings.

Fox squirrels’ diets are a littte more limited.
Their favorite foods are walnuts and hickory nuts,
but they also consume acorns, hazelnuts and
fruits; seeds and buds are generally eaten when
nuts are not available. Fox squirrels seldom bother
birds’ nests.

Both species of squirrels have been known to
gnaw on bones to sharpen their incisors and
possibly obtain mineral matter. Also, both bury
nuts and acorns singly in small holes in the
ground. Although these stored foods are meant to
be dug up and eaten during the winter, many are
never recovered and go on to sprout new trees.

GRAY SQUIRREL FOODS

Habits and Habitat

Gray squirrels are primarily a forest species.
They prefer mature hardwood forests with bushy
undergrowth and nearby streams or lakes.
Sometimes found in small woodlots, gray squirrels
frequently inhabit wooded parks and residential
sections of cities.

Fox squirrels, on the other hand, are most
commonly seen in open agricultural areas with
oak-hickory woodlots. They often travel along
fence-rows and are only occasionally found in
wooded city parks.

Both species travel within a fairly limited area.
The gray squirrel usually stays within 1,000 feet,
and sometimes less than 400-500 feet of its nest.
Home ranges for fox squirrels average 10-40
acres. For nesting, tree squirrels utilize hollow tree
dens during the winter and make leaf nests at
other times of the year. Gray squirrels prefer to
nest in tree dens and only build leaf nests when a
cavity is unavailable. Fox squirrels prefer leaf nests
even when cavities are abundant.

Tree squirrels are considered diurnal (daytime)
species, most active during the day with their peak
activity period in late afternoon and early evening.
Fox squirrels are strictly diurnal, very few being
active before 8 a.m. or after 5 p.m. even in
summer. Both species of squirrels are most active
in the fall when they bury nuts for the winter.
During this time, some young squirrels born in the

spring disperse to live in areas away from their
parents. Squirrels remain active throughout the
winter, although they stay in the den during cold
or stormy weather,

Squirrels exhibit territoriality only during
reproduction when pregnant or nursing females
will drive off other squirrels that intrude upon the
tree containing a nest or den. Often, though,
squirrels can be very vocal toward any intruder in
a forest, making a loud series of short barks to
announce its presence.

Although large numbers of squirrels are
harvested each year (about 1,500,000}, only the
fox squirrel seems to be greatly affected by harvest
mortality. This greater impact probably occurs
because the strictly diurnal fox squirrel is more
often seen and hunted. Gray squirrels are more
affected by the natural mortality which results from
predation and disease.

Predators of squirrels can include fox, coyote,
bobcat, raccoon, hawks, owls and domestic dogs
and cats. They are often victims of vehicle
accidents and many die in brush and forest fires.
In addition, squirrels are susceptible to a variety of
parasites and diseases like fleas, lice, squirrel pox,
rabies, and tularemia. One prevalent disease
among squirrels is mange, a disease caused by
mites which burrow under the skin and cause
scabs to form and hair to fall out. Mange is most
virulent in dense squirrel populations and can
cause death when an animal becomes completely
dehaired.

History in Wisconsin

When the settlers first arrived in Wisconsin, they
found an extremely abundant population of
squirrels. In fact, some communities actually
began to pay bounties for squirrels which caused
extensive damage to new corn crops. During this
time, reports tell of huge squirrel migrations from
one area of the state to another. In southeastern
Wisconsin in 1842, one gray squirrel migration
lasted four weeks and involved, according to one
observer, nearly half a billion squirrels.

As forests were burned and cleared for
croplands, the number of squirrels quickly
declined. Today, Wisconsin’s squirrel population
remains fairly stable at about 8 million.

Current Status in Wisconsin

Tree squirrels are found throughout the state
(Fig. 2) and their economic and recreational
returns are great wherever they occur. Gray
squirrels are abundant throughout the state, but
are seen much less frequently in the extreme
north. Fox squirrels also inhabit most of






