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A little raccoon holds on to the trunk of a tree.
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id you know that young raccoons

play together, the way you

and your friends do? These cubs

are chasing each other on a dock.

Now one is hanging upside down

and touching the water with its nose.

Raccoons live in forests and

in wet places and in cities. They even

live on grasslands and on islands.

Are there raccoons living near you?
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A
young raccoon peeks from a hole in a tree.

The hole makes a safe place for its den,

or home. Raccoons may use a large birdhouse

for a den, too. They are smart, curious animals.

They spend a lot of their time exploring.
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n the spring, a mother raccoon

has babies. Several fuzzy little cubs,

smaller than your hand, are born

in the den. Like all baby mammals,

they drink their mother's milk.

At first, they just eat and sleep.

Their mother takes care of them.

Later, they will scamper and play and

learn how to take care of themselves.





ery gently, a mother raccoon carries

her cub in her mouth. When the cub is

about two months old, it will begin

following its mother as she explores.

Cubs learn by watching what their

mother does, then copying her.

If she digs in river mud,

looking for food, they will dig, too.

8





limbing is an important skill for a raccoon cub to learn.

It will spend a lot of its life up in trees.
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Sharp claws help the cub hang on tight to tree bark.

With a little practice, the cub will beconne a good clinnber.
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hen a raccoon goes looking for

food, it may stop to take a snooze.

A tree brancli or a hole under rocks

is a good place for a nap.

Raccoons have special ways of

climbing down trees. Sometimes,

they turn their feet almost backward

and climb down headfirst.
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ig juicy grapes make a good meal for a raccoon.

Raccoons eat all kinds of food. They nibble on corn

from farmers' fields and on nuts they find in the woods.
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In the fall, raccoons eat a lot and grow fat. Food may be

hard to find in the winter. This one has caught a little fish

for its dinner. It might snack on eggs in a duck's nest, too.
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T
ook at that raccoon's long fingers!

See the reflection in the water.

The paw prints of a raccoon show five

fingers. A raccoon picks things up

with its fingers, as you do.

Raccoons find food with their hands.

This female has felt around in the nnud

for a snail. You may see a raccoon

put its food in water. We don't know

just why it does this, but it seems to

like to play with its food.
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^^^ould you catch a fish with your hands?

A raccoon can. Its hands feel things easily

in water and can quickly grab a fish.
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"^ ircling in the snow, a fox and

a raccoon growl at each other.

The raccoon lowers its head and

lifts its back. This makes it look

bigger than it really is.

A snarling cougar cannot quite reach

a raccoon, high up in a tree.

Raccoons are not fast runners,

but they can quickly climb a tree

when enemies chase them.

Cougars and other wild cats and

coyotes are enemies of raccoons.

20





I
lang! Bang! A noise has waked

you up. Raccoons tipped over your

trash can, looking for things to eat.

Not many wild animals can live

in cities. Raccoons can because

they eat so many different things,

even garbage! They search for food

after dark, when people are indoors.

Raccoons can see well at night.

Their eyes seem to glow if you

shine a light at them.

22
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T
f you were a raccoon looking for a hiding place

for your den, what would you choose?

Some raccoons make their dens in chimneys.

They can peek outside to see what's going on

or just curl up together inside. Some people put

wire lids on chimneys to keep raccoons out.

24
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With its bushy tail hanging down,

a raccoon eats seeds from a bird

feeder. Raccoons that live in cities

can be little pests. They tip over

garbage cans and live in chimneys

and eat the food left out for birds.

25
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n a neighborhood where raccoons

have become a problenn, people set

traps for them. Then people called

game wardens come and take

the raccoons away. Raccoons can be

dangerous. Sometimes they have

diseases that can make people sick.

Some people leave pet food out

for raccoons to eat, but that

is not really a good idea. Raccoons

are wild animals, not pets. They know

how to find food for themselves.

1
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ook carefully at these animals.

Are they raccoons? No.

The aninnal in the tree is a coati.

It lives in forests in Mexico and

South America. The other animal

lives in parts of our own country.

It is called a ringtail. Can you see why?

Do you see some ways that these

animals look like raccoons?

Scientists say that they

belong to the same family.

29





ike a little masked robber,

a cub peers out from a hollow log.

The next time you see a raccoon,

you will know a lot about it.

You will know that it is smart and

curious, and that it uses its hands

to explore things. You will know that

it eats many kinds of food and can live

in many different places.

Best of all, you will know that

the raccoon is playful, just like you.

^
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A raccoon cub's shiny black nose

and eyes nnake it look almost like

a little stuffed animal. But don't try

to cuddle it. Its mother will do that.

COVER: A raccoon family leaves

its den at night to look for food.
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MORE ABOUT Raccoons

n the animal world raccoons are

a success story. These smart,

skillful animals can adapt to living

in almost any habitat. Native to

North and South America, they are

found from desert to seashore, from

the countryside to the inner city. Of

the seven different raccoon spe-

cies, five are rare, existing only on

islands. The North American, or

common, raccoon ranges from

Canada to Panama, and the crab-

eating raccoon, a semiaquatic

species, is found in Central Ameri-

ca and parts of South America.

As woodland and wilderness have

given way to housing develop-

ments and shopping malls, rac-

coons have learned to take their

meals from garbage cans (22-23)*

instead of from nut-bearing trees or

fish-rich streams. Though they eat

both plants and animals, raccoons

are classified under the order of

carnivores, or meat eaters, be-

cause of their tooth structure.

A raccoon has a good memory for

where food is located and will re-

turn to the same porch day after

day if food is left for it (27). But a

raccoon's seeming domestication

is deceiving. Sooner or later, most

"pet" raccoons move on, as they

gradually make a shift in the terri-

tory, or home range, they patrol.

The size of this home range varies,

depending upon the habitat and

the age and sex of a given animal.

In a city, where every garbage can

is a potential food source, a home
range may encompass only 11 to

12 acres. In contrast, an animal liv-

ing in a harsh prairie environment

may need to patrol a territory of

several thousand acres in order to

•Numbers in parentheses refer to pages in

Raccoons.

TOM S PAT LEESON

Balancing on a log, a raccoon holds a small object in its flexible fingers.

Ttie raccoon's coat, dark on the back and lighter underneath, provides

camouflage on the ground and in the trees. Gesturing with its bushy tail

is one way the animal communicates with other raccoons.



find enough food to survive. Young

raccoons tend to range over a larg-

er area ttian do older animals, and

the males usually roam farther than

the females.

Within its home range, a raccoon

prowls from dusk to dawn, seeking

out the spots that are good sources

of food and water. As daylight

comes on, the animal will find a

den to rest in — a hollow in a log or a

hole under rocks (30-31). In cold

weather, a raccoon chooses a more

permanent den, returning to it day

after day. A female raccoon with

very young cubs also keeps a per-

manent den, often up in a protected

hole in a tree trunk (4),

ike most carnivores, rac-

coons are born virtually helpless.

Averaging about four inches in

length and weighing only two

ounces, the nearly blind cubs rely

completely on their mother. As sole

provider for her young, she leaves

the nest only briefly to scavenge for

food, never venturing far before re-

turning to nurse the cubs (6-7).

Raccoons give birth to litters rang-

ing in size from three to six cubs.

When the cubs are about six weeks
old, the mother moves them. She

carries them one by one in her

mouth (8) to another nest that has

enough space for them to play to-

gether, learning in the process to

walk and run and climb. Weaning

begins at about this time.

Within several weeks, the cubs are

ready to go on short nightly forays

with their mother. Soon they are

able to stay on the move with her,

exploring and feeding at night and

finding temporary dens to shelter in

during the day. All the while, they

are learning by their mother's ex-

ample how to find food, where dan-

gers lurk, and how, generally, to

take care of themselves (8-9). In

mild climates, a raccoon litter born

in the spring normally disperses in

the fall. In harsher climates, a fam-

ily will stay together through the

winter. In either case, by the time

they go off on their own, the young

raccoons have learned the lessons

of survival from their mother.

The word "raccoon" comes from

the name given the animal by the

Algonquian Indians: "Arakun — he

scratches with his hands," Indeed,

a raccoon's hands are constantly

doing something, whether scratch-

ing for insects m a log; finding

snails, crayfish, and othersmall an-

imals in a streambed (18-19); or

manipulating some chosen object,

seemingly just for the sake of ex-

amining it and turning it over.

In recent years, raccoons living in

the southeastern United States

have suffered from rabies. Scien-

tists are studying ways to control

the disease, for the sakeof both the

animals themselves and the human
population and pet animals with

which they come in contact.

RACCOONS AND CHILDREN
People and raccoons often live in

the same neighborhoods, so it's

important for your children to know
how to treat these wild animals.

What should they do if they see a

raccoon near your home?

1

.

Look: Stand still and watch what

the raccoon is doing. Is it looking

for food or exploring an empty bird-

house? Observing a creature as it

goes about its daily activities is the

way scientists learn about animals.

You can learn that way, too.

2. Do not touch: Never chase or

tease a raccoon or any other wild

animal. Trying to catch one could

hurt you — and might hurt it as well.

Mother raccoons with cubs have

been known to attack people who
were harassing their young.

3. If you happen to know where a

den of newborn raccoons is locat-

ed, remember that the cubs are

helpless. You could cause a lot of

problems if you disturb them. But if

you stand a short distance from the

den tree and listen, you might hear

them twittering, like baby birds.

Occasionally, if a cub is hungry or

frightened, it will give a cry that

sounds like a human baby's.

4. Check for raccoon tracks in the

sand and mud along riverbanks

and streambeds(16).

5. If you find a young raccoon alone

on the ground, don't pick it up. Its

mother probably left it there for a

shorttime and will return for it later.

She knows how to care for it far bet-

ter than you do.

6. Remember that raccoons in the

eastern United States may be carri-

ers of rabies and therefore ex-

tremely dangerous. Here are some
ways you can identify a potentially

rabid animal: a) It may be roaming

about in full daylight — something

healthy raccoons usually don't do.

b) It may seem confused or dazed.

c) It may walk right into a crowded
playground or park.

If you see an animal doing any of

these things, walk quickly away
and tell a grown-up about it. The

grown-up can call the police de-

partment or animal shelter to report

the animal.

ADDITIONAL READING

A Natural History of Raccoons,

by Dorcas MacClintock. (N.Y.,

Charles Scribner's Sons, 1981).

Family reading.

Book of l\/lammals, 2 vols. (Wash-

ington, D. C, National Geographic

Society, 1981). Ages 8 and up.

Tfie World of the Raccoon, by

Leonard Lee Rue III. (NY., J. B. Lip-

pincott Co., 1964). Family reading.
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