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Getting to know the timid but gentle possum

Tips
from the Posse
By Mark Rackay

When I think about
the possum, I always go
back to the old “Bever-
ly Hillbillies” television
show. The possum was
a favorite food for the
Clampett clan, as Granny
always had one in the pot.
I am not sure how they
found so many possums
in southern California,
but they always had one
for supper.

The correct name is
opossum but most folks
call them possum. A
true possum is actually a
tree-climbing marsupial
that lives in Australia,
and is a distant cousin
to the North American
opossum.

Opossums originally
hailed from South Amer-
ica. Worldwide, there are
103 species and 19 genera
but for us in the Unit-
ed States, we have just
one called the Virginia
opossum. We have affec-
tionately referred to the
opossum as a possum for
so many centuries; I don’t
want to be the one who
changes that. Science tells
us that these critters have
inhabited the earth, in
one form or another, for
almost 23 million years.

The term “opossum”
originally comes from the
Powhatan language and
it means white dog. John
Smith, from Jamestown,
Virginia, encountered the
opossum and recorded
that it, “hath a head like a
swine, a tail like a rat, and
the bigness of a cat” They
also reported that is taste
like pork, so apparently
someone thought of them
as food, even back in the
1600s.

Possums are a car-
nivorous mammal that
belongs to the marsupi-
al family, and the only
members native to North
America. Marsupials are a
class of animals that carry
their young in a pouch
after a short gestation
period. The most widely
known marsupial is the
Australian kangaroo.

Opossum are carniv-
orous by classification
because of their teeth,
but they are actually
omnivores because of
their diet. Scavengers by
nature, the opossum will
eat carrion, insects, frogs,
fruit, earthworms, grubs,
garbage, waste from other
animals and just about
anything else not nailed
down. In fact, many opos-
sum are killed on the road
while they are feeding on
other road kill.

Like most animals
that survive in an urban
environment, the opos-
sum is mostly nocturnal.
You can usually find them
rummaging through trash
or wandering along the
roadside, during the early
evening hours. They are a
timid creature and try to
avoid people and domes-
tic animals.

They will climb trees
but they do not hang
from their tails. The tail
hanging is an old coun-
try myth. Opossum will
use their tail as a brace,
or a fifth limb, when
climbing a tree. They
have also been known to
carry small branches or
leaves with their tail when
building a nest.

Depending on the
climate and environmen-
tal conditions, opossum
can reproduce up to three
times a year. The gesta-
tion period is very short,
lasting only 11 to 14 days.
The young are very tiny at
birth, so small that 20 can
fit in a teaspoon.

Once the young are
born, they migrate to
their mother’s pouch. The
young will spend the first
two-and-a-half months
of their life in that pouch
while they reach maturity.
In Colorado, most breed-
ing occurs from Decem-
ber through February, so
the young will be active
by the summer months.

Born with two big toes
called halux, that act
like opposable thumbs,
opossums can climb trees
with ease. They have this
anatomical feature in
common with monkeys.

Probably because their
diet is so diverse, the
opossum has an incredi-
ble immune system. It is
very rare to find one with
rabies and they are not
considered carriers for
the Lyme disease. They
can, however, carry dis-
eases such as tuberculo-
sis, tularemia, and spotted
fever.

It is good thing for the
opossum to have such a
good immune system to
keep them healthy, be-
cause they have extreme-
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The Virginia Opossum, sometimes called the possum, is a pretty common critter in our

state. (Courtesy photo/John Del.orenzo/CPW)

ly poor hygiene. Their
hygiene is so bad they
are considered one of

the filthiest of all North
American Mammals.
They can also carry a
whole host of vermin in
their fur and are com-
monly infested with fleas,
ticks, mites and lice.

Because opossums eat
fruit and can climb trees
to reach it, they frequent-
ly contaminate an entire
apple harvest, making
them less than popular
with growers. Though
opossums are not dan-
gerous by their temper-
ament, their extremely
poor hygiene and the
variety of diseases they
carry means people and
their pets should not get
close to them.

One thing opossum
are known for is “playing
possum.” When threat-
ened or harmed, they will
mimic the appearance
of a sick or dead ani-
mal, complete with the
smell. This physiological
response is involuntary,
similar to fainting, and
not a conscious act.

When an opossum is
“playing possum” the lips
are drawn back, exposing
the teeth, saliva foams
around the mouth, the
eyes close or half-close,
and a very foul smelling
fluid is secreted from the
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reaction. The animal will
typically regain con-

sciousness after a period
of a few minutes, and up
to about four hours. The

anal glands. The stiff and
curled up form of the
critter can be prodded,
turned over, and even
carried away without a

awakening process begins
with the twitching of the
ears.

In researching the
opossum, I have decided
that I am not likely to
ever feel the urge to dine
on one. I may, however,
try playing possum when
my wife is looking for me
to do some chore of hers.
I might have to practice
that for a while.

Mark Rackay is a
columnist for the Mon-
trose Daily Press and avid
hunter who travels across
North and South America
in search of adventure
and serves as a Director
for the Montrose County
Sheriff’s Posse. For infor-
mation about the Posse
call 970-252-4033 (leave
a message) or email info@
mcspi.org.

For outdoors or survival
related questions or com-
ments, feel free to contact
him directly at his email
elkhunter77@icloud.com.
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% .o A Celebration

@M of Life

The Montrose Daily Press and
Delta County Independent offer two options )/
to celebrate a loved one’s life and honor their memory.

Death Notice (Free)

This free, one-time publication includes the basic information:
» Name, age and residence of the deceased
* When and where they passed away
* Name and phone number of the funeral home handling
services
* Please note, death notices will be edited by our staff to
meet these requirements and for grammar, spelling, etc.

Obituary/Service

1) Up to 200 words and a black and white photo for $85.00.

2) Each 100 words after the first 200 adds an extra $10.00.
Also included:
* Five free copies of the obituary for the family
* The photo can be printed in color for an extra $25.00.

* Any paid obituary can be published again for half
price after the first day.
* Any paid obituary can be published in both
the Montrose Daily Press and
the Delta County Independent
at half price in the second publication.

All obituaries must be prepaid and the text emailed
by 3 p.m. one business day before publication
for the Montrose Daily Press.

To place an obituary or notice:
Montrose Daily Press —
email: obits@montrosepress.com, call: 970-874-4421
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All obituaries must be prepaid and the text emailed
by S p.m. on Monday for the Delta County Independent. /

Delta County Independent —
email: obits@deltacountyindependent.com,
call: 970-874-4421
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