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THE FAMILY: 
Soricidae 

Portrayed in the idyllic summer 
season with its warm and dewy 
days, it would seem that the tiny 
masked shrew leads a blissful life. 
But "bliss" is likely to be an un­
familiar term to a shrew. With such 
a hectic hunt-and-eat pace, it seems 
a wonder that shrews survive in 
Arctic and sub-Arctic regions at all. 
These smallest of mammals (the 
pigmy shrew is the second smallest 
mammal in the world) are not well 
insulated and they can perish from 
exposure within a few short 
minutes. Yet in the Yukon alone 
there are five different species and 
all are thriving and active year­
round. 

CHARACTERISTICS: 
Worldwide, shrews are a very 

successful family . Wi th a fifty 

million year history and a wide 
distribution across North America, 
their lifestyle works. The key lies in 
living at a fast and furious pace. 

A Yukon shrew, like all North 
American shrews, is active day and 
night in a near-constant game of 
hunt and eat. Being the size of a 
thumb or less, and weighing no 
more than a nicket a shrew is like a 
tiny jet engine: it must consume 
relatively large amounts of fuel and 
quickly convert it into energy. A 
shrew's high rate of metabolism is 
characterized by a heartbeat of 1200 
beats per minute - the same as that 
of a hovering hummingbird. To 
maintain that rate of living, a diet of 
easily digestible, high energy food, 
is essential. 

One best source of such food is 
insect life. But how do shrews find 
insects in winter? Surprisingly, in­
sect eggs, larvae, pupae and dor­
mant adults are still present, often at 
ground level where the shrew hunts 

and in most circumstances, such in­
sect food is more than ample for a 
shrew's needs. 

"Ample" in a shrew's perspective 
means eating one's own weight in 
food each day. For a pregnant 
female, an adequate food supply 
can amount to three times her 
weight per day. This task is ac­
complished by being fast and ag­
gressive. With front teeth that are 
designed for grasping and quickly 
cutting up its prey, this little insec­
tivore scurries through natural or 
mouse-made passageways, attack­
ing and eating any suitable object in 
its path. 

Nowhere is efficiency a more im­
portant word than when it is applied 
to shrews living through the seasons 
in the Yukon. Whether arctic tundra 
or boreal forest , minimizing energy 
and water loss is an essential. One 
way of doing this is to live in 
sheltered habitats that reduce the 
loss of soil warmth and moisture. 
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The under-snow environment, with 
a ground temperature near zero 
degrees Celsius, provides that 
habitat in winter. Even in summer, 
shrews are usually found in damp, 
sheltered locations . Nevertheless, a 
shrew's life is very short. It will be 
over by the end of the shrew's se­
cond summer. But by that time, it 
may have produced as many as 
three litters (all in the second sum­
mer), each containing as many as 
ten young. 

Dis tribution of: 
• Pigmy Shrew (north of line) 
• Water Shrew (south of line) 

SIMILAR IN APPEARANCE 
BUT DIFFERENT IN SPECIES 

3.0 em When it comes to shrews, you 
"~ almost need to be a shrew to know 

1%' one species from another. Of the 
:{j::::: five Yukon shrew species, three are 

t 

very similar in outward appearance 
and differentiation is made on the 
basis of tooth and skull features. 
Unfortunately, there have been few 
studies of our shrews in their natural 
habitat that would help to identify 
unique ecological adaptations. One 

Tail marks such study done in eastern Canada, 
showed that one species chose insect 
larvae, while another had a flatten­
ed head which allowed it to poke its 
mouth into places unreachable to 
other shrews. Perhaps some day an 
ardent shrew researcher will exam 
Yukon shrews this way and conse­
quently provide more obvious clues 
to their differences. In the mean­
time, the differences are subtle. 

MASKED SHREW 
Sorex cine reus 

One of the most common of 
Yukon shrews, the masked shrew 
is found in a wide variety of 
habitats, including forest and tun­
dra, and at all elevations other 
than bare rocky mountain tops. 
Look for this species along forest 
edges, in clumps of dwarf birch 
and willow in wet sedge meadows 
and in cotton grass IEriophorum 
sp.) tussocks. 

The key to identification is size 
and characteristics of the teeth of 
the upper jaw. The masked shrew is 
about 10 cm. long from nose to tail 
and has five single-cusped teeth (like 
human 'eye' teeth) in each upper 
jaw. Its larger size and five single­
cusped teeth instead of three, 
separates this shrew from the pigmy 
shrew. 

DUSKY SHREW 
Sorex obscurus 

Equally widespread throughout 
the Yukon, the dusky shrew is about 
12 cm. long and otherwise difficult 
to distinguish from the masked 
shrew. The dusky shrew is 
somewhat larger and more apt to be 
found closer to water. 

WATER SHREW 
Sorex palustris 

Unique among other shrews, the 
water shrew is a swimmer and diver 
most commonly found under 
overhanging vegetation and banks 
bordering fast moving streams. To 
date, this species has been found on­
ly in the southern Yukon, including 
such well-known sites as Mcintyre 
Creek, Nisutlin River, Canol Road, 
and Dezadeash Lake. 

This is the largest of Yukon 
shrews (15 em., nose to tail) and is 
distinctive in its pelage which is 
black on top and s il very 
underneath. It also has tiny hairs fr­
inging its feet that help during swim­
ming . When diving underwater in 
search of aquatic insects, small fish 
and tadpoles, the water shrew has a 
silvery sheen caused by the millions 
of air bubbles trapped in its fur. 
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ARCTIC (TUNDRA) SHREW 
Sorex arcticus 

The arctic shrew is found across 
the northern half of the Yukon in 
somewhat drier sites than those of 
the masked and dusky shrews. It is 
larger than the northern subspecies 
of the masked shrew and has a 
distinctive dark back, brown sides, 
and grey belly. Dry hillsides and 
well drained tundra ridges border­
ing on bogs, marshes and wet tun­
dra are the typical habitats . 

PIGMY SHREW 
Microsorex hoyi 

This tiniest of shrews is the 
smallest of North America's mam­
mals and competes with a South 
American shrew and bumblebee bat 
of Thailand for the title of the 
world's smallest mammal. Yet this 
miniscule creature is widespread 
across nearly all of sub-arctic and 
temperate Canada and Alaska. It is 
found in the southern two-thirds of 
the Yukon. Excluding tail length, 
this shrew's body is only 5V, cm. 
long and weighs a little more than a 
penny (2.5g.). 

Thought to inhabit meadows 
and sphagnum bogs or their edges, 
the pigmy shrew is rare in most of 
Canada including the Yukon, 
although this may be due to lack of 
research into the species. 

VIEWING OPPORTUNITIES 
Shrews are widespread 

throughout the Yukon and likely to 
be found in almost any moist 
habitat. But their minute size, ear­
thy coloration, and habitat 
preference means that you are likely 
to see them only by accident. More 
than likely, the shrew you are lucky 
enough to see will be a dead shrew 
and, even then, that luck will pro­
bably come in winter when a dark 
shrew shows up well on white snow. 

"kon 
Renewable Resources 



THE SPECIES: 
Ochotona collaris 

From amongst the boulders in 
the talus slope, a weak "meep" 
signals the presence of the pika. But 
locating this little ventriloquist is a 
challenge. Grey as the rocks in 
which it lives and about the size of a 
tennis ball , the collared pika is dif­
ficult to spot , especially when its 
call never seems to come from 
where the pika is located. 

DISTRIBUTION 
Also known by the name, "con­

ey" and "rock rabbit", the pika is 
found across most mountainous 
regions of western North America. 
However, the collared pika of the 
north is separated from the very 
similar Rocky Mountain pika by 
nearly 800 kilometres of suitable, 
yet empty habitat. Scientists have 
suggested that the most likely ex-

-------~ .. ~--~ .. ~.~-

planation is related to the last glacial 
age, when northern and southern 
populations were isolated by con­
tinental and mountain glaciers. 
These populations survived in 
"refugia" where glaciers did not ex­
ist. Today, the collared pika has ex­
panded its range south and east but 
only as far as the northwestern cor­
ner of British Columbia. In the 
Yukon, the collared pika is found in 
most of the mountainous Yukon ex­
cept for the southeast portion and 
the extreme north. 

Al though pikas are usually 
found in higher, mountainous ter­
rain, they are also known in much 
lower regions including sea level 
rockslides inland from the Alaskan 
coast. In the Yukon, collared pikas 
have been seen as low as the shore 
of Kluane Lake near Cultus Bay. 

CHARACTERISTICS 
Although at first glance the pika 

looks more like a mouse and not at 

• • 
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all like a rabbit, it is classified in the 
rabbit and hare order, Lagomorpha, 
which contains as well the snowshoe 
hare. A quick examination of a 
pika's skull shows clearly the con­
nection, especially the double front 
incisors in which a smaller tooth is 
set directly behind the large front 
one. One other very rabbit-like 
feature of the pika is its habit of 
eating food twice: once as vegeta­
tion harvested from the slopes, then 
a second time in the form of soft 
faeces. Through redigestion, pikas 
and rabbits absorb key additional 
nutrients such as vitamin B12. 

A pika is truly an "edge" animal: 
using the jumbled rocks on the 
fringe of the talus slope for its pro­
tective home and using the nearby 
vegetated slopes for its food supply. 
A study carried out in the moun­
tains of Washington and Alaska 
revealed that both the collared and 
Rocky Mountain pika live only on 
the margins of talus slopes where 
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suitable vegetation is nearby - usual­
ly within five to six metres of its 
home. 

Food for a pika takes the form of 
a wide variety of succulent 
greenery: nearly all plants in the 
vicinity , including leaves of moun­
tain avens, lupines, vetch, dwarf 
huckleberry, kinnikinnik, and 
grasses. As summer commences, 
much of the abundant food is cured 
in the dry mountain air, usually in 
"haystacks" among the rocks. These 
haystacks can become quite large -
as much as 3S centimetres high and 
60 centimetres across. Usually a 
pika puts most of its effort into pro­
ducing one large haystack but may 
also store small amounts in scat­
tered locations . The habit of 
building haystacks is essential to a 
pika's survival because North 
American pikas do not hibernate 
and must have food for winter. 

LIFE AROUND A HAYSTACK 
A haystack often forms the 

center point of each pika's territory 
which usually covers about 400 
square metres. Socially, pikas will 
tolerate each other at a minimum 
distance of about 20 metres but a 
greater distance of 7S metres is 
preferred. As a result , pika ter­
ritories are often strung out in a 
well-spaced line along the perimeter 
of a talus slope. 

Much of a pika's calling is 
thought to be a declaration of, "this 
is my territory", which helps reduce 
the need to fight or chase one's 
neighbor away. Although fights 
seem to be rare, chasing one's 
neighbor is still a part of everyday 
life. Occasionally a call will an­
nounce the presence of a predator 
such as a hawk, owl, grizzly or er­
mine (short-tailed weasel). The er­
mine is one of the most effective 
predators because it is small enough 
to pursue a pika through the maze 
of crevices in a talus slope. For­
tunately, ermine feed on a wide 
variety of mice and other small 
mammals and do not decimate pika 
colonies. 

The loss of part of the popula­
tion to predators and other factors is 
compensated through the birth of 
two to five young in late spring and 
possibly again in mid-summer. Liv­
ing within their parent's territory for 
part of the summer, they will move 
into available vacant habitat by ear­
Iyautumn. 

-- d 
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High temperature can be a 
critical factor to pika survival but it 
seems irrelevant for northern pikas 
which can easily avoid the occa­
sional heat wave by retreating to a 
cool environment under the rocks. 

PIKAS AND PEOPLE 
Aside from their aesthetic value, 

the Yukon's pikas are safe from 
predation by humans. For those 
who enjoy the hiking and climbing 
in alpine terrain, the call of the pika 
is a welcome sound in the often 
quiet landscape . Amongst the 
Southern Tutchone, it was con­
sidered bad luck to bother a pika, 
with foul weather being the 
predicted consequence. 

Distributio n of Co llared Pika 

VIEWING OPPORTUNITIES 
Since pikas are daytime animals, 

they are out and about at the same 
time as most people. Aside from the 
fact that they are quite specific to 
talus slopes, usually above treeline, 
they are easily found because of 
their call. However, although they 
are heard, they are not necessarily 
easy to see. Usually I it is necessary 
to spend many minutes watching in 
the direction of the sound (if the 
direction can be determined!) until 
the pika's movement is discerned. 
The pika's lower pitched call is quite 
different from the squeak of an arc­
tic ground squirrel and the whistle 
of a marmot . 

Pikas are approachable as long 
as you have considerable patience. 
By moving very slowly and quietly, 
with no sudden flinches or hand 
movements, you may be able to ap­
proach very closely. Once near its 
home territory, you may find that 
the pika will approach within a few 
metres - or centimetres - if you 
are able to remain nearly motionless 
and quiet for a few minutes. It seems 
that pikas are sufficiently curious to 
come and check you out before go­
ing back to their busy chore of 
haymaking. 

., 
• 
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THE SPECIES: 
Lepus Americanus 

White fur against white snow, a 
snowshoe hare crouches among willow 
stems. Its presence is betrayed only by 
black, marble-like eyes that scan the 
wintry world in a constant surveillance 
for predators. Too late, those eyes spot 
a lynx stalking on silent paws. Explod­
ing from cover, hunter and hunted 
leap, bound, and merge in a flurry of 
snow. Then the hare lies still. 

Known as a "rabbit" to most Yukon­
ers and a "bunny" to some, the snow­
shoe hare fascinates us with its 10-
year cy cl e of risin g and falling 
popula tions. It i s the s ing le most 
important prey species in the territory. 

DISTRIBUTION 
Widespread, and head-scratchingly 

abundant in peak years, the snowshoe 
hare has a range that stretches across 
North America. It inhabits brushy 

forests from Alaska to Newfoundland, 
and south into the mountains of the 
eastern and western United States. 

Snowshoe hares occur throughout 
the Yukon Territory wherever patches 
of shrub and forest intermingle. While 
fores t is used for shelter from severe 
winter storms and predators, shrubs 
are u sed for food. Some favourite 
habitats are willow thickets and burn 
areas with regenerating pine and 
aspen. Areas like these, often recently 
dis turbed, co ntain thick stands of 
tasty, nourishing and accessible shrubs. 

Individua l snowshoe hares occupy 
areas up to nine hectares in size, but 
mos t of th e ir ac ti v ity takes p lace 
within an area a third this size. As 
numbers build to a peak in the 10-year 
cycle, hares spread from pockets of 
prime habitat to fill every available 
space. During the last hare cycle, den­
sities of Yukon hares climbed from 
one hare in 50 hectares during the low 
of 1976 to four hares in a single hectare 

during th e peak of 1980-81 - an 
astonishing 200-fold increase. 

CHARACTERISTICS 
Since the Yukon is home to only 

one long-earred, fluff-tailed hopper, 
you can be sure anyone you see is a 
snowshoe hare. Yukon hares weigh 
one to two kilogra ms and may reach 
half a metre in length. Their "snow­
shoes" are very broad hind feet padded 
thickly w ith bristly hairs. Like your 
own snowshoes, these feet distribute 
the hare's weight over a large surface 
area and a llow it to move on deep 
snow without sinking in more than a 
few centimetres. 

The snowshoe hare is a source of 
food for nearly every mammalian and 
avian predator of our northern forests. 
To evade its many hunters, the hare 
has developed two strategies. The first 
is camouflage, whereby this species 
earns its alternate name of "varying 
hare". Twice a year the snowshoe hare 
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tra d es its fur coa t fo r another tha t 
more closely matches its surroundings. 

In w inter the hare's silky pelage is 
snow-white with black-tipped ears; in 
summer it is rusty or dark brown with 
touches of cinnamon, white, and black. 
Since the moults a re tri ggered b y 
daylength ra ther than snowfall , ha res 
are very conspicuous when snowfall is 
late or lasts longer than usuaL 

The snowshoe hare's second escape 
strategy involves wariness, speed and 
agility. Large eyes set high on its head 
a ll o w th e hare to see in nea rl y a ll 
direc tio ns, w hi le long ea r s sw ivel 
independently to p ick up sounds. As 
long as it remains undetected, the hare 
hold s its ground, forefeet tucked back 
between h ind fe e t , read y to bo u nd 
away. 

With rear limbs much longer than 
front ones, the hare's body is built like 
a sou ped -up racing car - high in the 
back and low in the front. Fused hind 
foot bones pack a powerful push-off, a 
r edu ced co llarbone pe rmit s fr ee­
swinging leg movements, and a skull 
formed o f p itted bones lightens the 
hare's load. 

Once d etected, the snowshoe hare 
leaps into action, jumping, bound ing, 
zigging and zagging. It's been clocked 
a t speeds of u p to 50 kilometres per 
hour, and ca n cover three metres in a 
single bound . When pushed, it takes to 
the water and swims strongly, those 
broad snowshoes doubling as paddles. 

A lthough often out and about on 
cloudy winte r afternoons, snowshoe 
hares are ac tive primari ly a t d aw n, 
dusk, and during the night. In the day­
light hours, they rest in shallow depres­
s ion s ca lle d form s, w h ich ma y be 
tucked benea th a snow-laden branch 
or deadfall. There they doze or groom 
themselves. 

Dur ing rest p e ri ods, h ares al so 
excrete and then eat soft, green pellets 
of pa rtly digested food. In much the 
same way as a cow or sheep chews 
and digests its food twice, these pellets 
go back into the hare's bag-like digestive 
chamber. There, mo re nutrients a re 
extrac ted before hard, fully diges ted 
pellets are passed. 

With evening's approach, snowshoe 
hares hop from their shelter in sea rch 
of food a long the ed ges of forests and 
thickets. So fami liar are they with their 
ho me ra nges tha t th ey know ever y 
tra il , every clearing, and every hiding 
spot. With their li ves r iding o n th e 
quick escape, they pack snow paths 

Snowshoe Hare distribution 

hard and fas t in winter. 

HOPPING THROUGH THE 
SEASONS 

White spruce needles fall in a circle 
on the snow as a snowshoe hare moves 
round a young tree, stripping clean its 
slender twigs and eating them. At the 
edge of a clearing, it neatly cl ips dwarf 
birch and willow twigs. In a meadow, 
it d igs th rough the snow to feed on 
last summer's horsetails, then nibbles 
at evergreen leaves and shoots of bear­
berry an d twinflower in the w o ods 
nearby. Othe r popular w in ter food s 
are the twigs, buds, and ba rk of aspen, 
balsam poplar, and lodgepole pine, as 
well as mats of dryas. 

As snowcover build s h igher and 
cover s low shrubs, ha res u se th ei r 
snowshoes to s tay on top of it. There 
they trim and girdle shrubs and trees 
to heights tha t su rprise summertime 
strollers. Hares may choose particular 
food s having above-average protein 
content, and w ill s tand u p right, hop 
onto low branches, and d ig cra ters in 
the s now to o btain the ir fa vourite 
dietary delights. 

When the fresh winds of late Febru­
ary and March promise spring soon to 
come, male hares are possessed by the 
matin g u rge. Primed a nd read y a 
month before females, they leap and 
race about, burning off their unfulfilled 
a rdo ur an d fittin g the d escript ion 
"mad as a Ma rch hare!" In la te April, 
w he n breedin g sea so n doe s s tart , 
males become very agg ress ive and 
may fight over females. 

In the southern Yuko n , the first 
"bunny" litters are born in late May. 
Unlike true rabbits, which dig burrows 
an d make fu r o r p lant-lin ed n es ts 
within, hares simply drop their you ng 
into a s hall o w d e press io n o n the 
ground under a deadfall or at the base 
of a tree. However, the newborn hares, 
called leverets, are more highly devel­
oped than young rabbits. They have 
eyes open, are fu lly fu rred, and can 
hop on their first d ay of life. Within a 
week they speed away from d an ger 
and begin to feed on plants. 

Snowshoe hares are casual parents. 
The male d oes not care for the young 
at all, and the female visits her young 
as little as once a day to feed them. 
Each da y the leverets se pa ra te a nd 
find a sheltered spot w here they remain 
alone. They return to a central location 
at fe eding t ime w hi ch , here in the 
Yukon, is around midni g ht . Their 
mother arrives quickly, suckles them 
fo r two to fi ve m inutes, and t h en 
dep arts. Th is low-con tac t pa ren ta l 
strategy may d ecrease the chances of 
leverets being killed by predators. 

In the Yu kon, snowshoe hares have 
up to four litters between May and 
September, twice as many as in Col­
orado. The fi rs t litter, averaging three 
you ng, is s ma ller tha n second a nd 
third litters, but has survival ra tes u p 
to twice as high. Later litters may have 
a tougher go of it becau se, as young 
predators grow up, the number of hare 
hunters builds up steadily throughout 
the summer. 

Our hares also prod uce more young 
each yea r th an sou ther n s nowshoe 
ha res - roug hly twice as many a s in 
Ontario and Minnesota. It seems that, 
eve n th o u g h Yukon s umm er s are 
shorter tha n sou the rn summers, ou r 
longer d ays affect the hormonal cycle 
of hares, increasing their productivity. 
This may be a respon se to the high 
mortal ity suffered by northern hares, 
compared w ith lower mortali ty a nd 
more com petition between hares and 
rabbits in the south. 

Man y ju ven ile h a res di e o r are 
killed within the firs t few weeks of 
life, and 15% or less survive to breed 
the next spring. A host of hawks, owls, 
eag les, and te rrestria l hun te rs take 
both adults and young . Ch ief among 
the latter is the snowshoe hare's arch 
enemy, th e ly nx. However, coyotes, 
foxes, wolves, fishers, martens, min ks, 
and wolverines also take their tolL 

As spr ing g ives w ay to s ummer 



and then to autumn, grasses, herbs, 
and shrubs sprout, flourish and wilt. 
So does the snowshoe hare's interest 
in particular plants as food. Short-term 
specialists, hares switch onto the nutri­
ent-rich new growth of boreal forest 
plants in the order that it appears. 
Grass shoots green the forest floor 
first, and the hare devours them. 
Sprouts of bearberry, horsetails, and 
the new leaves of lupine and willows 
follow as the growing season wears 
on. When the frosts and storms of 
September and October whip bright 
leaves to the ground, the snowshoe 
hare is once again left with its winter 
menu of twigs and dormant shoots. 

THE lO-YEAR CYCLE 
Like small ghosts on a winter's 

night, snowshoe hares race and bound 
in a clearing, their tracks covering the 
snow. A few years later the hares are 
gone, and their familiar tracks are 
rarely sighted. Of all the cyclic ups 
and downs of animal populations in 
subarctic regions, it is the 10-year cycle 
of the snowshoe hare that is the most 
striking. 

The hare cycle ranges from eight to 
eleven years in length. It happens at 
the same time across thousands of 
miles of snowshoe hare range. Here 
and there, isola ted hare hotspots 
appear, then spread like a wave across 
the land, to be followed in a few years 
by the crash. The timing of the rise 
and fall of hare numbers is the same, 
w ithin one or two years, over all of 
Canada and Alaska. Yet, in the most 
southern part of its range, where 
ecosystems are more stable and diverse, 
the population does not cycle at all. 

Yukon hare densities in the las t 
cycle began to increase in 1976 and 
peaked during 1980 and 1981. Hare 
numbers began to decline during the 
winter of 1981-82 and the decline con­
tinued until 1983. 

Like snowshoe hare populations in 
Alberta and Minnesota, Yukon hares 
had peak spring densities of two to 
four hares per hectare. However, our 
lowest hare densities were ten times 
lower than in the more southern areas. 
As well, numbers of Yukon hares 
dropped from peak to low in only two 
years, much faster than the three years 
in Minnesota and four in Alberta. 
Why? Perhaps because a simpler food 
chain in the north leads to high er 
death rates. 

And just what drives the snowshoe 

hare cycle? This question has puzzled 
northerners and scientists for genera­
tions. On a broad scale, it may be the 
22-year sunspot cycle and its effects on 
boreal forest weather patterns or forest 
fires. On a narrow scale, it may involve 
disease or the production of toxins by 
some of the hare's favourite shrubs. 
Two v ital components in the cycle 
equation are known to be food supply 
and predation. 

An on-going study at Kluane Lake 
has shown that food does not have to 
be in short supply for hare numbers to 
decrease. It has also shown that preda­
tion claims most hare lives in the 
winter following peak numbers. Key 
questions being asked at Kluane now 
concern the interaction of food supply, 
predation, and the survival of young 
hares. 

The ups and downs of the snowshoe 
hare cycle affect more than just one 
species. During peaks, hares may com­
pete with moose for browse. The lynx, 
another snow walker, feeds almost 
exclusively on hares, its numbers 
shadowing the rise and fall of the hare 
population . The coyote population 
also cycles here in the north, but being 
a more general hunter, the coyote is 
affected less by hare cycles than the 
lynx. Other mammalian predators are 
affected even less. 

However, when hares are scarce, 
other prey are sought by all of the hare 
hunters. Like a ripple that spreads 

from a single stone thrown in the 
water, the good and bad fortunes of 
the snowshoe hare touch every part of 
the boreal forest ecosystem. 

SNOWSHOE HARES AND 
PEOPLE 

Snowshoe hares have always been 
an important food source for Yukoners 
in remote areas and are still our most 
popular small game species. Although 
pelts are no longer sold in the fur 
trade, furs are used locally for mukluk 
trim and other crafts. 

In the old days, Indians sometimes 
starved when rabbits were scarce. But 
when hare numbers soared, the people 
joined together to herd them like 
caribou into snares. They built long, 
low, fences of brush that came together 
in a V-shape, or stretched straight 
fences end to end. Then, shouting and 
beating the brush with sticks, the hare 
hunters drove their panicking quarry 
into snares set in the fences. The snow­
shoe hares provided not only food, but 
warmth as well. Their skins were 
peeled off in long strips and woven 
into blankets and parkas that were 
light and warm. 

VIEWING OPPORTUNITIES 
Your chances of spotting snowshoe 

hares will depend largely on which 
phase of the 10-year cycle they are in. 
Numbers are expected to peak around 
1990, so keep this in mind when you 
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are on the lookout for hares. 
Remember too that hares are usually 

active in the tw ilight or dark hours 
a nd sit tig h t du r ing the day. Fores t 
edges are goo d p laces .to look fo r 
hares, especially in spnng and fall 
w hen their coloura tion may not match 
snow cond itions. In summer, hares 
often feed in roadside ditches at dusk, 
a llowing for great viewing on our long 
summer evenings. In winter, go for .a 
day time walk in the woods and see If 
you can spot a black-marble eye before 
a hare bounds away from beneath log, 
bush, or tree. 

Hares leave plenty of obvious sign. 
In th ickets and forests, look for well­
u sed t ra il s a ha nd 's w id th across. 
Tra ils a re especia ll y noticeable in 
winter. Look a lso fo r fo rms under a 
deadfall or at the base of a tree. There 
you 'll fin d lots of round, brown, pea­
sized droppings. 

You can tell a hare track from others 
by the hop -ho p pa ttern and mU,eh 
la rger hind feet than front. If you re 
unsure of which direction it's heading, 
note that a hare's hind feet land ahead 
of its front feet when it's bounding. 

Hare browsing can be identified as 
tw igs clipped neatly at a 45 " angle, and 
stems girdled by hare-sIzed toothn:arks. 
If you fi nd feed ing sign much hIgher 
than a hare is tall, remember that snow 
m akes a g rea t e levato r for hares in 
winter. 

DID YOU KNOW? 

The shows/we hare's cold-weather coat 
has 27% more insulating value than its 
summer cont. 

I II 1865, Hudsol1 's Bay Com pany 
traders were flooded by hare pelt s 
brought ill by trappers; by 1870 only a 
few trickled i l1. The pattern repeated 
itself over and over, roughly every ten 
years . 

In the wil1ter of 1922-23, there were so 
many hares that Yukol1e;s could s~ep 
Olltsdie and hear the l11uncllll1g, crfmchmg 
drone of hares devOl/ring haypiles after 
depletillg their l1atural foods. 

So tied to its favourite food is the lynx 
that crashes ill hare 11umbers may send 
it rfll1gillg hundreds of kilometres il1 
search of hares. 

The showshoe hare is so vi tal to the 
boreal forest ecosystem that scientists 
call it a "keystone species". Like the 
keystone that caps all arch of rocks, the 
shows/1Oe hare is centra l to this ecosys­
tem's structure and composition. 

~~ .. ~~ ~ ' ... , . 
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THE SPECIES: 
Tarniasciuytls hudsonicus 

Perched on a limb, tail aloft, a red 
squirrel chews seeds from a spruce 
cone. Alerted by voices, it "chucks" 
out a cha ll enge, then scolds when 
footsteps move c lo ser. The most 
widespread of North American squir­
rels, this bold tree d weller is the best­
known mammal of Yukon forests. 

DISTRIBUTION 
The Ted squi rre l inhabits boreal 

forests from Atlantic to Pacific, ranging 
north to treeline and south into the 
mountains of the eastern and western 
United States. 

Here in the Yukon, red squirrels 
chatter and chase throughout forests 
to the edge of alpine and Arctic tundra. 
Unlike many other mammals, they 
prefer to live among mature evergreens, 
where dense branches offer them 
highways through the sky, and they 

can gather plenty of cones for food. 
Our best red squirrel habitat is older 
white spruce forest, where squirrels 
reach densities of two to three per 
hectare. They also inhabit stands of 
black spruce, pine, and aspen or 
poplar mixed with conifers. 

CHARACTERISTICS 
One of the smallest of North Amer­

ica's tree squirrels, the red squirrel in 
the Yukon reaches a length of 30 cm 
and a weight of 280 grams. It boldly 
advertises its presence and aggressively 
challenges any and all intruders that 
enter its particular patch of forest. 

Active by day, this feisty rodent 
attracts our atte ntion with barked 
cha llenges and muttered threats. Its 
winter coat of rust and grey stands out 
in a snow-dusted world. In summer, 
it's cloaked in olive-brown and white, 
with a bright black line along its side. 

At home in the treetops, red squirrels 
race up and down trunks, gripping 

bark with curved claws and keeping 
balance with bushy, flattened tails. 
They cling to the undersides of 
branches, dash through the canopy, 
and leap spread-eagled to branches 
below or to the ground. Some fall tens 
of metres from the tops of trees, yet 
scamper away unhurt. 

On the ground, the red squirrel 
sticks close to trees, running quickly 
from the base of one to another until it 
gets where it's going. It occasionally 
takes to the water and swims strongly, 
sometimes covering distances that 
surprise summertime paddlers. 

Yukon red squ irre ls build oval 
nests of dried grasses and stick them 
firmly into the forks of tree branches. 
Some of these nests are used simply as 
platforms for sitting and eating. 
Others are filled with stores of mush­
rooms. Most nests are found about 
half-way up spruce trees, often tucked 
into the untidy clumps of witch's 
brooms (a witch's broom is an unnat-
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urally thick growth of twigs that looks 
like a big lump on a spruce tree - it's 
caused by a parasitic fungus). Sheltered 
by the trees themselves, these nests 
have linings of grasses shredded so 
finely that the pieces resemble sawdust. 

GUARDING THE CONE 
CROP 

Lovers of conifer seeds, red squirrels 
re ly on stored cones to carry them 
through the long northern winters. 
Their lives depend not only on finding 
enough cones to harvest, but also on 
d efending cone supplies from thieves. 
Both of these ends are achieved by the 
same means - territoriality. Individual 
squirrels occupy areas with in the 
forest and d efend them from others of 
either sex. 

When a twig snaps in the squirrel's 
domain, it goes on defense, barking 
out a series of challenging "c huck­
chucks" punctuated by emphatic body 
jerks and tail flicks. If the intruder 
moves closer, the squirrel bursts into a 
frenzied chatter, feet s tamping a nd 
body quivering with aggression. 

If trespa ssers are ne ighbouring 
squirrels, territory owners may chase 
them out . However, red squirrels 
usually spend less than one percent of 
their time in defense of their territories, 
and of this, only a quarter involves 
chases - the rest is purely and loudly 
vocal. 

In the southern Yukon, a red squirrel 
territory ranges from one-third to half 
a hectare in size and usually has the 
sa me boundaries year a fter year. 
Within this a rea, a the squirrel ma y 
harvest up to 16,000 cones in one 
season. Occasionally it caches them in 
a few small stockpiles scattered about 
its territory, but most often the squirrel 
stashes all its cones in a central storage 
depot called a midden. 
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Middens are piles of bits and bracts 
from cones already ea ten. They' re 
often found around the bases of large 
trees or und er windfalls. Si nce red 
squirrels u se the same middens year 
after year, these piles of cone refuse 
grow in size with age. Older middens 
may be a metre deep and more than 20 
square metres in area. 

CHATTERING THROUGH 
THE SEASONS 

Spring 
Red squirrels mate while the fresh 

winds and warm sun of spring slowly 

Red Squirrel distributiol1 

melt the boreal forest's carpet of snow. 
Zipping through trees overhead and 
racing across the fore s t floor, they 
chase intruders and potential mates in 
w ha t we see as games of high-speed 
tag. 

Female red squirrels allow males 
onto their territories for only one day 
during a breeding season that starts as 
early as la te March and ends in mid­
May. On mating day, their scent attracts 
a group of males, and fema les mate 
w ith one or more suitors before ban­
ishing them once again to the ir own 
territories. 

About a month after mating, female 
red squirrels give birth to three or four 
young. Like red squirre ls throughout 
most of Canada, Yukon females pr<Xiuce 
a si n g le litter eac h year. Pink and 
naked , the newborn squirrels depend 
entirely on their mothers for food and 
protection. Within a month the young 
are covered in fine fur, their eyes are 
open and the ir teeth have erupted. 
Although weaned in June or July, a t 
about 50 days of age, young squirrels 
w ill remain w ith their mothers until 
August. 

Summer 
Green cones bulge w ith ripening 

seeds as young red squirrels p layfight 
and chase each other both inside and 
outside of nests. Soon after weaning, 
they s tart to practice territoria l calls 
and to forage on their own. 

Bustling and busy, both young and 
adu lt red squirrels power their lively 
antics with a fast metabolic rate that 

depends on high-energy foods. Most 
of this energy comes in th e form of 
conifer seeds, bud s, and flo wers, as 
well as mushrooms. While these foods 
supply over 90 % of their die t , red 
squirrels also eat aspen buds, lichens, 
and berries. 

More carnivorous than other species 
of squirrels, red squirrels take advantage 
of the summer season to eat insect lar­
vae, wasps, bird eggs and young birds. 
Scavengers too, they drag foot bones 
of snowshoe hares and whole carcasses 
of young hares up into trees to chew 
on them. 

The red squirrel is most active in 
the cool hours after dawn and before 
du s k, and spends 80 % of its time 
sea rching fo r, collecting, and ea ting 
food. At midday, it takes a res t, often 
soaking up some sun on a log or branch. 
Careful to "freeze" w hen a hawk flies 
over, it r aces up a tree to ta unt any 
earthbo und hunter that appea rs. 
Predators of this bushy-tailed tree­
dweller include goshawks, northern 
harrie rs, red-tailed hawks, kes trels, 
northern ha w k-owls, great-horned 
owls, lynx, coyotes, wolves, ermine, 
marten, and fishers. 

Autumn 
Spruce cones thud on the fores t 

floor as red squirrels harvest their cone 
crops. They cu t the cones green in 
August and September, before seeds 
start to falL They also collect mushrooms 
for a winter snack and stash them in 
trees. 

Squirrels li v ing in poor habitats 
must travel far afield to collect eno ugh 
cones to survive the the winter. These 
are usually juveniles that have been 
excluded from better habitat by adults. 
On the move, they are often exposed 
to predators and su ffer hig h death 
rates in the autumn and early winter 
months. Those that can't find a territory 
by autumn usually don't surv ive the 
winter. 

A Yukon study h as s how n that 
some red squirrel females g ive up 
parts or all of their territories to one or 
two offspring. By giving up territories 
to the ir young, fema le red squirrels 
may increase their offspring's survival 
to carry the famil y genes on to new 
generations . Most sq uirre l deaths 
occur in the first year of li fe. However, 
once a squirre l cla ims a terr itory, it 
may live up to six or more years. 

Although the cone crops of pines 
and black spruce vary little from year 



to year, that of white spruce occasionally 
fails completely. When it does, hardship 
may come to the cha tterbox of the 
boreal forest. Highe r in energy than 
black spruce seed s and far easier to 
open than the sea led cones of pines, 
white spruce seeds are the staple of 
the squirrel' s diet. By eating the buds, 
sap, and inner bark of spruce trees, as 
well as mushrooms and rotting cones, 
the red squirrel may survive the winter 
fo llowing a cone failure. 

Winter 
When winter's white cloak settles 

over the boreal forest, the red squirrel 
slows down to conserve energy. Forty 
times less active than in mid-summer, 
it s ticks to its nes t more, moves about 
and calls less. Cold temperatures, high 
wind speeds, and decreasing daylight 
h ave a nega ti ve e ffec t on activity 
levels, w ith the squirrel leaving its 
nest only around midday. 

During cold snaps, red squirrels 
abandon tree nests and burrow into 
th e ir middens beneath the snow 's 
insulating layer. Snug in their food 
cache w ith cones close at hand, they 
await warmer weather's return. 

RED SQUIRRELS AND 
PEOPLIO 

In the old days, Yukon Indians ate 
red squirrels only in times of starvation, 
and ignored their fragile skins. However, 
the squirrel was put to other uses. In 
the d epths of winter, it was sometimes 
used to cast a warm-wea ther s pell , 
and throughout the year babies wore 
diapers of squirrel nest linings .. smoked 
first to rid them of fleas. 

Afte r a method was developed to 
process squirrel skins commercially, 
the red squirre l became a wanted 
species. Today more red squirrels are 
trapped in the Yukon than any other 
furbearer. Trappers snare many from a 
s in gle midden, wh ich has led to a 
belief that squirrels share winter nests. 
But red squirrels are territorial and 
don't share nests. The snared squirrels 
are probably neighbours coming to 
check out an empty territory. Squirrel 
pelts are most often used to line coats, 
but light garments are also made from 
pelts that are tanned and dyed. 

Bold and brazen, red squirrels often 
invade camps and yard s, w here they 
s teal objects both ed ible and inedible, 
chew up clothing, and pull ou t cabin 
insulation to line their nests. Nonethe­
less, these feis ty tree dwellers liven up 
many a winter's day and likely provide 
Yukon res id ents and v isitors with 
more hours of entertainment than any 
other emimed of Ollr boreal forests. 

VIEWING OPPORTUNITIES 
Watch for red squirrel s da shing 

across the road with cone in mouth 
and ta il s treaming behind . Look for 
them and their rust-coloured middens 
in spruce and pine woods near your 
home, a t a ca mpsite, or deep in the 
back country. Keep an eye out too for 
mushrooms stashed in trees. 

W hen you're in squirrel coun try, 
·YOll' lI hear abou t it. Listen for the red 
squirrel's scolding chatter, then search 
the treetops for its jerky movements 
and twitching tail . If you stay s tili , it 
may even check you out ~ especially 
your lunch! 

.-
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tracks in snow 

DID YOU KNOW? 

The red squirrel's generic name, Tamias­
ciul'lls, means "the steward who sits in 
the shadow of his tail". 

Pllre black squirrels, a melanistic or 
dark phase of colol/ration, are occasionally 
seen in the Yukon . 

The if/oater' is a secretive squirrel that 
never calls and never challenges. 1I1stend, 
it bides its time in areas olltside territory 
bOllJJdaries. When a territory becomes 
vacant, the 'floater' moves ill and tries 
to defend it agaillst other squirrels with 
the same plaH. 

Red squirrels can Cllt one white sprllce 
corle per second and eat 40 to 50 calles a 
day ill winter. 

When temperatures pillnge to -40°C, 
red squirrels increase their metabolic 
rate by three to four times to burn 
enollgh el1ergy to stay warm. 
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THE SPECIES: 
Glaucomys sabrinus 

Clinging to the trunk of a spruce 
tree twenty metres above the forest 
floor, a northern flying squirrel 
turns head down, gathers its 
muscles, and leaps into space. With 
four limbs spread wide, the loose 
skin between them stretched out. to 
create a parachute effect, the squir­
rel glides for fifty metres, twisting 
and turning through the trees. Ap­
proaching its chosen landing site, it 
swoops upward at the last moment, 
checking its speed before settling on­
to the lower trunk of another large 
spruce. The squirrel quickly 
scrambles a few metres up the tree 
before pausing to survey its new 
surroundings. 

The northern flying squirrel is 
fairly common in Canada's boreal 
forests, but because it is a nocturnal 
species, few people have ever seen 

one. Most Yukoners are unaware of 
the flying squirrel 's presence in the 
territory . 

DISTRIBUTION 
Since the flying squirrel has been 

little studied in the Yukon, its local 
distribution is not well known. It is 
thought to occur from the B.C. 
border north to Dawson City, but 
the exact northern limit of its range 
has not been documented. 

This squirrel inhabits dense con­
iferous forests with large mature 
trees, and is likely confined to lower 
elevations in the Yukon. 

CHARACTERISTICS 
Thanks to its long tail and the 

mass of skin folded along its flanks, 
the northern flying squirrel appears 
to be almost the same size as the red 
squirrel. But with its delicate body 
structure, it is considerably lighter. 
Weights range from 75 to 140 
grams, about half the weight of a 

, 
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red squirrel. The northern flying 
squirrel is larger than the southern 
flying squirrel which occupies south 
eastern North America. 

Brownish grey fur on the top 
surface of the flying squirrel's body 
contrasts sharply with the pale, 
cream colored underparts. 

The loose skin that extends from 
wrist to ankle is folded along its 
flanks when not "in flight" . These 
membranes, which make the flying 
squirrel less agile on the ground 
than the red squirrel, function 
beautifully in the air. Spurs of car­
tilage extending back from the 
wrists help to spread the folds of 
skin. With the aid of its flattened 
tail , the flying squirrel is able to 
bank and turn in mid-glide . The 
large luminous eyes of a nocturnal 
hunter contribute to the flying 
squirrel's unique appearance. 

LIFE HISTORY 
Northern flying squirrels pro-
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bably mate in late March and April, 
with females giving birth to an 
average of three young in May . The 
young are born in a tree nest from 
one to ten metres above the ground. 
The nest may be a renovated bird 
nest, a mass of twigs, moss, and 
shredded bark arranged aroung the 
base of a branch , or an abandoned 
woodpecker hole or other cavity in 
the tree trunk. Tree trunk nests are 
thought to be more commonly used 
in winter. 

At forty days old, young flying 
squirrels are walking well but a re 
unable to glide. Occasionally, a 
mother will glide while holding one 
of the young with her mouth. At 
three months of age, the young 
begin their gliding lessons, and by 
September they are as mobile as 
their parents. Young females will be 
ready to breed the following spring. 

Unlike red squirrels, flying 
squirrels are very sociable. Several 
adults may feed in a group, and 
nests are o ften located close 
together. In Alaska, as many as 20 
flying squirrels have been found 
sleeping in a single communal 
winter nest. 

Northern flying squirrels sleep 
through the daylight hours and rise 
to feed after dark. In southern parts 
of their range, peaks of activity a re 
thought to occur at 11 P.M. and 
again at 3:30 A.Moo Flying squirrels 
are not active during windy nights, 
but may be out foraging in late 
afternoons on cloudy days. It is not 
known how the long daylight hours 
of the Yukon summer and the long 
periods of darkness in winter affect 
the activity patterns of this noctur­
nal mammal. 

The primary foods of the nor­
thern flying squirrel are tree lichens, 
fungi, and the buds, leaves, seeds 
and fruit of many trees and shrubs. 
It also eats insects, bird eggs, and 
fledgling birds, and may scavenge 
off any carcasses in the area. Much 
of its foraging is done on the 
ground. Cones are stored in tree 
cavities and nests for the winter, 
and these supplies allow the squir­
rels to remain near dormant in their 
nests during blizzards and period of 
extreme cold . 

.- L 

Flying squirrels glide from one 
tree to another to forage, but also to 
escape predators. Owls are their 
main predator, but foxes, weasels, 
marten, and even lynx and wolves 
occasionally eat flying squirrels. 

Distribution of Nortl1ern Flying Squirrel 

FLYING SQUIRRELS AND 
PEOPLE 

As noted earlier, most Yukoners 
are unaware of the flying squirrel's 
existence. It is occasionally caught 
in traps set for other furbearers, but 
its pelt has no market value. 

The true value of this unique and 
mysterious mammal may lie in the 
wonder and appreciation for nature 
that it inspires in many people. 

VIEWING OPPORTUNITIES 
How do you view a small animal 

that only comes out a t night? Well, 
usually you don 't, but there are ex­
ceptions . More than one Whitehorse 
resident has been fortunate enough 
to have a flying squirrel land on a 
bird feeder near a window. 

During the longest days of a 
Yukon summer, the dark hours are 
short and still fairly well lit. Since 
the squirrels will be more visible, 
this may be the best time to look for 
them in dense, mature spruce 
forests, or to visit a nest you may 
have located. 

, 

Knocking on the trunk of a tree 
w ith a squirrel nest in it may bring a 
flying squirrel out, but be careful. 
Continued harassment may cause 
the squirrels to abandon their nest. 

Flying squirrels are less active in 
winter, but you can sti ll look for the 
characteristic landing patch w ith 
tracks leading off in the snow. 

.... 
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THE SPECIES: 
Spermophilu5 paryii 

Standing lookout beside its bur­
row entrance or scampering across a 
roadway, the arctic ground squirrel 
is a familiar sight to northern 
residents and travellers . An impor­
tant food source for a range of 
Yukon predators including the 
grizzly bear, this rodent has also 
provided fur and food for Yukon In­
dians. A true hibernator, the arctic 
ground squirrel is a welcome sight in 
late winter, when its shrill whistles 
signal the swift approach of spring. 

Ground squirrels are a wide­
ranging, circumpolar group of 
rodents that occupy five continents. 
The largest and most northerly 
distributed of the American ground 
squirrels, the arctic ground squirrel 
ranges across the Arctic and subarc­
tic regions of North America and 
eastern Siberia. 

DISTRIBUTION 
Of the three sub-species of arctic 

ground squirrel that inhabit 
Canada, two live in the Yukon. The 
smaller of the two races (Sper­
mophilu5 parryii plesius) occupies 
the southern and central Yukon. 
The second type (Sperm ophilus par­
ryii kennicottii) lives in the northern 
Yukon between Dawson City and 
the Arctic coast. 

The ground squirrel makes its 
home in arctic and alpine tundra, 
openings in the forest, riverside cut­
banks, and clearings along road­
ways. Although this species is 
relatively abundant in the Yukon, 
its distribution is limited in much of 
the region by the presence of 
shallow permafrost which prevents 
burrowing. 

CHARACTERISTICS 
The arctic ground squirrel has a 

small, plumr body, short legs, long 
claws, smal cheek pouches, and a 

I 
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tail about one-quarter of its body 
length. Its head. shoulders. legs and 
under parts are reddish brown, 
while its back is greyish brown with 
a pattern of white spots . Melanistic 
ground squirrels (excessive pigmen­
tation as opposed to the lack of 
pigmentation of the albino) which 
are uniformly black in colour. 
predominate in some localities in the 
southern Yukon. 

Males average 790 grams in 
weight while females average 700 
grams. 

THE COLONY 
Arctic ground squirrels are 

social animals and they live together 
in colonies. Their extensive burrow­
ing systems tunnel below the surface 
of the ground to a depth of one 
metre and are occupied year round. 
Large burrows may have combined 
tunnel lengths of up to sixty metres 
and as many as fifty entrances . 

Although they are not highly 
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territorial, arctic ground squirrels 
defend small home ranges. Covering 
an area up to 25 hectares in size, the 
home range of a male overlaps the 
range of several females. This pat­
tern allows males greater access to 
receptive females during mating 
season . A male's range rarely 
overlaps with that of another male. 

Ground squirrels on good terms 
with each other, often feed together 
and groom each other. In an at­
tempt to warn off intruders, defen­
sive ground squirrels may arch or 
flatten their bodies, flare their tails, 
and make sharp noises. 

One of the major advantages of 
colonial life is the greater safety 
from predators that it affords its 
members. The more squirrels on 
watch, the less chance of a predator 
approaching unseen. When one 
ground squirrel spots a potential 
threat , it sounds a warning call to 
alert the others. If sufficiently 
alarmed, it will plunge down its bur­
row with a shrill chatter. 

Although squabbles over food 
are quite common, male and female 
ground squirrels get along fairly 
well until the birthing period. Once 
the young are born, females become 
extremely territorial and chase off 
any males that come near their bur­
rows. Relations between closely 
related females are friendly, but 
fights break out between distantly 
related and non-related females. It is 
not known how ground squirrels are 
able to recognize their relatives. 

A YEAR IN THE LIFE 
Winter 

In a snug underground den, curl­
ed into a tight ball with its tail tuck­
ed over its head, an arctic ground 
squirrel escapes the bitter 
temperatures and gusting snow of 
the Yukon winter. A true hiber­
nator, its breathing and heart rates 
are lowered and its body 
temperature drops from 36.4 C to 17 
C. The ground squirrel relies on its 
fat stores, accumulated during the 
summer months to carry it through 
the longest and coldest part of the 
year. During periods of wakefulness 
in the den, male ground squirrels 
feed on cached seeds to supplement 
their bodies' fat reserves. 

Deep snowdrifts above their 
hibernation dens insulate the 
ground from the -30 C air 
temperatures. But this is not enough 

Winter burrow of Arctic Groul1d Sq uirrel 

to prevent a ground squirrel from 
freezing. In addition to lining its 
nest chamber with grass, it ensures 
that its nest is elevated above the 
burrow entrance. Sometimes things 
go wrong and ground squirrels die 
in their winter dens. Insufficient in­
sulation from snow, a shallow den, 
or low fat reserves can spell the end 
of a ground squirrel's life before the 
arrival of spring. 
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Spring 
In mid-April, the first male 

ground squirrels begin to wake from 
their winter dormancy. Adult 
females emerge about a week later, 
followed shortly by the juvenile 
females. In the alpine uplands and 
arctic regions, emergence from the 
den can be delayed by weather. 
Since there is still snow on the 
ground when most ground squirrels 
first emerge, they remain close to 
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the burrow until the snow has 
cleared off. 

During the few months of the 
year when arctic ground squirrels 
are active, their lives are conducted 
at a frantic pace. Females produce 
only one litter a year and have a 
very little time in which to prepare 
themselves for pregnancy after 
emerging from the den. 

When breeding begins in mid­
May, the males become increasingly 
territorial, chasing off any other 
males paying court to females 
within their home ranges. Interac­
tion between males are especially 
heated during the mating period, 
and extensive wounds often result 
from skirmishes along home range 
boundaries. 

Although males are sexually ac­
tive for a three week period, each 
female is receptive for only one or 
two of those days. The difference in 
mating period allows males to sire 
more young, both inside and out­
side their home ranges. This is im­
portant to the social makeup of a 
colony. Since it has been observed 
that related ground squirrels get 
along better, the more widely 
distributed a male's offspring are , 
the greater cooperation will exist in 
the colony. 

In preparation for the birth of 
her young, a female ground squirrel 
adds a natal burrow onto the main 



burrow system, lining it with grass 
and ground squirrel or caribou hair. 
Natal burrows have smaller en­
trances than other burrows and are 
often blocked with a loosely fitting 
earth plug which helps to conceal 
the burrow from potential predators 
such as the weasel. 

In early to mid-june, twenty 
days after mating, the female gives 
birth to five to ten young. Weighing 
less than an ounce, the young 
ground squirrels are blind, naked 
and toothless, but they develop 
quickly . Within a week, their 
weight has increased to an ounce 
and they are fully furred. By the 
third week, their eyes have opened 
and they begin to emerge from the 
burrow. During this time the young 
are extremely vulnerable to preda­
tion by wolverine, eagles and 
hawks. Grizzlies also feed extensive­
lyon ground squirrels in the spring. 
Male ground squirrels can be con­
sidered preda tors as well. They 
often kill and eat non-related 
young, but the reasons for this are 
not well understood. 

To safeguard her young against 
danger, a female ground squirrel 
may take up residence with a closely 
related female that also has young. 
This strategy increases the number 
of adults protecting her young, and 
if anything should happen to her, 
they are adopted by the other 
female. Males related to the group 
also protect the young by chasing 
off unrelated males. 

Arctic Ground Squirrel distribution 

Summer 
With mating over, the ground 

squirrels spend most of their time 
feeding and sunning themselves. 
Legumes such as bear root form the 
mainstay of their diet , but they also 
eat grasshoppers, bird eggs, sedges 
and grasses. Although they are 
basically vegetarians, meat from the 
carcasses of lemmings, birds, 
caribou and other ground squirrels 
is also eaten . In june, ground squir­
rels feed on the buds and catkins of 
willow, goldenrod and figwort and, 
in the alpine, mountain avens. As 
summer progresses, lupine seeds are 
consumed in large amounts along 
with ripening raspberries, strawber­
ries and soapberries. 

In the clearings of the boreal 
forests, the August diets of male and 
female ground squirrels begin to 
change. As the females prepare for 
hibernation, they start feeding ex­
tensively on sage. A month later, in 
September, the males also begin 
eating large quantities of sage. 

By late summer, the young 
ground squirrels have almost attain­
ed their mature weights, but in 
order to survive the long winter, 
they must still store up large quan­
tities of fat. To allow themselves 
more time to do this, young squir­
rels den up for winter later than 
most of the adults. 

Fall 
When the first frosts hit and 

summer vegetation begins to wither, 
grizzlies search for ground squirrels 
to satisfy their voracious appetites . 
Entire colonies may be excavated by 
a sow and her cubs as they prepare 
themselves for their own hiberna­
tion. 

The first mature female ground 
squirrels begin to hibernate in mid­
july and most of them are bedded 
down by mid-September. juvenile 
females stay active a little longer 
and start denning up in mid-August 
and early September. During early 
fall, male ground squirrels begin to 
amass large quantities of seeds 
which they cache in the hibernation 
den or in nearby passages. By the 
time the first snow falls in mid­
October, both the adult and juvenile 
males have settled in for winter. As 
the temperatures begin to plummet, 
all are safe within their dens, 
waiting for spring to release them 
from their sleep. 

THE HUMAN CONNECTION 
Although the arctic ground 

squirrel was not essential to the sur­
vival of Yukon Indians, spring was 
eagerly awaited as the time when 
the tasty, well-furred gopher once 
again graced the land. It was the 
women who trapped arctic ground 
squirrels, first in mid-May and 
again in late summer. Snares were 
made of twisted sinew or the flexible 
midrib of a crow or eagle feather. 
Ground squirrels are still eaten to­
day and are considered to be at their 
best in late summer. 

Ground squirrel pelts were tradi­
tionally used for making robes and 
trimming ceremonial garments. 
Gopher grease was eaten in small 
amounts, but because it did not 
solidify in the cold, it retained its 
smell and was frequently used for 
mink and lynx bait. 

Since there are few markets for 
gopher skins, very little trapping ef­
fort is directed at them today. 

DID YOU KNOW 
An arctic ground squirrel may store 
as much as two kilograms of seeds, 
berries and leaves in its winter food 
cache. 

In mild winters, ground squirrels 
may still be out and about in late 
November and early December. 

Arctic ground squirrels have been 
observed feeding more than a 
kilometre away from their burrows. 

Ground squirrels have been known 
to swim across large, swift rivers. 

Arctic ground squirrels change from 
their winter to summer coats in June , 
and back to their winter coats in 
September. 

VIEWING OPPORTUNITIES 
Arctic ground squirrels are very 

common in the Yukon and are 
familiar to most of us. But if you 
want to know more about this 
animal. you will have to watch it for 
a while and observe its social in­
teractions. 

You should have no trouble fin­
ding ground squirrels along most 
Yukon roadways. Remember that 
they are most active on warm, sun­
ny days but remain in their burrows 
during periods of rain and intense 
heat. 
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THE SPECIES: 
Castor canadensis 

Twi g in m outh , nimble forefeet 
busy, a beaver inspects and repairs its 
dam. As a tree cutter, this largest of 
North Am er ican rod ents is unique 
amo ng ma mm a ls. As a dammer of 
streams, it can alter a landscape w hile 
creating its own special home - the 
beaver pond . And, as a wearer of fine 
fU T, this New World species is credited 
w ith a leading ro le in the European 
exp lora tion and settlement of much of 
OUf continent, including the Yukon. 

DISTRIBUTION 
Beavers cut trees and dam streams 

across Ca nada and the United States 
except for Florida, the arctic tundra, 
and ar id reg io n s of the Canadia n 
prairies and American southwest. 

Here in the Yu kon, beavers inhabit 
forested and subalpine regions through­
out the territory. Id eal sites for colonies 

a re pond s, small lakes, and narrow, 
slow-moving streams. Highest densities 
occur in burn a reas, like the Takhini 
and Teslin Bu rn s, and in th e Liard 
River drainage. In areas such as these, 
colonies ove r a long stretch river are 
separa ted by an average of 2 km. The 
closest colonies may be as little as a 
few hundred metres apart. 

CHARACTERISTICS 
Mo re a t ho m e in wa te r th an on 

land, the tail-slapping, tree-munching 
beaver is one of the most easily identi­
fied of mammals. Its most characteristic 
of features - that broad, flat, black tail 
up to ha lf a metre lo ng - is used no t 
only to warn family members of danger, 
but also to maneuver in water, to prop 
up its owner w hile gnawing through 
trunks, to lever logs being dragged to 
the pond, to store fat for winter, and to 
lose excess heat during exercise. 

Although clumsy and hump-backed 
on la nd, the beaver is graceful and 
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s treamlined in water. Its hind feet are 
broad and webbed, serving as powerful 
paddles. Dense fur, a rich brown in 
colour, traps air in a buoyant, insulating 
layer tha t helps bea vers to s tay sub­
merged for up to 15 minutes. Other 
adapta tio ns to its aqu a tic lifestyle 
include lips tha t close behind front 
tee th , enabling this pond d w eller to 
eat unde r wa te r; nostril s that close, 
ears w ith valves, and eyes protected 
by transparent eyelids. 

Nature's logger, the beaver chews 
through wood with stout, ever-growing 
incisors kept chisel-sharp by the fre­
quent grinding of upper teeth against 
lower. The power behind those amazing, 
o ra nge tee th co mes fro m a stron g 
skull and massive jaw muscles. 

Once a tree is dow n, the beaver ' s 
s turdy bo d y, ha lf a metre long and 
heavy wi th bone and muscle, is ideal 
for dragging the branches, or a section 
of trunk, to the wa ter. Weighing up to 
23 kilo g r a m s, Yuk o n be av e rs are 
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lightweights compared to Ontario 
beavers, some of which weigh almost 
twice as much. Poorer habitat and 
short growing seasons may explain 
why Yukon beavers are smaller than 
southern Canadian beavers. 

CASTOR'S 
CONSTRUCTION CO. 

By tuning in to the noises made by 
water flowin g over obstructions, 
beavers get their directions straight for 
damming. Then they use small, agile 
forepaws to push mud and stones into 
a ridge along their chosen site across a 
narrow stream or even a broad slough. 
With the whole family chipping in , 
they push sticks and logs into the 
muddy ridge for support, sometimes 
using the peeled remains of winter 
food caches. Th e n th ey add more 
muck and rock, and keep on building 
until the dam is high enough and long 
enough to prevent water from flowing 
over or around it. Instead, the trapped 
water seeps slowly through the dam, 
which acts more like a sieve than a 
blockade. 

A beaver dam may be more than 
three metres high and can stretch for 
hundreds of metres. Sometimes a dam 
spans an entire river and changes its 
course. The end result is a pond two to 
three metres d eep in which its architects 
can build a secure lodge and swi m 
beneath the thickest ice of winter. 

Dams extend beavers' food-gathering 
range by floodin g cut-over areas and 
giving access to new stands of shrubs 
and trees. They also kill shoreline trees 
and create new willow habitat. Frequent 
in spections and mai ntenance keep 
dams in good repa ir throughout the 
life of the colony. 

Home-builde rs too, beavers dig 
burrows in banks or build lodges of 
sticks and mud; some do a combination 
of both. ' Bank beavers' live on rivers, 
where currents sweep away sticks and 
make lodge·building difficult. 'Lodge 
beavers' li ve in qu ie t w aters , where 
you can find th ei r houses tuck e d 
against a s ho re or com pletel y s ur­
rounded by water. 

The beaver lodge, typically a mound 
of logs, sticks, and mud, rises above 
water level and has a nes ting chamber 
within covered by a loose roof of sticks 
to allow for ventilation. An underwater 
tunnel near the bottom of pond o r 
s tream gives beavers entry to their dry 
home and prevents entry by all preda­
tors except otters. The lodge dwellers 

Beaver distribution 

sleep and dry off on ledges surrounding 
the tunnel entrance. Water from wet 
coats filters down through a carpet of 
wood ch ips and fib ers, keeping the 
lodge dry. Before cold weather sets in, 
b eavers winteri ze their homes by 
adding more layers to lodge roofs and 
smearing them with mud. When frozen 
so lid and covered w ith snow, the 
lodges are snug and almost impossible 
to penetrate. 

THE SOCIAL SIDE OF LIFE 
Beaver life is a family affair that 

centres around an adult female. She 
chooses the colony' s home site and, 
here in the north, mates with one male 
for life. Her mate and li tters of one or 
more years make up the res t of the 
fami ly circle. An average colony has 
five members, and a ll colonies live 
within small, well-d efined territories 
that con tain th e ir ponds and food 
supplies. 

A beaver family works together to 
build and repair dams and lodges, and 
to prepare a winter food cache. When 
k its a re you ng, all family members 
bring them leafy branches and herbs to 
ea t. The adult male brings them most 
o f their solid foo d, a n unusual trait 
among mammals. By the time autumn 
ar rives, kits are ready to take part in 
the gathering of food for winter. 

With all the time and effort spent in 
the building and maintenance of dams 
and lodges, beavers have to protect 
th e ir in ve s tm en ts. During s pring 
break-up, w hen ju ven iles are on the 
mo ve in search of s ites to set up or 

take over coloni es, a n es tablished 
colony goes on the defense. The whole 
family piles mound s of plants and 
mud on shore, then marks them wi th 
castoreum. These sign posts set territory 
boundaries and let dispersing beavers 
know the ages, sexes, and reproductive 
condition of family members. They not 
only discourage intruders, but also let 
dispers ing beavers know if an adult 
has been lost and needs replacing. 

Juveniles leave their home colony 
a t one to thre e years of age. T hey 
travel by land and water, sometimes 
more than 150 kilometres, in search of 
sites w here they can sta rt thei r own 
colonies. En route, they o ften clash 
w ith members of established colonies, 
and many a beaver with a battlescarred 
pelt and torn tail has been seen. 

Although young beavers. are quite 
safe in their home colonies, about 90 
percen t of disperSing yearlings and 
two-year-oIds are killed by predators, 
crus hed by moving ice, or die from 
diseases before they ca n es tablish a 
new colony. A few of those that succeed 
may reach the ripe old age of 20 years, 
but most beavers d ie at less than half 
that age. 

Many colonies go in cycles. Three 
to four years after a new colony estab­
lishes itself, it reaches its grea test size. 
Afte r five or six yea rs, t he co lony 
begins to over-eat its food supplies. 
Fewer yo ung are produced, fewer 
beavers survive the winter, and food 
s upplies diminish. Eve ntually the 
colony abandons its site to avoid star­
vation. After a few years, the food sup­
pl y may regrow to point where new 
beavers are able to move in. Where the 
colony has been surviving on temporary 
food sources such as fire-caused aspen 
s tand s, the site ma y be abandoned 
permanently. 

Some colonies are able to shift-their 
cutting operations up or down stream 
as food supplies diminish, and in this 
way are able to occupy the same colony 
site on a semi-permanent basis. Others 
may concentrate on temporary food 
so u rces s u ch a s fire ca u sed aspen 
stands. 

GNAWING THROUGH THE 
SEASONS 

While win ter winds howl and tem­
peratures plunge, a family of beavers 
sits tight in its lodge. Beneath the ice, 
they live in total da rkness for up to 8 
months of the year, sleeping, eating, 
and grooming their waterproof fur 



with split nails on two toes of each 
hind foot. Having cached branches 
and logs of wi llow, poplar, dwarf 
birch, and aspen near the lodge's 
entrance, they brave icy pond waters 
only to visit their pantry. Beavers eat 
twigs, leaves and buds, or gnaw at soft 
inner bark. In February and March, 
adults take to the water for a different 
reason - mating. 

When the ice melts, juveniles leave 
their home colonies and the rest of the 
beavers get busy. They patrol their ter­
ritories, scent-marking and challenging 
intruders. They sample the new leaves, 
twigs, bark, and buds of most plants 
growing in or near the water. Aspen is 
the beaver's first choice for cu tting 
throughout North America, but is not 
widespread here in the Yukon. Instead, 
willow is our beavers' main source of 
food, and they will eat spruce only 
when faced with starvation. 

In spring, beavers repair dams 
threaten ed by high water. They also 
build new ones to flood an even larger 
area and bring more trees and shrubs 
within easy reach. Later on, when 
water levels drop, they save energy by 
digging canals and floating logs to 
their ponds instead of dragging them. 

Early in summer, three or four kits 
are born within lodges or bank burrows, 

FOOD CACHE 

each weighing roughly half a kilogram. 
Fully furred and with incisors ready to 
chew, they can swim in the undenvater 
entrance within a few minutes. They 
s tart to eat leaves and herbs within a 
few days. At two weeks of age, kits 
make their pond debut and start slap­
ping their tails soon after. Here in the 
north, beavers grow slowly throughout 
their first year, and then only in subse­
quent summers until they reach adult 
size at four years. 

With the first frosts of autumn, 
beavers step up their logging as they 
begin to prepare food caches for win ter. 
These gnawing wizards can fell small 
aspen in three minutes and will cut 
down trees up to a metre in diClmeter. 
They first chew one groove, then add 
another below and rip out the wood 
chips between until trees tremble and 
topple. Because one logging skill 
beavers lack is that of aiming the 

.direction of the fall, they are occasionally 
crushed by their own timbers. 

Since beavers on land are vulnerable 
to predation by coyotes, wolves, foxes, 
eagles, bems and lynx, they rarely go 
inland more than 30 metres. And since 
it takes more time and energy to fell a 
large tree than a smClll one, the h1rger 
the tree, the closer it must be to the 
water. Large tnl11ks are left behind 

while branches and saplings are dragged 
to the water and piled in a cache near 
lodge entrances. Beavers cut trees as 
long as they can break through the ice 
near shore. They rely on the cold water 
to keep their winter food supplies 
fresh. 

BEAVERS AND PEOPLE 
Beaver pelts have historically been 

among the most desirable of furs. In 
the old days, Yukon Indians set nets in 
front of entrances to beaver lodges and 
used moose-hoof bells to signal a 
catch. In spring, they also lured beavers 
to their death by baiting holes in the 
ice with poplar twigs and branches, 
then spearing the beavers with antler 
or bone spearheads. 

For th e Tlingit and Tagish, the 
beaver is the most important crest ani­
mal or totem. They call it "Smart Man" 
because of its ability to cut trees and 
build dams like people do. They also 
tell powerful legends of an e ight­
legged, double-tailed beaver that is 
featured on ceremonial shirts that hClve 
been passed on for generations. 

During the 1700s and 1800s, ha ts 
made from the felt of beaver fur were 
the fClshion rage in Europe. Demand 
for beaver pelts lead to the explora tion 
and settlement of large tracts of North 
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American wilderness, with fortunes 
made or lost. and bitter trapping feuds 
along the way. By 1840 the beaver was 
largely exterminated in eas tern Canada 
and a representative of the Hudson's 
Bay Company - Robert Campbell -
descended the Liard River and entered 
the Yukon in a search for rich new 
trapping grounds. 

Today, the beaver is a national 
emblem whose fur is not as valuable 
as it once was . However, this mo s t 
industrious of mammals is now also 
valued for the castoreum that it secretes, 
which is used as a perfume base, and 
for the valuable habitat it creates for 
other animals and plants. 

VIEWING OPPORTUNITIES 
Any spot w here aspen or bal sam 

poplar grows near water is prime 
beaver habitat. River and lake travellers 
are in the best positions to view beavers, 
but hikers and highway drivers have a 
good chance of spotting them as well. 
You will likely see beaver sign before 
seeing the beavers themselves. Look 
for painted stumps, dOlne-shaped 
lodges with nearby underwater branch 
piles, shorel ine scent mounds, dams, 
canals, and trails that beavers use for 
dragging twigs and branches to their 
ponds. 

Beavers are most active at nig h t, 
dawn, and dusk. They swim with only 
their heads above water, and trail a 
characteristic "V" wake. They ha ve 
poor eyesight, but excellent noses and 
ears, so approach them quietly from 
downwind. If you hear a resounding 
SMACK!, you can bet they've spotted 
you or something else that's a potential 
threat. Sit tight or back off and try a 
differen t approach - they'll reappear 
eventua lly, and your patience w ill be 
rewarded wi th a viewin g of one of 
nature's most ingenious mammals. 
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THE SPECIES: 
Peromyscus maniculatus 

Eyes bright, nose twitching, a 
deer mouse crouches hidden while 
voices and boots pass by. Then off it 
scampers through aspen leaves, 
along a log and into the safety of its 
tree stump nest. Unknown to many 
people, vermin- OF friend to others, 
this mouse may be North America's 
most widespread rodent and is one 
of the Yukon's liveliest small mam­
mals. 

DISTRIBUTION 
Deer mice occur throughout 

southern and central Yukon, but are 
absent beyond treeline in the north. 
They are very common in a wide 
variety of dry habitats, from gravel­
ly beach ridges to spruce and aspen 
forests. 

CHARACTERISTICS 
Young deer mice have dark grey 

coats with white feet and under­
parts, and a long tail that is distinct­
ly dark above and white below. 
Most adults have buffy brown 
coats, but those in our southwest 
corner have greyish coats, Deer 
mice are so named because their 
two-tone coats look like that of the 
white-tailed deer. 

Yukon deer mice will fit easily 
into your cupped hand and weigh 
less than a first class letter. At about 
20 grams, adults are fairly large in 
comparison to other Canadian deer 
mice. 

LIFE ON A FOREST FLOOR 
As buds burst open in the 

warmth of spring sunshine, deer 
mice leave solid earth below and 
climb into shrubs and trees to eat 
the rich new growth. They use their 
long tails to help grasp twigs or to 
keep their balance, and can climb a 

metre or higher. Back down on the 
forest floor, they also find spiders 
and insect eggs or larvae. 

Deer mice start breeding in May, 
when males set up loose territories. 
These are areas from which other 
males are excluded, and to which 
females are attracted. Since male 
deer mice avoid each other and are 
quite sociable with females, there is 
no strong territorial defense. The 
breeding season lasts two or three 
months and females produce up to 
three litters during this time, each 
with an average of six young. 

Newborn mice are blind and 
naked. Their large, night vision eyes 
open within 2 weeks and they soon 
are covered in dark grey fur. At 6 
weeks of age the litter is indepen­
dent, but less than half of the young 
mice survive and few will live past 
their second winter. 

Long summer days ripen fruits 
and seeds and hatch insects, all good 
foods for the increasing deer mouse 



population. Deer mice are active on­
ly during dark hours, so their sum­
mer food-gathering time is limited 
here in the land of the midnight sun. 
Since these mice must reach a cer­
tain weight before becoming sexual­
ly mature, this limited foraging time 
may be one reason why Yukon deer 
mice don't breed in their first sum­
mer. It may also explain why they 
have a relatively short breeding 
season when compared with more 
southern deer mouse populations. 

Numbers of deer mice peak 
when late August and early 
September frosts turn aspen leaves 
to gold. Young mice disperse from 
the site of their birth and may travel 
10 times as far as their parents' 
home range. While looking for a 
good place to spend the winter, they 
often invade houses, cabins and 
sheds as well as their natural nesting 
sites of hollow logs, tree stumps or 
burrows abandoned by other 
animals . 

Deer mice build ball-shaped 
nests of grass and line them with 
fur, downy seeds, or bits of cloth 
and paper. They stockpile seeds of 
grasses and forbs, first tucking them 
into their cheek pouches, then car­
rying them to a cache near their 
nest. The seeds are sorted carefully 
into different kinds and may total 
more than three litres. 

Deer mice don't hibernate, but 
do escape the coldest times of winter 
by resting in a sluggish condition 
called torpor. When winds howl 
and temperatures plunge to -40 C, 
you can find them snug in their 
nests, often with company. 

During the long winter nights, 
deer mice visit their seed stores and 
search for other sources of food. On 
top of the snow, they're exposed to 
the keen eyes of owls, and many an 
owl pellet contains deer mouse re­
mains. Since Yukon deer mice don't 
breed during the winter, there are 
no new mice to replace those lost to 
winter hardships and predation by 
owls, weasels, and foxes. Popula­
tions hit rock bottom in early spr­
ing, but are soon on their way up 
once more with the onset of 
breeding in May. 

Deer Mouse distribution 

DEER MICE AND PEOPLE 
Because of its small size and noc­

turnal habits, many people don't 
even know the deer mouse exists. Of 
those who do, some see it only as a 
pest that invades their homes or 
garages and shreds mattress stuffing 
or leaves droppings on kitchen 
counters. Others enjoy the company 
of this perky rodent and some are 
glad to have it share a lonely cabin 
through the long winter. 

VIEWING OPPORTUNITIES 
If you've heard a scritch-scratch 

in your walls and found small, black 
droppings in your cupboards , 
you're likely sharing your home 
with a deer mouse. Put a dab of 
peanut butter in an open cupboard 
and watch patiently for your late­
night guest. For a more natural 
viewing, try sitting quietly in the 
woods at dusk, remembering that 
deer mice prefer dry places and 
often run along logs or scamper 
around the bases of trees. 

If you can't see the mouse itself, 
you may be able to find signs of its 
presence, like its droppings that 
look twisted and are pointed at one 
end. Perhaps you can also find its 
ball-like nest made of grasses and 
tucked into a stump, or one of 
newspaper shreds in an old boot. In 
winter, look in the snow for a 
delicate trail of 4 tiny paw prints in 
clusters spaced about a hand's 
length apart , along with the occa­
sional tail drag mark . 
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IDENTIFICATION 
To many of us, any wee creature 

scurrying among the leaves or peek­
ing out at us from behind a cabin 
cupboard is a mouse. You can tell if 
it's a deer mouse by checking the 
following key features of deer mice 
and other Yukon small mammals: 

Deer 
Mice -

Voles -

Jumping 
Mice -
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Have what we think 
of as the typical 
mouse shape. They 
have large ears and 
eyes, long whiskers, 
and a fairly long tail. 
Deer mice are brown 
or grey above and 
white below. 

Have short, chunky 
bodies . They also 
have very small ears, 
beady little eyes and 
short tails. Voles are 
brown above and 
grey below. 

Have bodies that look 
hunched up like 
kangaroos. They have 
large hind feet and ex­
tremely long tails. 
Jumping mice are 
yellowish-brown 
above and grey or 
creamy below. 
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THE GENUS: 
Clethrionomys, 
Microtus, 
Phenacomys 

Tiny feet blurred, rusty coat 
touched by the evening sun, a red­
backed vole scurries through the 
moss and into a shelter beneath a 
spruce log. Wee and wary, it's our 
most common 'short tailed mouse'. 
The Yukon has 7 species of voles 
that can be distinquished from other 
small mammals by their beady little 
eyes, small ears, chunky bodies and 
sh ort tails. 

Because of their small size and 
secretive ways, many people don't 
even know that voles exist. Yet, as 
the main source of food for valuable 
furbearers like ermine, foxes and 
coyotes, they play an important role 
in the Yukon's economy. The 
Southern Tutchone, Tagish and In­
land Tlingit regard these "mice" 

with affection and amusement, and 
often credit them with wisdom and 
power. 

RED-BACKED VOLE 
Clethrionomys rutilus 

Distribution 
Red-backed voles live round the 

world in northern countries and oc­
cur throughout the Yukon from 
Arctic coast to southern border. 
They typically inhabit spruce forests 
but can also be found in many other 
habitats, including aspen stands, 
shrublands, and arctic and alpine 
tundra. 

Characteristics 
Bright, rusty-red backs that con­

trast with tawny sides and brownish 
underparts give these voles their 
name. Even their short tails are red­
dish on top. Red-backed voles are 
small and slender, weighing about 
20 grams as adults. 

Life History 
As the last snow melts in late 

May, tiny red-backed voles lie nak­
ed, blind and deaf in a nest beneath 
a spruce log. Within a week the 
youngsters crawl feebly, and in 2 
weeks they scamper about and 
groom their soft, reddish brown fur. 
Less than a week later, when they 
weigh about the same as a nickel, 
they're weaned and leave the nest. 

The youngsters scatter through 
the forest, sticking to the cover of 
logs and deadfalls, or scurrying 
through tunnels in moss and leaf lit­
ter. Yukon red-backed voles are ac­
tive day and night, nibbling a.t 
lichens and fungi as well as buds, 
leaves and twigs of shrubs or forbs. 
They build nests of grass, moss, or 
lichen and tuck them beneath rocks 
and stumps, or into shallow bur­
rows abandoned by other rodents. 

Many young voles die in their 
first month and less than half sur­
vive to see next spring. Some fall 
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prey to the talons of owls and 
hawks, others to the teeth of roving 
adult voles, weasels, foxes and 
coyotes. When our long mid­
summer days begin to ripen fruits 
and seeds, survivors of May litters 
are red-<:oated adults. 

In the social world of the red­
backed voles, breeding females are 
dominant over all other individuals. 
They set up territories around their 
nests and have exclusive use of these 
areas. They're very aggressi ve and 
fight off other voles, accepting a 
male only when they're ready to 
mate. And mate they do. 

Red-backed voles are reproduc­
tive wizards, with females breeding 
continuously from May through 
August. Pregnant and nursing at the 
same time, they produce an average 
litter of 6 young every 3 weeks or 
so, leaving even the prolific rabbit 
in the dust. However, along with a 
high reproductive rate, they also 

Voles common to entire Yukon 
• Red-backed Vo le 
• Meadow Vole 
• Northern Vole 
• Longtailed Vole 

have one of the shortest lifespans 
known among mammals, with few 
living beyond a year. 

Even though females born in­
spring are sexually mature by mid­
summer, they don't breed unless 
they can set up and defend a ter­
ritory. That's no problem if the vole 
numbers are low . However I Yukon 
populations fluctuate from year to 
year and can be 10 times higher in 
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one year than another. When 
numbers are high, space gets tight in 
good habitats and female young of 
the year don't breed until next­
spring. This may be a way in which 
Yukon red-backed voles regulate 
their population size. 

With the first frosts of late 
August and early September, the 
whirlwind breeding season of the 
red-backed vole comes to an end. 
Vole numbers reach their annual 
peak, breeding territories break 
down, and young voles disperse in 
search of good places to spend the 
winter. As the days get shorter and 
shorter, red-backed voles search for 
ripe seeds and occasionally raid a 
root cellar or storage shed. Unlike 
many small mammals, these voles 
don't stockpile food for the long 
winter months ahead. 

When winter casts its white 
cloak over the north, red-backed 
voles have the freedom of the boreal 

Distribution of: 
• Chestnut-cheeked Vole (northern 

shaded area) 
• Heather Vole (so uthern shaded area) 

forest. Beneath the snow, they build 
long tunnels and place grass nests on 
the ground. The don't hibernate and 
are active all winter, feeding on 
seeds, twigs and winter buds of 
heaths and shrubs. Snow not only 
protects red-backed voles from 
predatory eyes, it also keeps them 
warm. Temperatures in the sub­
nivean layer may be 20 degrees 
Celsius warmer than air 
temperature. However , carbon 
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dioxide does build up so voles must 
punch an airhole through to the sur­
face here and there. 

Yukon red-backed voles don't 
breed during the winter, and their 
numbers drop from the autumn 
peak to an early spring low. 

Viewing Opportunities 
The best way to see any of the 

Yukon voles in a natural setting is to 
first find some sign of their 
presence, and then wait patiently 
for the voles themselves to appear. 
Think about where these voles like 
to live, when they're active, and 
hope that numbers are high in your 
area. Remember that red-backed 
voles are active 24 hours a day and 
stay under cover, so watch for them 
running along beneath logs. 

Before a thick snow layer 
develops, look for tiny paired paw 
prints, slightly offset and 2 or 3 cen­
timeters apart. Later, when these 

Distribution of the Singing Vole 

voles are busy beneath the snow, 
you may be able to spot some round 
air holes that come to the surface 
and sometimes have a few drop­
pings at their edges. 

MEADOW VOLE 
Microtus pennsylvanicus 

The meadow vole or "field 
mouse" tunnels its way through wet 
mea dows and grasslands 
throughout the Yukon. Its chunky 
body is dark brown above, silvery 
gray below, and weighs about 35 



grams. This is a feisty rodent that 
lives in large but not very 
cooperative colonies. Females are 
dominant to males and defend small 
territories around their nests. Males 
are also aggressive and fight vicious­
ly during the breeding season. Since 
neither sex is very sociable, a tussle 
usually ensues whenever strangers 
meet. Like their red-backed cousins, 
these voles are reproductive 
wonders and rarely live longer than 
a year. 

Hidden in a grassy world, 
meadow voles are active day and 
night throughout the year. In spring 
they feed on new grass shoots, in 
summer on grass leaves and seed 
heads. They build ball-like nests of 
woven grass and tuck them into 
shallow burrows or grassy tussocks. 
Engineers too, these voles build 
highways or runways first by chew­
ing through grass stems to clear a 
space, and then trampling down 
trails. 

Come autumn, meadow voles 
stockpile ripe grass seeds for the 
long winter ahead. Later they build 
winter nests of dried grass and place 
them on the ground beneath the 
snow. Their runways get plenty of 
use in winter too, when snow cover­
ing the grass adds insulation and 
gives an extra measure of protection 
from avian hunters. 

You can often spook a meadow 
vole into view just by walking 
through the grass in an area with 
lots of sign. Soon after snowmelt is 
an especially good time to look for 
runways, flattened winter nests, and 
brown oval droppings. Meadow 
voles sometimes chew the bark from 
shrub stems beneath the snow, so 
look also for bare stems with tiny, 
parallel tooth marks. In high 
population years, these voles may 
girdle ornamental trees and shrubs, 
and often raid haystacks too. 

HEATHER VOLE 
Phenacomys intermedius 

Heather voles resemble meadow 
voles so closely that the two are vir­
tually impossible to tell apart unless 
you have one of them in hand. If the 
one you have has very loose skin, a 
somewhat orangy nose, and sits 
calmly in your hand, it's a heather 
vole. If neither of the first two 
characteristics apply, get out the 
bandaids because meadow voles 

DID YOU KNOW? 
The Yukon and Alaska have more 
kinds of vole-like rodents than 
anywhere else in North America. 

The singing vole was first discovered 
in the Yukon in 1943 during construc­
tion of the Alaska Highway. 

Yukon villagers say dogs gorge 
themselves sick on chestnut-cheeked 
voles during population explosions 
every 20 years. 

Many of the Yukon's winged and 
four-footed hunters rely on voles to 
get them through lean years follow­
ing crashes in snowshoe hare popula­
tions every 10 years. 

The heather vole looks so much like 
the meadow vole that it fooled scien­
tists until 1889, when close examina­
tion showed that it has quite different 
teeth from the meadow vole. It's 
scientific name means 'deceiver'. 

Furbearers have a taste for voles and 
specifically hunt them rather than 
other small animals. 

Voles have some of the highest 
reproductive rates known among 
mammals, and some of the shortest 
lifespans. 

rarely leave your fingers intact. 
The range, preferred habitat, 

and habits of the heather vole may 
also help you to separate it from the 
meadow vole. Heather voles occur 
only in southern Yukon in broadleaf 
and coniferous forests, shrublands 
and meadows. A key element of 
these different habitats is the 
presence of heaths and shrubs like 
blueberry, dwarf birch, willow or 
soapberry. 

This vole is solitary in summer 
and is active during twilight and 
dark hours. It feeds on the green 
parts and berries of heaths and 
shrubs in summer, and on their bark 
and buds in winter. It also caches 
twigs for winter food supplies, and 
makes its winter nest of heather 
twigs, lichens, and grasses. 

ROOT (TUNDRA) VOLE 
Microtus oeconomus 

The root vole may also be con­
fused with the meadow vole since 
they not only look alike, but have 

very similar habits too . As well, 
their ranges overlap throughout the 
Yukon except for the southeastern 
corner, where the root vole is ab­
sent. However, there are some clues 
as to the root vole's identity. Its 
brown coat has a yellowish wash 
and it is on average slightly larger 
and heavier than the meadow vole. 
The root vole also occupies a greater 
variety of habitats than the meadow 
vole. Northern populations prefer 
to live in damp tundra vegetation 
near lakes and streams, or in sedge 
and cottongrass meadows. Southern 
populations can be found in alpine 
tundra, marshes, and poplar and 
spruce woods. 

In autumn the root vole stores 
grass seeds and underground stems 
of licorice root and knotweed. This 
thrifty habit led scientists to .give it a 
specific name meaning the 
"economic vole". In the past, 
Southern Tutchone women ap­
preciated the root vole's industrious 
nature, since it saved them the 
trouble of finding licorice root 
(Hedysarum sp.) for themselves. 
They would locate the small piles of 
dirt that mark a vole's underground 
storehouse, then dig up the licorice 
root with a stout stick and add it to 
their own winter food supplies. 

LONG-TAILED VOLE 
Microtus longicaudus 

Weighing up to 60 grams, the 
greyish long-tailed vole is one of 
the Yukon's larger voles. 
However, its outstanding feature 
is a tail of six or seven cen­
timeters, far longer than the tails 
of our other voles. 

The long-tailed vole is found 
throughout the Yukon except for 
the arctic coastal plain and lives 
in a wide variety of habitats, in­
cluding marshes, closed spruce 
forests and alpine tundra. Few 
studies have been done on this 
vole, but its habits are thought to 
be similar to those of the meadow 
vole. 

SINGING VOLE 
Microtus miurus 

The singing vole is another 
medium-sized Yukon vole, weighing 
2S to 40 grams. Its coat is buffy 
brown all over and it has a very 
short, bristly tail. It occurs in arctic 
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and alpine tundra, willow thickets, 
and spruce forests throughout the 
Yukon except the southeastern­
corner. 

Singing voles are active day and 
night throughout the year. They live 
in colonies that dig shallow burrows 
and make inconspicuous runways. 
From their burrow entrances they 
chirp and trill loudly, earning their 
name. These voles have also been 
called 'hay mice' because they pile 
grasses, lupine and willow leaves in­
to stacks up to 25 centimetres high 
in preparation for winter. 

Not especially wary, the singing 
vole often comes out into the open 
to clip off a lupine stem and drag it 
back to its hay pile. So, if you can 
find a freshly excavated burrow or a 
pile of vole hay curing around the 
stems of a willow or under a log, 
you may be able to spot a singing 
vole. Sit quietly, watch the burrow, 
and listen for single-note, bird-like 
chirps. 

Winter runways exposed after snowmelt 

-- a 
, 

CHESTNUT -CHEEKED VOLE 
Microtus xanthognathus 

Chestnut-cheeked voles are the 
giants of Yukon voles, weighing up 
to 170 grams. They too are brown in 
color, but have obvious rusty­
yellow cheek patches. They occur 
throughout the northern half of the 
Yukon in colonies that dig deep bur­
rows in forests, logged-over 
woodlands, or on grassy slopes. 
Piles of dirt one to three meters in 
diameter show where burrow en­
trances are, and wide runways 
radiate outward from a central­
burrow. 

Like the singing voles, chestnut­
cheeked voles are active both day 
and night and make chirping noises 
when intruders approach their bur­
rows. Colonies of this rat-sized, 
orange-cheeked vole appear and 
disappear with no apparent rhyme 
or reason, making it a difficult 
species to observe and study. Look 
for fresh dirt piles and runways; if 
you're lucky enough to see one of 
these voles, you can't mistake it for 
any other. 

( - Tail marks , 
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