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BY 
BECKY JOHNSON

WATCH AND LISTEN FOR THE ANTICS OF THE FEISTY RED SQUIRREL, 
SELF-PROCLAIMED FOREST SENTRY OF THE NEW HAMPSHIRE WOODLANDS

T H E   R E I G N   O F   T H E

RED SQUIRREL
New Hampshire forests offer serene escapes for bird 

watchers, hikers and hunters. Trails and Wildlife 
Management Areas provide visitors with a peaceful 

experience away from the hustle and bustle of everyday 
life. That is, until you are accosted by the resounding chat-
ter of a red squirrel. Red squirrels are forest sentries, and 
they take it upon themselves to alert other wildlife to any 
and all intruders.

From the safety of a high tree limb, the red squir-
rel delivers a vociferous tongue-lashing – a protracted, 
staccato chirr – which is its curt way of telling invaders 
to go find another forest. They also communicate using 
other calls such as rattles, screeches, buzzes and growls. 
Higher-frequency calls are used for avian invaders, while 
a harsher “bark” is used for terrestrial threats.

These wiry rodents scurry to the top of trees and then 
race back down again with lightning speed. They are 
one of the few tree-climbing animals that can descend a 
tree head-first without skipping a beat. They fly through 

interconnecting tree branches at death-defying heights, 
and blaze trails on the forest floors to evade predators.

Little Red Devils
Hunters maintain a long-standing war with red squirrels. 

As sneaky and discreet as a person can be in blaze orange 
and camo, many hunters share in the frustration of being 
foiled by a gossipy red squirrel’s announcement of their 
presence far and wide.

“I had been waiting for a shot like that all season long,” 
recalls hunter Mark Beauchesne, of a thwarted deer hunt. 
The magic of the moment was lost as a feisty red squir-
rel began scolding Beauchesne, startling the buck he was 
watching. All he could hear beyond the red squirrel’s rebuke 
was the drum of hoofbeats pounding through the woods – 
away from him. “You can do everything right, have all the 
right gear, and find the perfect hiding spot in the forest – 
and spend hours doing so – and then all of a sudden your 
moment is ruined by the little red devil in the tree above.”

8                                             September/October 2015

©
 M

IR
C

E
A

X
 /

 D
R

E
A

M
S

T
IM

E
.C

O
M



September/October 2015                                                9

T H E   R E I G N   O F   T H E

September/October 2015                                                9



10                                             September/October 2015

Fearless Trapeze Artists
There are over 200 species of squirrels throughout the world. In 

New Hampshire, we have ground squirrels (the eastern chipmunk, 
and amazingly enough, the woodchuck) and tree squirrels, which 
include eastern gray squirrels, northern and southern flying squir-
rels, and the American red squirrel.

Also called fairydiddles, boomers, pine squirrel, Bang’s squirrel, 
and chickarees, the American red squirrel (Tamiasciurus hudsonicus 
gymnicus) weighs only seven to nine ounces. Subspecies “gymnicus” 
means gymnast in Latin, which is fitting for this arboreal acrobat. As 
its name suggests, the red squirrel has a reddish dorsal coat, white 
fur on its underbelly and whitish rings around its eyes. Males and 
females look a lot alike, so they are difficult to tell apart.

Busiest gathering food at dawn and dusk, this ten-inch diurnal 
dynamo is one of the smallest tree squirrels in North America (only 

the flying squirrel is smaller). Sharp, curved front claws, and power-
ful hind legs allow it to swing like a fearless trapeze artist as it glides 
through forest treetops. 

Red squirrels occupy coniferous and deciduous forests, abundant 
with seeds, fungi and interlocking canopies of branches. They take 
cover in high branches, tree cavities, and woodpecker holes. They 
are highly territorial creatures, and will vigorously defend exclusive 
home ranges from competitors.

Widespread and common, red squirrels are found throughout 
the northern half of North America. Their range extends west to the 
Rocky Mountains, south to New Mexico and Arizona, Canada from 
coast to coast, and even southern Alaska. They are usually abundant 
in their woodland habitats, and face no major threats. There is no 
closed season on red squirrels in New Hampshire, but they are rarely 
hunted. Their small size and the strong pine flavor of the meat make 
them unlikely quarry, even for small game hunters, although fly tiers 
will use their fur. Red squirrels do have predators, including foxes, 
raptors, timber rattlesnakes, bobcats and coyotes.

Breeding season occurs twice a year, in the early spring and early 
fall. Promiscuous as they are chatty, red squirrels are very successful 
breeders. Females raise litters of five to seven juveniles without help 
from males. Baby squirrels are born naked and blind. Within their 
first month of life, they open their eyes and develop a good cover-
ing of dorsal fur. They are quickly on the move, learning the tactics 
of survival. Young red squirrels make limited excursions from their 
nest at about seven weeks, and forage at further distances by about 
ten weeks. Red squirrels are considered to be long-lived and have an 
average lifespan of five to ten years.

Hidden Cache
Conifer seeds, pine cones, berries and mushrooms make for a fine 

dining experience for the red squirrel. They also can be opportunis-
tic omnivores, foraging for invertebrates, bird eggs and sometimes 
even small newborn mammals and nestlings. Red squirrels are crafty 
enough to enjoy their own brand of maple syrup by “tapping” or 
girdling maple trees. They use their sharp teeth to gnaw the bark to 
release the sap, and return later to consume the concentrated maple 
syrup once some of the water from the sap has evaporated. This gir-
dling of trees can cause significant damage to forests.

Red squirrels are efficient “scatter hoarders” of food. They col-
lect and hide seeds to add to their winter food storage. A red squirrel 
can follow its nose to find a seed buried under thirty inches of snow! 
Sometimes they forget where these stashes of food are located, which 
indirectly benefits the local habitat as they are unintentionally plant-
ing trees. During the fall, red squirrels also stockpile larger quanti-
ties of seeds in a cache called a “midden.” This stockpiling ensures a 
comfortable winter, although red squirrels do not hibernate, and they 
actively forage throughout the year. Middens are sometimes shared 
by several generations and families of red squirrels.

Antics in the Attic
Much to the chagrin of rural homeowners, red squirrels can become 

quite a nuisance by merrily marauding fruit trees and birdfeeders. They 
also take cover in attics, loose siding, or any other unsecured opening 

Visit wildlifehelp.org 

to learn more about 

controlling red squirrels 

and other nuisance 

wildlife around your home. 

Launched in 2015, this 

new website is an online data-driven application developed by Northeast United 

States wildlife management agencies to help people find sound, legal and 

ethical advice for nuisance wildlife control and damage prevention.

Raiding backyard bird feeders is a favorite activity of the energetic 

and mischievous American red squirrel. 
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in a home. They can wreak havoc by chewing electrical wiring, tear-
ing up walls, and leaving behind a mess in their wake. As you might 
imagine, it’s not easy to barricade your dwelling against such agile and 
determined little adversaries, but it can be done.

“If you are trying to remove nesting red squirrels from a house, 
make sure that the squirrels are out feeding during the day before 
sealing the entrance holes,” advises Robert Calvert, N.H. Fish and 
Game Wildlife Damage Specialist. “Red squirrels, when sealed into 
an area after a homeowner makes repairs, can cause extensive dam-
age as they try to gnaw and claw woodwork in their efforts to escape.” 

Calvert also recommends that if you are unfortunate enough to 
have a red squirrel trapped in your immediate living space, close off 
the room and provide a door or a well-lit open window as an escape 
route. To judge your success, sprinkle flour near the exit opening to 
act as a tracking powder to verify the departure.

After red squirrels have been evicted, secure vents with wire 
mesh, and patch holes to prevent further invasion. Secure chimneys 
with a stainless steel chimney cap. Rain gutter guards will help keep 
these persistent creatures from entering through rooftop and fascia 
boards. Trim tree branches near homes, allowing six to eight feet of 
clearance. Take down bird feeders – a virtual seed vending machine 
for red squirrels – to remove the temptation.

An Unlikely Ally
Although some hunters are annoyed by the red squirrel’s alarm 

call, these annoyances also can work to a hunter’s advantage. A red 

squirrel will make its call, and then quickly forget about a hunter if 
he or she remains quiet and still. Any subsequent calls will alert the 
hunter to other wildlife in the woods.

“One of my favorite hunting experiences occurred when I was in 
full camouflage and fifteen feet up a tree, when a red decided to use 
the same tree,” remembers Patrick Tate, a N.H. Fish and Game wild-
life biologist. “The animal was unaware of my presence until it came 
down the bole of the tree and around to face me at a distance of a 
foot or so. With lightning speed, the squirrel changed direction back 
up the tree, quickly perched on a branch about ten feet above me, 
and began alarm calling.” When a red squirrel is around, patience 
is a virtue, says Tate. “I know all I have to do is wait because they 
alarm to nearly any other species’ movements in the area.”

The next time you are out enjoying the peace and quiet of a New 
Hampshire forest, listen for the chirr and bark of the red squirrel. 
You might even catch a glimpse of one of these red raiders as it 
dashes up a tree to its watchtower perch of safety. Stay a while and 
enjoy their antics as they gather food, chase one another, and jump 
from branch to branch, seeming to defy gravity.

WJ Associate Editor Becky Johnson is a Public Affairs Officer for 
N.H. Fish and Game, and is the Department’s webmaster. She spends 
her free time as a photographer and freelance writer.

Clockwise from top left: Red 

squirrels eat seeds found in the 

cones of some evergreen trees, 

leaving piles of seed wings and cone 

skeletons on stumps or at the base 

of trees; At about seven weeks old, 

young red squirrels venture short 

distances from their nest; These red 

rascals are notorious for chewing 

everything from pumpkins to electrical 

wiring, even plastic trash barrels.
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