Squirrels on Fort Riley
Among urbanites, there is a love-hate relationship with squirrels.  Considered a pest by some and entertainment by others, squirrels tend to be equally at home in the city as in the country. A quick check of websites available on the Internet for squirrels verifies the common theme for the urban dwelling rodents.  Either you love them or you hate them.  

The red or fox squirrel is by far the most common in Kansas and is found throughout the state.  Gray squirrels are found only in the eastern third of Kansas, but are the most common in North America.  Both squirrels spend most of their time on the ground foraging for food.  They cache nuts for later consumption in shallow holes in the ground. Urban squirrels tend to be much more bold than their wild counterparts.  It is not uncommon to get within a few feet of these domestic squirrels, a feat that is nearly impossible in the wild.  

Squirrels are members of the rodent family. There are eight species of “tree squirrels” in North America and two additional species; the southern and northern flying squirrels which are also related.  The eastern gray squirrel is usually gray or brownish-gray with a white or lighter gray belly. The red squirrel, also a tree squirrel, is smaller and has reddish brown fur with white underparts. Both are active during daylight hours and are primarily herbivores, feeding on roots, stems, bark, shoots, leaves, fruits, nuts, seeds, fungi, flower bulbs, and occasionally insects. Because they have rootless teeth that keep growing, they must gnaw continuously to wear them down. Otherwise they would be unable to close their mouths, and their teeth would continue to grow and eventually prevent them from feeding. 

Squirrels have slender toes with sharp claws that make them excellent climbers. They keep busy collecting and hoarding seeds and other food. Red squirrels will store food where they live, whereas grays will store it elsewhere. They often store more than they need and sometimes forget where they stashed it. This contributes to reforestation by scattering seeds that will take root and grow in a new location. 

Gray or red squirrels generally build their nests high up in trees, in hollow trunks or forks between thick branches, using moss, twigs, and dry leaves. Sometimes squirrels will live in colonies with several nests shared amongst them. Although they do not hibernate, they will spend long hours in their nests during winter. Red squirrels will stay in their nests for days since they have food stored, whereas grays will go out of their nests every day. 

Gray squirrels mate in January or February and again around July; reds mate in February or March and again in July or August. The gestation period is 38-44 days. One to seven hairless and blind pups are born in a litter. They do not venture out of the nest until seven to eight weeks and are not weaned until 10 to 12 weeks. Their average life span is five to eight years.

The ability of squirrels to adapt to a varied environment combined with their intelligence and curiosity has made them prolific urban dwellers.  Squirrels have adapted a cunning approach to acquiring their food in the city.  They are nearly impossible to keep out of a bird feeder and are at home running across a power line just as they are a limb.  Any entrance to an attic is fair game for acorn storage, causing damage to homes and utilities.

Squirrel season in Kansas is long, running from 1 June to 29 February for both species.  It is open statewide with a liberal daily bag limit of 5 and possession limit of 20.  Squirrel hunting is challenging and rewarding.  On Fort Riley, the squirrel harvest has remained fairly steady for many years.  

Black squirrels are not a separate species but rather a melanastic phase of the fox squirrel.  The nearby town of Marysville is known as the “Black Squirrel City”.  Legend has it that a circus that was in town in the early 1900’s had several black squirrels escape from the show.  Whether that is true or not is unknown, but genetics that produce black squirrels are certainly in the area.  Black squirrels can also be found occasionally in the Main Post area of Fort Riley.

For more information on this or other wildlife subjects, please call the Conservation Office at 239-6211 or visit our website at 
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