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Iowa has four species of tree squirrels, but it’s the fox squirrels 
(Sciurus niger) and eastern gray squirrels (Sciurus carolinensis) 
that are seen most often in Mahaska County.  The nocturnal 
southern flying squirrels �(Glaucomys volans) are rarely seen, and 

red squirrels (Tamiasciurus hudsonicus�  live in the mixed pine 
forests of northern Iowa.  Both fox and gray squirrels can be found 
in heavily forested areas. You can tell the difference between the 
two species by their size and color.  Fox squirrels are bigger 
(averaging one to three pounds) and have grizzled gray fur on the back with rusty orange bellies.  The smaller 
gray squirrel (3/4 to 1 ½ pounds) has lighter gray fur dorsally and white belly fur.   
  
As temperatures begin to drop in the fall, squirrels can be seen carrying mouthfuls of dry leaves from the 
forest floor to their nests high in the tree branches.  A squirrel’s nest is called a dray.  The leaf nest or dray is 
built by squirrels by making a framework of twigs and then piles of leaves are added layer upon layer. The 
squirrel hollows out a nest cavity in the center of the leaves.   
 
If a squirrel can find an older tree with hollow cavities in the limbs, it will use that for shelter.  Using a hole in 
a tree is a lot less work and makes a sturdy shelter.  In some parts of Iowa, it can be challenging to find big 
old trees full of holes and rotten limbs.  What looks like a five-star hotel to a squirrel are the trees that people 
sometimes cut down for lumber or firewood. Sometimes old trees get cut down just because they appear 
unsightly.  

  
On winter days with heavy snowfall or freezing rain, oak hickory forests 
are very quiet. Squirrels are not out scurrying around, cutting nuts, 
rustling leaves, or scolding people – all which would betray their 
presence.  If they do venture out for food in the winter, foraging for 
buried nuts can be risky for squirrels.  If squirrels’ food does not produce 
enough energy, then their vital layer of insulated fat will be steadily lost, 
and they may not survive the winter. 
       
Somewhere, in a tree near you, a squirrel is getting ready to survive an 
Iowa winter.  Take some time this season for a closer look at these 
amazing little critters! 

 
Squirrels are quick and nimble, but they could get stuck if they run into tight places too fast!  To c heck 
out the size of a hide hole, squirrels use whiskers  not only on their faces, but on their legs. These 
highly sensitive hairs allow the animal to feel how  close the sides are of a hideaway.  

��	���� ��	�� �

Squirrels in Iowa  

 
by Laura DeCook, MCCB Naturalist 
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Free monthly programs for your children 
that will provide hands-on learning 
experiences and excite them about 

science and nature. 
Registrations are needed!  

 
 Call (641)673-9327 or email 

decook@mahaskacountyia.gov to sign up. 
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Learn about the time when wolves lived in Iowa and 
tour the Wolves in Wildlands exhibit. 
�
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Find out what makes planes fly and test your skills at 
folding a paper airplanes.  We will fly our planes to 
see how far they will fly! 
�
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We will celebrate the early arrival of spring or more 
winter – depending on what the groundhog decides.  
Get ready for some fun games! 
�
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We will explore how understanding the difference 
between greed and need helps our natural resources. 
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