Colorados e

US1V
Uuirre

A. The life of the Abert’s squirrel

A% T sl

-

I

. e
foTn ey gy Pt

“You have photos of Abert’s squirrels?”

a photographer colleague from Washington State enthusiasti-
cally asked me while we were out shooting one afternoon at
Cherry Creek State Park. “I have been trying to photograph
those little guys for years without any luck”

Yes, the Abert’s squirrel is a challenging animal to photograph.
They are shy by nature and, although active all year, they don't
seem to like the cold. Like most squirrels, they will avoid patches
of snow by taking great leaps over them, running around them
or just avoiding them altogether by staying in their warm nests.

For many years, I too struggled to photograph the small black
squirrels with tufts on their ears. I saw them dart across roads,
but they would disappear before I could get my camera on them.
One time I sat in a blind for eight hours at a friend’s house. He
promised me they showed up on a daily basis at his bird feeder
outside of his office window. I went home with photos of cot-
tontails, Steller’s jays and Clark’s nutcrackers but no photos of
Aberts squirrels,

And then one day, as I was only about a half mile from my
home in Estes Park, an Abert’s squirrel darted across the road in
front of me. He stopped not far from the road below a ponder-
osa pine. That pause was long enough for me to get my camera
out and snap three photos as he darted farther into the timber.
It was an interesting shot of him in midair but nothing that
would win me a photo contest.
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I figured it would be another decade be-
fore I had the opportunity to photograph
this particular squirrel species again, but
later that same summer [ stumbled upon a
nest. [ discovered this squirrel family while
relaxing in our RV in a campground
where we were staying. For more than a
week [ was able to capture photos of them
cleaning, running, eating, chasing and lots
of other activities. This high-energy be-
havior is what makes them difficult sub-
jects to photograph because they don't sit
still.

Although I still do not see Abert’s squir-
rels on a regular basis, even when I know
where to look, I continue to see them on
occasion darting about looking for pine
cones and scraps of food.

Abert’s squirrels, also referred to as tas-
sel-eared and tuft-eared squirrels, are one
of nine squirrels found in Colorado: Ab-
erts, fox, pine, 13-lined, Wyoming ground,
rock, spotted ground, white-tailed ante-
lope and the golden-mantled ground.

Six of these squirrels — thirteen-lined,
Wyoming ground, rock, spotted ground,
white-tailed antelope and golden-mantled
ground — fall into the category of ground
squirrels. These squirrels nest in burrows
and spend most of their life scurrying
across rocks and dirt looking for food.
Their range reaches from the Eastern
Plains to the mesas and canyons of West-
ern Colorado.

The remaining three — the fox, pine
(chickaree) and Aberts — fall into the
category of tree squirrels. These squirrels
will build nests of pine needles, leaves
and small twigs in trees, feed on pine
CONEes, acorns, nuts, seeds and tree buds,
and find shelter in the branches of trees.
As a result, these squirrels are most fre-
quently seen in the foothills and moun-
tainous regions of Colorado. The fox
squirrel in particular is especially abun-
dant and easy to spot, as they are com-
mon throughout the Front Range region
in backyards and city parks.

Abert’s squirrels particularly like cool,
dry ponderosa forest, which is most fre-
quently seen at an elevation of 6,000 to
9,000 feet in the foothills and lower-
mountain regions of Colorado, although it
can start as low as 5,000 feet. This mon-
tane zone of Colorado covers approxi-
mately two million acres or 8 percent of
Colorados forested land.

In a region this large, it is understand-
able why Abert’s squirrels can be tough to
find.

Abert’s squirrels are easy to identify,
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however, when you do find them, as they
have distinct, long (up to an inch in
length), black tufts of fur on their ears;
thus their alternate name of tassel-eared
squirrels. These tufts are longest in winter,

The squirrel’s body averages about 10
inches long, with an additional 9 to 12
inches in their tail and 1% to 2 pounds in
weight. There is very little size variance
between males and females. Their bushy,
long tail can make an excellent “umbrella”
for the squirrels to shade themselves from
the hot summer sun or to wrap around
their bodies to stay warm in winter.

The coat colors of Abert’s squirrels
vary quite substantially throughout the
Abert’s squirrel range, which includes the
ponderosa pine forests of Arizona, south-
eastern Utah, New Mexico, Colorado and
in the Sierra Madre Occidentals in Mex-
ico. The colors can include dark gray,
light gray, gray and black, or dark gray
with a reddish stripe down the back.
Some Abert’s squirrels even have pure
white tails in Arizona.

The color shades can also vary by sea-
son as they molt their coats twice a year
— once in spring and again in fall. The
summer sun may bleach the color as the
season progresses, and thicker, lighter-
colored undercoats may change the ap-
pearance of the coat color in winter,

In Colorado, the reddish stripe on the
back may be faint or absent. Colorado is
also the only state where abundant popu-
lations of melanistic — solid black or
solid brown — Abert’s squirrels live. This
unique coloration and striking appear-
ance make them a beautiful animal to
observe,

There are also populations of black fox
squirrels in Colorado. These squirrels,
however, will not typically be found in
ponderosa pine forest and do not have the
distinct ear tufts found on the Aberts
squirrel

Abert’s squirrels were named after John
James Abert, an American naturalist and
military officer who headed up the Corps
of Topographical Engineers, He was influ-
ential in mapping out the American West
in the 19th century, and was also a found-
ing member of the National Institution for
the Promotion of Science in 1840, which
merged into the Smithsonian Institution
in 1862.

Although these squirrels are shy, they are
diurnal, meaning they are most active dur-
ing the day. Based on my own observations
of Abert’s squirrels, it appears they like to
sleep in a bit, coming out of their nests

Abert's squirrel (above) and a fox
squirrel (this photo) share similar
builds.

Bobcats are one of the predators
prey on Abert's squirrels.

about an hour after sunrise and retreating
back into the nests well before sunset.

Active all year, Abert’s squirrels do not
hibernate or store food but continue to
feed on pine cones, nuts, seeds and the
inner bark of ponderosa pine twigs
throughout the winter. They may also be
found scavenging in dumpsters or raiding
bird feeders. Tn extremely cold tempera-
tures and in windy or foul weather, they
may hunker down in their nests and sleep
to wait out the weather.
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Abert’s Squirrel Facts

- There are nine subspecies of Ab-

ert's squirrels (Sciurus aberti); Colo-

rado has two of these subspecies.

» Therange of the Abert’s squirrels

includes the cool, dry ponderosa
pine forests of Arizona, southeast-
ern Utah, New Mexico and Colo-
rado, and the Sierra Madre
Occidentals in Mexico.

« Abert’s squirrels get their nick-
name, tassel-eared squirrel, for
their unique ear tufts that can be
up to aninchin length,

« This squirrel is named for John
James Abert, a naturalist and
head of the Corps of Topographic
Engineers, which organized the
mapping of the American West in
the 19th century.

» Abert’s squirrels come in a vari-
ety of colors—from all black to
gray and white.

« Abert’s squirrels are unlike most
sequirrels because they do not
store food.,

« These timid squirrels spend their

entire lives in ponderosa pine
forests.

« Baby Abert’s squirrels are
weaned at 10 weeks of age.
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During the summer months, the squir-
rels eat the needles, seeds, buds and cones
from the ponderosa pine trees where they
live. They will also eat mushrooms and
other fungi, insects, carrion, antlers and
bones.

Mating season starts in late winter and
lasts through early summer. First indications
are when the males begin to determinedly
chase the females up and down trees and
across branches. The females, which will
mate with nultiple males, seem to like play-

ing hard to get or enjoy the sport of courting,
as they do not easily give in to the suitors,

After an average gestation period of
43 days, the females give birth to a litter
of one to five babies, with three to four
being the average litter size. Most Ab-
erts squirrels will only have one litter a
year, but in warmer years with a healthy
supply of foed, a second litter may be
born in early summer. Females are the
sole providers for the young until they
become independent at about 10 weeks
old,

Abert’s squirrels nest high in trees —
up to 90 feet above the ground —in the
crotch of branches or in a witch’s broom
(a dense mass of short branches stimu-
lated by mistletoe in pine trees), Typi-
cally the opening of these nests will face
south for warmth from the sun. The
nests will then be lined with bark,
shredded grass, moss and other soft ma-
terials for comfort and additional
warmth.

Although solitary except for raising
young and during mating season, Ab-
ert’s squirrels will overlap territories and
share habitat, including nests, with other
squirrels when food is abundant.

Their home range is also unusually
large for such a small mammal. Studies
have reported home ranges of 18 to 60
acres in summer, with smaller ranges
observed in winter and by female squir-
rels. Scientists have also discovered that
Abert’s squirrels will use multiple nests.

In Colorado, Abert’s squirrels are the
source of food for a variety of animals,
including cougars, bobcats, coyotes and
hawks. To escape and survive the preda-
tion from these animals, Abert’s squir-
rels will travel, rest and feed in thick
growths of trees where branches overlap
to make a network of travel routes, Dur-
ing naptime, the squirrels might stretch
out along the top of a thick branch
where their gray, black or brown coat
helps them blend into their surround-
ings and away from searching eyes.

So the next time you see a squirrel
dart across the road as you travel
through the foothills, consider the rarity
of seeing one of Colorado’s small mam-
mals as it explores its large territory in
an attempt to maintain its timid comfort
level. ro

Dawn Wilson is a freelance writer and
Jjournalist and a frequent contributor to
Colorade Outdoors. This article is
copyrighted by the author,
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