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Order Artiodactyla.  Artiodactyls are the even-toed ungulates.  They are called even-toed because the third and 
fourth digits make contact with the ground (in contrast to the Perissodactyla (e.g., horses, rhinoceros) in which only the 
middle digit makes contact with the ground.  The native artiodactyls are all ruminants, and members of 3 families.   
 
Cervidae, the deer family. Cervids include moose (Alces alces) and white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus) as the 
most common species.  Species either present rarely, as visitors, or extirpated are mule deer (Odocoileus hemionus), elk 
or wapiti (Cervus elaphus), and caribou (Rangifer tarandus).  Note the relative sizes and shapes of antlers in the figure 
from Geist (1999) as well.  Only males grow antlers, except for in caribou.  There are no upper incisors in cervids. 
 
Bovidae, the cow family.  The bison (Bison bison) is Minnesota’s only bovid.  No free-ranging bison exist in MN.  
 
Antilocapridae, the antelope family.  Antilocapridae has one species, the pronghorn antelope (Antilocapra 
americana).  Some authorities do not recognize this family and consider the species a member of the Bovidae.   

Figure 60.  Drawing of different antler shapes and body sizes of extant members of the deer family in North 
and South America (from Geist 1999).  Note the curvature on the white-tailed deer antler compared to the 
branching on the mule deer antler.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Order Family Species Common name 
Artiodactyla Cervidae Cervus elaphus Wapiti, American elk 
 
Description: Elk in America were originally  called Cervus canadensis, but are now considered the same 
species as the European red deer (C. elaphus).  Body length is 2.3 to 2.7 m in males, 2.1 to 2.4 m in 
females.  Bulls weigh up to 450 kg, but more typically are 300 to 350 kg.  Cows are about 45 kg less than 
bulls.  The tooth formula is 0/3, 1/1, 3/3, 3/3 x 2 = 34.  Note the upper canine in the skull.  
 
Range: Elk were once present in Minnesota, but extirpated in the early 1900’s.  At present there is a small 
herd in northwestern Minnesota near Grygla that is free-ranging.  Typically considered to be a grassland 
species, but also found in forested areas.  
 
Natural History: Antlers have long beams that curve out and back.  No other deer species in Minnesota 
has an upper canine.  Elk tend to eat more grasses than other deer in Minnesota do, but also eat sedges, 
forbs, and twigs and leaves of woody plants.   
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Order Family Species Common name 
Artiodactyla Cervidae Alces alces Moose 
  
Description: Moose are the largest extant deer, with lengths of 2.4 to 2.8 m in males, body mass about 450 
kg.  Females are smaller, with lengths of 2.0 to 2.6 m, and body masses of about 350 kg.  Moose are dark 
brown and long-legged.  Males have large palmate antlers.  The tooth formula is 0/3 0/1 3/3 3/3 x 2 = 32.   
 
Range: There are two populations of moose in Minnesota, one in the NE and the other in the NW. The 
moose in the northwestern section went into a decline about 8 years ago from which they have not 
recovered.  Moose in the northeastern section of Minnesota may also be declining, an ongoing study has 
indicated a surprising amount of mortality in adult females.  Early successional forests (Regenerating 
forests) where there are woody species with twigs within reach of moose (<3 m in height).   
 
Natural History: As with elk (wapiti), the American moose was originally considered to be a separate 
species, Alces americana.  One source of mortality in moose is the brainworm (Parelaphostrongylus 
tenuis), which is found in white-tailed deer and does not affect them.  However, in moose the disease is 
fatal.  Whenever deer are at a high enough density, the probability of moose picking up the P. tenuis from 
snails while feeding on vegetation is high enough that they become infected.   
 
Moose eat twigs in the winter and leaves in the summer.  Most of the diet is woody plants, although they 
also eat  forbs and other plants when available.  In spring and summer moose also eat aquatic plants.   
 
Genus Odocoileus, North American deer.  There are two species in this genus, both present in Minnesota, 
although one is only an occasional visitor.  Both species are similar in size and appearance in the field.  
 
Order Family Species Common name 
Artiodactyla Cervidae Odocoileus hemionus Mule deer 
 
Description: The mule deer is an occasional visitor to Minnesota.  Length is 1.3 to 1.5 m in males and 
females, body mass can range from 50 to 200 kg depending on age, sex, and season.  These measurements 
are from a limited sample, mule deer can be larger.  Mule deer antlers should rise vertically out of the skull, 
to the back and out, and then fork.  Older bucks have larger antlers, as in other deer species.   
 
Range and Habitat: Found throughout the western U.S., Minnesota is on the eastern edge of the mule 
deer’s range.  Brushy and wooded habitats (e.g., river bottoms, wooded areas with openings).   
 
Natural History: Mule deer have smaller tails than white-tailed deer, and also hold the tail down when 
running instead of up.  Mule deer got their name from their larger ears, which are visible in the field, but 
ranges of measurements indicate overlap between the species.   
 
Order Family Species Common name 
Artiodactyla Cervidae Odocoileus virginianus White-tailed deer 
 
Description: White-tailed deer are the most common cervid species in Minnesota, and also the most 
common cervid in the UMD collection. Field identification characteristics include the size, the white-tail, 
and the shape of the antlers (compared to mule deer).  Deer are 1.3 to 2.1 m long, tail length is about 0.3 m. 
Body mass of females is 40 to 100 kg, and of males is 70 to 210 kg.  
 
Range and Habitat: Throughout Minnesota, and throughout the U.S. except for the central Rocky 
Mountains. Variety of habitats are used, based on its ubiquitous presence.  Probably could be said to prefer 
areas with open wooded cover, or other cover such as agricultural crops.   
 
Natural History:  White-tailed deer eat primarily woody vegetation and forbs, other plant species are also 
eaten.  In agricultural areas deer feed on crops such as alfalfa and soybeans.  Acorns are eaten when 
available.   
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Order Family Species Common name 
Artiodactyla Cervidae Rangifer tarandus Caribou, Woodland caribou 
 
Description: Caribou are only occasional visitors to Minnesota.  Caribou  are generally larger than white-
tailed deer, with body lengths of 1.8 to 2.2 m and weights of about 170 kg in males.  Females have lengths 
of 1.6 to 2.0 m, and body masses of about 100 kg. 
 
Range and Habitat: The caribou (reindeer) is circumpolar in 
distribution, with northern Minnesota (and other northern 
states such as Washington and Maine) being at the southern 
edge of its range in North America.  In the northern parts of 
Minnesota it is an occasional visitor. Caribou originally 
ranged as far south as Duluth, but have been extirpated for 70 
years or so from the state.  There are occasional sightings 
reports in MN. Mature conifer forest is preferred habitat of 
the woodland variety found in Minnesota.   
 
Natural History: Unlike other deer, both males and females 
have antlers.  Female antlers, however, are smaller.  The 
tooth formula is the same as the wapiti, although the upper 
canine may remain below the gum line.  Caribou feed on woody twigs and leaves, sedges are eaten in the 
spring, and lichens are also eaten throughout the year.   
 
One reason for the disappearance of caribou is probably the P. tenuis brainworm disease that moose are 
also susceptible to, caribou are probably even more susceptible than moose.   
  
Order Family Species Common name 
Artiodactyla Antilocapridae Antilocapra americana Pronghorn 
 
Description: The pronghorn antelope is smaller than the white-tailed deer, with total lengths of 1.2 to 1.5 
m and body masses of about 50 kg for males, 40 kg for females.   
 
Range and habitat: Pronghorn antelope are rare in Minnesota, occasionally wandering in from the 
Dakotas.  Range is the shortgrass prairie in the U.S. is in the plains states, and into California and Mexico.   
 
Natural History: The most distinctive feature about the pronghorn is the black horns that arise above the 
eyes vertically and have a short prong in front.  The sheath is shed every year.  Pronghorns are fastest North 
American mammal.   
 

The only specimen in the UMD collection is  the mounted head on the wall in lab. 
 
Order Family Species Common name 
Artiodactyla Bovidae Bison bison Bison 
 
Description: Bison are the largest artiodactyl in Minnesota, with body lengths of males of 3 to 3.8 m, and 
body masses of 700 to 900 kg.  Females are smaller, with body lengths of 1.9 to 2.3 m, and body masses of 
400 to 500 kg.  The tooth formula is 0/3, 0/1, 3/3, 3/3 x 2 = 32.   
 
Range: Bison are no longer free-ranging in Minnesota, they would be present in what is now the 
agricultural area of MN.  Bison would be found in open plains and grassland areas 
 
Natural History: Bison are large, cattle-like, with horns in both sexes.  They moved in large herds, with 
bulls separated from cows and calves for most of the year.  Bison, like cows, would feed on grasses and 
forbs, as well as taking leaves and some twigs of woody species.   
 
Note the characteristics in the key that differentiate bison from domestic cattle (Bos taurus).   
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Order Lagomorpha, rabbits, hares, and pikas.  There are 2 extant lagomorph 
families, and only Leporidae occur in Minnesota.  Lagomorphs have evergrowing 
incisors, and peg-like second incisors directly behind the first pair of incisors that 
all lagomorphs (and no rodents) have. Also note fenestration (holes) in the facial 
area of the maxilla, and sometimes on the back of the head.   
 
Leporidae, rabbits and hares, have long hind limbs, long ears, and short tails.  In 
most species females are slightly larger than males.  The tooth formula for 
Minnesota leporids is 2/1, 0/0, 3/2, 3/3 x 2 = 28.   
 
A difference between rabbits (domestic rabbit and cottontail rabbit (Sylvilagus 
floridanus)) and hares (the genus Lepus) is that hare newborns are born with 
fur, with eyes open, and able to move around.  In Sylvilagus and Oryctalagos 
young are born without fur, blind, and unable to move around.  Note the 
distinct interparietal bone in the cottontail, and lack of bone in snowshoe hare 
 
Order Family Species Common name 
Lagomorpha Leporidae Sylvilagus floridanus Eastern cottontail 
 
Description: The cottontail rabbit has a total length of about 430 mm, and body weight of about 1.4 kg.  
Cottontails are grayish-brown and grizzled.  The nape of the neck is reddish, note this on the lab specimens.  
Summer and winter pelage is similar.   
 
Range: Minnesota is in the northwestern edge of the distribution of the cottontail.  It is present in most of 
Minnesota, rarer in the arrowhead region compared to specimens from other locations.  Found in brushy 
areas, swamps, edges of forest clearings are preferred.  It is not found in closed forest or open grassland.   
 
Natural History: Cottontails feed on green vegetation in summer, and on twigs and bark in the winter.  It 
is always possible to tell a rabbit feeding on twigs because the twig appears as if it were cut off with a 
knife, without a ragged edge.   
 
Order Family Species Common name 
Lagomorpha Leporidae Lepus americanus Snowshoe hare 
 
Description: The snowshoe hare is larger than cottontail rabbit, 
with length of about 440 mm, and body mass of about 1.6 kg.  
Feet and legs are longer and larger than the cottontail. The 
pelage changes from grizzled brownish in the summer to white 
in the winter.  The nape of the neck is not colored differently 
from the rest of the back.  There are black ear tips and darker 
eye rings in the winter pelage.   
 
Range: Throughout most of Canada and Alaska, into the 
western states and along the Appalachian mountains.  In the 
wooded areas of Minnesota, north and east of line from the Twin 
Cities to the northwest corner of the state.  Found in woods, 
brushy areas, swamps, and bogs.   
 
Natural History: Snowshoe hare feed on a range of vegetation, including forbs, grasses, and twigs.  
Population density varies in a cyclical manner.  Snowhoe hares are eaten by many predators, including 
Canada lynx, bobcats, and owls.   
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Order Family Species Common name 
Lagomorpha Leporidae Lepus townsendii White-tailed jackrabbit 
 
Description: The white-tailed jackrabbit is larger than the snowshoe hare, with body length of about 620 
mm, and body mass of about 3.4 kg.  Pelage changes as in the snowshoe hare, with brownish color in 
summer, and white in the winter.  There is a black patch on the back of the ear in winter.   
 
Range: The jackrabbit is present in the south and west portion of the state, with more records from the 
southern half.  Minnesota as at the eastern edge of its range (in contrast to the cottontail, for which 
Minnesota is the northwestern edge of its range).  It is found in open plains and grassland. 
 
Natural History: Food consumed is similar to cottontail and the snowshoe hare, grasses, forbs, and twigs.   
 
Order Rodentia, the rodents.  Rodents are the largest order of mammals, and there are more rodent 
species in Minnesota than there are species in any other order.  One family of rodents (Muridae) has more 
species than any other order in Minnesota.  This pattern is similar to that in Mammals as a whole, rodents 
represent about 40% of mammalian species. 
 
Upper and lower jaws of rodents each have a single pair of evergrowing incisors, with no 2nd or 3rd incisors, 
or canines.  There is a lengthened rostrum, and a diastema between cheeek teeth and incisors.  Tooth 
formula is up to 1/1 0/0 2/1 3/3 x 2 = 22, although many species have fewer cheek teeth.   
 
Couplet 2 of the Rodentia species key asks about the infraorbital foramen.  The difference and the location 
to look for the infraorbital foramen can be seen in the images below.  In Geomys bursarius the infraorbital 
foramen is visible from the side, in Sciurus carolinensis it is not visible.   
 

 
 
Castoridae:  This is the beaver family, the only Minnesota representative is the beaver.  
 
Dipodidae: Minnesota dipodids, or jumping mice.  There are two species in Minnesota.   
 
Erethizontidae: The only member of this family in Minnesota is the Porcupine.   
 
Geomyidae: There are two species of pocket gophers in Minnesota, neither species present near Duluth.   
 
Heteromyidae: The plains pocket mouse is the only member of the pocket mice and kangaroo rat family in 
Minnesota.   
 
Muridae: Muridae is a family with many species in Minnesota, in part because the family includes several 
species that were originally placed in separate families.  The genera Reithrodontomys, Peromyscus, 
Onychomys, Clethrionomys, Phenacomys, Microtus, Ondatra, and Synaptomys all used to be placed in the 
family Cricetidae.  This family is composed of mice, rats, voles, and lemmings.   
 
Sciuridae: There are several sciurid, or squirrel, species in Minnesota.  Tree squirrels include the common 
gray and fox squirrels, the red squirrel, the flying squirrels.  Ground squirrels include woodchuck and other 
ground squirrels.    
 
Family Sciuridae, the squirrels.   Squirrels are among the most familiar rodents to people, in part because 
many of the species are diurnal.  Many are arboreal to some extent, an exception is the woodchuck 
(Marmota monax) and the ground squirrels.  Squirrels have 1 lower premolar and either 1 or 2 upper 
premolars.   
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Order Family Species Common name 
Rodentia Sciuridae Marmota monax Woodchuck, Ground hog 
 
Description: Marmots (i.e., the genus name) are present in 
Eurasia and North America.  All but the woodchuck are 
present in mountainous regions.  The woodchuck doesn’t 
seem like a squirrel, but it is.  Length of about 550 mm, tail 
length of about 110 mm.  Body mass of 2 to 4 kg, dependent 
in part on the season. Tooth formula is 1/1, 0/0, 2/1, 3/3 x 2 = 
22.  Generally, there is a grizzled or salt and pepper 
appearance to the pelage.  The flattened and depressed area 
between the orbits identifies a woodchuck skull.  Also, the 
lack of orange pigment in the front of the upper incisors sets 
it off from other squirrels.  
 
Range: The woodchuck is distributed throughout Minnesota.  
It is also present in most eastern states and across southern 
Canada.  Woodchucks or their burrows are often seen in the open, in part because 
they are more visible.  However, woodchucks are characteristic of open woodlands 
as their name implies.   
 
Natural History: Woodchucks are solitary animals that dig burrows and live 
underground. Burrows can be under buildings.  Even though they are solitary 
animals, territories can overlap.  Woodchucks hibernate from October until March.  
Woodchucks mate shortly after leaving hibernation.  Woodchucks eat green 
vegetation, grasses, forbs, and low-lying tree leaves.   
 
Order Family Species Common name 
Rodentia Sciuridae Sciurus carolinensis gray squirrel 
 
Description: The gray squirrel has a length of under 500 mm, tail length of about 200 mm.  Body mass is 
about 600 g.  The gray color on the back and sides is typical, black individuals are in some populations.  
Tooth formula of 1/1, 0/0, 2/1, 3/3 x 2 = 22 is normal, upper 3rd premolar is occasionally not present.   
 
Range and Habitat: Gray squirrels are in woodlands throughout eastern and central North America.  Gray 
squirrels are present throughout Minnesota except for there are very few records from the northeast. Gray 
squirrels are diurnal and do not hibernate.  They are typically solitary and territorial.  Foods include acorns, 
nuts, buds and flowers.  Acorns are buried individually rather than as a large cache.  They will 
opportunistically eat insects, nestlings, and mushrooms.  Den holes in trees are preferred, if unavailable a 
leaf nest is constructed.   
 
Order Family Species Common name 
Rodentia Sciuridae Sciurus niger Fox squirrel 
 
Description: The orange color of the fox squirrel is unique in Minnesota—on the feet, ventral portion of 
body, ear tops and tail.  Tooth formula is 1/1, 0/0, 1/1, 3/3 x 2 = 20.  Fox squirrel is a little bigger than the 
gray squirrel, length about 550 mm, tail about 250 mm.  Body mass is about 800 g.  
 
Range and Habitat: The fox squirrel range overlaps that of the gray squirrel in Minnesota, less common in 
north and the arrowhead region.  Species range is throughout the eastern United States. 
 
Natural History: Fox squirrels appear to do better than gray squirrels in more open and drier conditions 
and smaller woodlots.  Fox squirrels depend on mast (e.g., acorns) for food more than gray squirrels.  They 
also eat the other foods that gray squirrels do, including buds, fruits, and animal matter.  Mating in January, 
young are born after a 45 day gestation.  One or two litters are raised per year.   
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Order Family Species Common name 
Rodentia Sciuridae Spermophilus franklinii Franklin's ground squirrel 
 
Description: Franklin’s ground squirrel is a grayish squirrel with a 
short tail.  It is similar to a gray squirrel except for the tail length in 
appearance, although smaller with length of less than 400 mm, and 
tail length of 125 mm or so.  Body mass is about 400 g.  
 
Range and Habitat: Franklin’s ground squirrel is found in 
Minnesota except for the arrowhead region. The species ranges 
from the Midwestern states northwest into Manitoba.  Usually 
found in brushy or partly wooded areas.   
 
Natural History: Franklin’s ground squirrel is diurnal and 
terrestrial.  It is omnivorous, eating seeds, nuts, as well as any 
animal matter that is available.  It hibernates from September to 
April (earlier or later as well).  Ground squirrels in the genus 
Spermophilus (seed-loving) used to be in Citellus. 
 
Order Family Species Common name 
Rodentia Sciuridae Spermophilus richardsonii Richardson's ground squirrel 
 
Description: The body length of 300 mm and body mass of 325 g are bigger than other Minnesota ground 
squirrels.  Tail length is about 75 mm. Fur is less grizzled than the Franklin’s ground squirrel. Tail length is 
one of the keys to differentiate among the ground squirrels.   
 
Range and Habitat: Grasslands and agricultural areas throughout range.  It reaches the eastern limits of its 
distribution in western Minnesota, west to states and provinces bordering the Rocky Mountains.    
 
Natural History: Hibernation patterns seem to reduce competition among sex and age classes of 
Richardson’s ground squirrels.  Each age group is active for only about 4 months of the year—eight months 
is spent in hibernation.  Males emerge in March, one month before females.  Females emerge from 
hibernation in late April, and re-enter hibernation in late July.  From August until October the only 
Richardson’s ground squirrels that are above ground are the young of the year.  Diet includes green 
vegetation, likely opportunistically eats animal matter, particularly insects, when available.  

The 3rd upper premolar in a gray squirrel 
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Order Family Species Common name 
Rodentia Sciuridae Spermophilus tridecemlineatus Thirteen-lined ground squirrel 
 
Description: The thirteen-lined ground squirrel is one of the easiest rodents to identify with its 13 lines.  
Total length is 282 mm, with a tail length of 90 mm, and a mass of about 180 g.   
 
Range and Habitat: The thirteen-
lined ground squirrel is present in 
Minnesota except for in the 
arrowhead region. Minnesota is 
actually about the geographic center 
of its distribution.   Natural habitat would be prairie, has also adapted to urban and suburban landscapes. 
 
Natural History: Thirteen lined ground squirrels are diurnal.  Diet consists of seeds and green vegetation, 
as well as insects and other prey when available.  Can be more gregarious than other squirrels, but this may 
be due to habitat limitations forcing individuals to live near each other.  Hibernate from August until April.   
 
Order Family Species Common name 
Rodentia Sciuridae Tamias minimus Least chipmunk 
 
Description: The least chipmunk is half as big as the eastern chipmunk, with a length of about 210 mm, tail 
length of about 100 mm, and body mass of about 45 g.  The stripes on its back extend to the base of the tail, 
unlike the eastern chipmunk in which the stripes end early in a reddish rump patch.  The tooth formula is 
1/1, 0/0, 2/1, 3/3 x 2 = 22.  There are 5 upper cheek teeth, 
while the eastern chipmunk has only 4 upper cheek teeth.     
 
Range and Habitat: Least chipmunks are present in the 
northeastern section of Minnesota, more common in 
coniferous areas.  Ranges in boreal forest from Ontario almost 
to Alaska, and into the Rocky Mountains.   
 
Natural History: Chipmunks are diurnal, omnivorous, and 
mostly terrestrial.  They will climb trees but it is not usual 
behavior.  Foods include seeds and nuts, and also animal 
materials such as insects, larvae, and eggs.  Both Minnesota chipmunk species hibernate.  Gestation period 
is about 1 month, with young born in May to June.   
 
As indicated in the picture, the least chipmunk has been put in its own genus in the past (Eutamias).   I also 
learned it as Eutamias (its own genus) while more recently it has been put in the genus Tamias.   
 
Order Family Species Common name 
Rodentia Sciuridae Tamias striatus Eastern chipmunk 
 
Description: The eastern chipmunk is similar to the least chipmunk but bigger, with length of 260 mm, tail 
length of about 100 mm, and body mass of about 110 g.  The reddish rump patch differentiates from the 
least chipmunk.  There is only 1 upper premolar on each side, tooth formula is 1/1, 0/0, 1/1, 3/3 x 2 = 20.   
 
Range and Habitat: The eastern chipmunk is distributed throughout Minnesota, except for possibly the 
southwestern corner.  The species is distributed throughout the eastern United States and Canada.  
Throughout its range it is found in forested and brushy areas.   
 
Natural History:  Much of the description for the least chipmunk applies to the eastern chipmunk as well: 
the eastern chipmunk is also diurnal, omnivorous, and mostly terrestrial.  They will climb trees but it is not 
usual behavior.  Foods include seeds and nuts, and also animal materials such as insects, larvae, and eggs.  
The eastern chipmunk hibernates between October and March.  Young are born earlier, in April, then a 
second litter is born in August.   
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Order Family Species Common name 
Rodentia Sciuridae Tamiasciurus hudsonicus Red squirrel 
 
Description: Red squirrels are the smallest diurnal tree squirrels in Minnesota.  The total length is about 
300 mm, and tail length is about 120 mm.  Body mass is about 200 g.  The winter coat is orangeish-red on 
the back and sides, and in winter there are tufts of fur on the ears.  In the summer there are no ear tufts, and 
a black line on the sides separates the white belly from the other fur, which is a duller red.  Tooth formula 
is 1/1, 0/0, 1/1, 3/3 x 2 = 20.  Occasionally the 3rd upper premolar is present.   
 
Range and Habitat: The red squirrel is distributed throughout Minnesota, except for the southwestern 
corner.  The species ranges across Canada and into Alaska, dipping south into the northern states and the 
Rocky and Appalachian mountain ranges.  It is typically found in mature coniferous forests.   
 
Natural History: Red squirrels eat coniferous seeds, such as pine, spruce, fir, and cedar.  Red squirrels, as 
do other squirrels, eat other food types opportunistically when available.  They cache seeds of different 
conifers, and defend these caches against other squirrel species.   

 
 
Order 

Family Species Common name 

Rodentia Sciuridae Glaucomys sabrinus Northern flying squirrel 
 
Description: The northern flying squirrel has a body length of about 270 mm, with a tail length of about 
130 mm.  Body mass is about 90 g.  The northern flying squirrel is about 50% heavier than the southern 
flying squirrel.  Fur on the back is a browner gray. Belly hair is white at the tips, lead-colored at the base.   
  
Range and Habitat: Northern flying squirrels are in the northern half of Minnesota, except for the extreme 
western portion of the state.  The species ranges across Canada and the northern states.  Typically found in 
coniferous and mixed forests.   
 
Natural History: Northern flying squirrels are nocturnal and feed on lichens, fungi, and likely some seeds 
as well.  Flying squirrels should be called gliding squirrels.  
  

  
Order Family Species Common name 
Rodentia Sciuridae Glaucomys volans Southern flying squirrel 
 
Description: The southern flying squirrel is smaller than the northern flying squirrel, with length of 225 
mm, tail length of 95 mm, and body mass of about 60 g.  It is smaller than an eastern chipmunk.  The 
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patagium of both squirrel species is a unique feature among Minnesota squirrels. Belly hairs are white to 
the base (unlike in the northern flying squirrel).  Note the flatness of the tail fur. 
 
Range and Habitat: Found in deciduous forests throughout the eastern U.S.  Minnesota distribution is 
thought to be limited to forests dominated by Oak, in the twin cities area and south.   
 
Natural History: Both flying squirrel species are nocturnal.  Feeds primarily on acorns, opportunistically 
on other types of foods.  Become torpid in colder weather, but do not hibernate.  Produces 2 litters per year, 
one in March-April and a second in July after a 40 day gestation period.     
 
Order Family Species Common name 
Rodentia Castoridae Castor canadensis Beaver 
 
Description: Beaver are members of the beaver family, Castoridae.  Worldwide, there are only 2 species 
extant in a single genus (Castor), there are also several extinct species and at least one extinct genus.  Total 
length is a little over 1 m, weight of adults from 20 to 27 kg.  Tooth formula is 1/1 0/0 1/1 3/3 x 2 = 20.   
 
Range: Beaver range throughout North America except for in parts of California and the very far north 
arctic.  They are present throughout Minnesota, although they were extirpated from many parts of the state 
by trapping. Recently, as trapping has declined, beaver have become a nuisance species in many areas. 
Always associated with water.  Usually on smaller streams, but can also be found on larger rivers and lakes.   
 
Natural History: Beaver are best known for their tree-cutting activities, for the dams that they construct, 
and for the lodges built in ponds.  Beaver also store food in the water by cutting trees in fall and bringing 
the branches into the water. Beaver have stout skull bones and a broad, flat tail.  Webbed feet are typical of 
aquatic animals.   

 
Order Family Species Common name 
Rodentia Erethizontidae Erethizon dorsatum Porcupine 
 
Description: The porcupine is a member of a family with eight living species, only the porcupine lives in 
North America.  Total length is about 700 mm, and body mass about 7 kg.  The spines or quills are the 
most unique feature among Minnesota mammals.  The infraorbital foramen is unique in its size.  Tooth 
formula is 1/1, 0/0, 1/1, 3/3 x 2 = 20.   
 
Range: Present in the wooded northern portions of Minnesota.  Found across Canada, and into Alaska and 
the western states. Porcupines are present in wooded areas of Minnesota.   
 
Natural History: Porcupines climb trees and feed on the bark, especially in winter. They also eat woody 
and herbaceous vegetation in the summer, while feeding on the ground.  Gestation is long—almost as long 
as gestation in the white-tailed deer and moose!  Fishers are the most significant predator on porcupines.  
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Family Geomyidae, the pocket gophers.  Pocket gophers are present in North America and part of Colombia in South 
America.  They are fossorial, with large claws on the forelimbs, small eyes and ears, and external (fur-lined) cheek 
pouches.  Tooth formula is 1/1 0/0 1/1 3/3 x 2 = 20 for all species.   
 
Order Family Species Common name 
Rodentia Geomyidae Geomys bursarius Plains pocket gopher 
 
Description: The plains pocket gopher is about 260 mm long (tail length of about 70 mm).  Body mass is 
about 300 g.  The plains pocket gopher has a larger and sturdier build than Thomomys talpoides.  There are 
2 grooves on the middle of each incisor in the front (unlike T. talpoides with 1 groove on the inside edge).    
 
Range and Habitat The plains pocket gopher is distributed throughout the plains section of Minnesota 
(SW of a line from the northwestern corner of the state to just north of the Twin Cities).  The species is 
distributed in the Midwest from Minnesota south to Texas.  Found in prairie and open woodland habitats.   
 
Natural History: Pocket gophers develop a large burrow system for foraging, food storage, protection, and 
raising young.  Young are born in the May and June and then disperse in July.  The species is solitary.   
  

  
Order Family Species Common name 
Rodentia Geomyidae Thomomys talpoides Northern pocket gopher 
 

There are no specimens of T. talpoides in the UMD collection. 
 
Order Family Species Common name 
Rodentia Heteromyidae Perognathus flavescens Plains pocket mouse 
 
Description: The Plains pocket mouse has a length of about 120 mm, and a tail length of about 50 mm.  
Body mass is about 9 g.  They have long hind lings, long tails, and are specialized for jumping (another 
name for some members of the family is kangaroo rats).  Auditory bullae are large, and they have external, 
fur-lined cheek pouches.  Tooth formula is 1/1, 0/0, 1/1, 3/3 x 2 = 20.   
 
The auditory bullae size and the number of cheek teeth (4 in upper and lower jaw) are unique for the 
Minnesota species compared to other Minnesota mice.  The Minnesota species is a seed eater, as are most if 
not all heteromyids. The cheek pouches are used to store seeds between visits to underground seed caches.   
 
Range and Habitat Few specimens of the Plains pocket mouse have been collected in Minnesota. The 
species is apparently present in the non-wooded portions of Minnesota.  It is distributed throughout the 
Great Plains, from Texas to Wyoming.  Open grassy habitats with sandy soil. 
 
Note: this is not a specimen of the Minnesota species, but is similar.  There are no Perognathus flavescens 
specimens in the UMD collection, but there is a closely related species, Perognathus hispidus.  Dipodomys 
is also a heteromyid.  
 

 


