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Alex Wehrung, WCV: Good afternoon, Critter Cam watchers! It’s time for this month’s Wildlife Center 

Classroom Series, Awesome Opossum: The All-American Marsupial. 

 

Comment From Dave in Missouri: Oh! 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: If there are any first-time Wildlife Center Classroom Series watchers here today, 

let me know! 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: It’s no secret that I have a soft spot for Virginia Opossums – partly because I think 

they’re one of the most misunderstood animals that live side-by-side with humans, but also because I 

think they’re just plain fascinating! 



Alex Wehrung, WCV: The bad reputation that opossums have been labeled with runs deep in our 

culture, but hopefully today’s discussion will bring to light the special traits and adaptations that make 

these creatures so unique and have made them survivors. 

Comment From BarbG:  I have come to love them because of WCV 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Before we dive into the nitty-gritty details of what makes these animals tick, let’s 

take a step back and look at the species from a broader point of view. 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Virginia Opossums are mammals that fall within the order Didelphimorphia. This 

diverse group of marsupials, which includes over 60 species, first appeared during the Cretaceous Period 

– 145 million years ago – when dinosaurs roamed the earth! 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: We can tell from the fossil record that modern day opossums look quite similar to 

their ancestors from this period, as this reconstruction of a Late Cretaceous marsupial, Alphadon, shows: 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: 

 

 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Photo: Cox, 1988 

Comment From Cathy in Nevada:  No opossum avatar? 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Not yet, Cathy...but it's only a matter of time... :) 

Comment From Guest:  wow they looks like rats 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: The earth itself, on the other hand, looked very different: 

 

 

 

 



Alex Wehrung, WCV: 

 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Photo: Nickels, 2011 

Alex Wehrung, WCV:  North and South America had not yet collided, resulting in geographically (and 

genetically) unique animals. However, when the two continents finally did meet about 3 million years 

ago, an event known as the Great American Biotic Interchange took place. How exciting!   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: When the landmasses converged, animals from each continent flooded the 

previously unavailable territories.   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Species that moved from North to South America included deer, horses, cougars, 

and bears. Moving from South to North America were animals such as porcupines, hummingbirds, 

armadillos, and – you guessed it – opossums!   

Comment From Dave in Missouri:  Think they talked about that on the Big Bang Theory. 

Comment From guest:  yay, made it in time!!! hope you are talking about Bo!!! 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Of course! He is a Virginia Opossum, afterall. We'll see a few pictures of Bo later 

on. 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: While the species that immigrated to the warmer, southern climate were 

generally very successful, those that moved northward were not as fortunate.   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Northern animals were already well equipped to survive in a variety of 

ecosystems, partly because they had adapted to deal with the constant changing of seasons (which 

influences temperature, food-availability, the need for shelter, etc.).   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: South American species, though, had adapted to live in an equatorial climate 

where summer lasted year-round, and available resources (like food and water) never changed. When 

faced with these new challenges, many did not survive. 



Alex Wehrung, WCV: In fact, only one species of marsupial that migrated northward remains on our 

continent today:  Didelphis virginiana, the Virginia Opossum. 

Alex Wehrung, WCV:  

 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Some of you will probably recognize one of the Wildlife Center's education 

ambassador Opossums in the photo above -- that's Delphine!   

Comment From Guest:  look at the baby awww 

Comment From Dave in Missouri:  Cool! 

Comment From BarbG:  with her babies 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: It’s not hard to see why these critters were able to fit in so well to a new 

ecosystem -- Virginia Opossums are incredible survivors, thanks to their unique behavioral and physical 

adaptations! 

Comment From Guest:  but very sad they only live 3-4 years 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: True, they have one of the shortest lifespans of any mammal in North America 

relative to their body size.   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: If you’ve ever seen a Virginia Opossum up-close, or even on-camera during one of 

our Hospital Cam days, then you know they have some pretty amazing (and rather unusual) features.   

Comment From Dave in Missouri:  Yeah, that is sad! 



Alex Wehrung, WCV: One of the most-noticeable is that big, toothy, smile! 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: 

 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Photo: Justice, 2013 

Comment From BarbG:  lots of teeth 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Exactly!   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Virginia Opossums have a total of 50 teeth; that’s the most out of any North 

American land-mammal. As you can see from the picture below, they’ve got small incisors at the front of 

the mouth (for nipping), huge canines (for grasping prey), and serrated molars (for shearing and 

grinding). 

Comment From Guest:  clean and white 

Comment From Dave in Missouri  Think the dentist would be happy with this one! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Alex Wehrung, WCV: 

 

Comment From Dave in Missouri:  mini gator! 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: When we handle Opossum patients -- and even education ambassadors -- at the 

Center, we wear thick, Kevlar-lined elbow-length gloves. Wouldn't want to get chomped on by those 

teeth!   

Comment From Dave in Missouri:  They carry rabies? 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: They do, but curiously are immune to the virus themselves.   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: All those teeth certainly come in handy when you’re an omnivorous scavenger like 

a Virginia Opossum; insects, fruits and berries, earthworms, bird eggs, amphibians, slugs, crayfish, small 

rodents, green vegetation, carrion (dead animals), and even human garbage are all on the menu!   

Comment From Brenda from Virginia:  Is there anything they won't eat? I've not found anything so far. 

Comment From Cathy in Nevada:  Aren't they known for keeping tick population down? 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: They are! As their stocky bodies drag along the ground, ticks just can't resist 

jumping on. Unfortunately for the ticks, Virginia Opossums will eat them right off of their own skin.   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Imagine if an all-you-can-eat buffet appeared on your stomach when you were out 

for a walk! 

Comment From Guest:  yikes ticks 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: To find all that delicious food, Virginia Opossums rely on highly developed senses. 

As nocturnal creatures, they rely much more on smell rather than sight when foraging for food at night. 

That’s not surprising, considering they have very large olfactory lobes – the area of the brain responsible 

for interpreting and analyzing different scents – compared to overall brain size. 



Alex Wehrung, WCV: 

 

 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Bo smells something funny on the camera in that shot, I think.   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Even though Virginia Opossums aren’t very fast movers on the ground, they’re 

expert tree-climbers thanks to a few special physical adaptations. For one, they have an extremely 

strong and flexible prehensile tail. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Alex Wehrung, WCV: 

 

 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Photo: Urban Ecology Center, 2015 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: This hairless, tough-skinned tail acts like an additional gripping hand, and 

sometimes is even used to help carry nesting material back to an Opossum’s den! 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: 

 



Alex Wehrung, WCV: Photo: Wildlife Rescue Rehab, 2017 

Comment From Guest:  i havent seen that one 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Their feet are also very special – notice in this picture that the hind foot’s 

opposable thumb is perfect for grasping tree limbs:   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: 

 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Photo: SEANET, 2017 

Comment From FrankfromChicago:  Very interesting Alex, fine job 

Comment From BarbG:  amazing 

Alex Wehrung, WCV:  I always like to point out that they have claws on all of their toes, except for that 

thumb! Opossum thumbs have a fingernail instead of a claw, just like ours.   

Comment From Cathy in Nevada:  Interesting! 

Comment From FrankfromChicago:  Could he use his thumb to hitch a ride? 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: An Opossum could use all FOUR thumbs to hitch a ride -- one on each hand! 

Comment From BarbG:  wow fun facts 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Like all marsupials, opossums give birth and care for their infant young in a way 

that’s very unique. Virginia Opossums are born approximately two weeks after being conceived – the 

shortest gestation period of any North American mammal – and are just about the size of a jelly bean, in 

litters of seven or eight on average. 

 

 

 



Alex Wehrung, WCV: 

 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Photo: Wildlife Rescue Rehab, 2017 

Alex Wehrung, WCV:  Not yet fully developed or able to survive the elements, they must crawl from the 

birth canal to their mother’s protective pouch where they’ll continue to grow for about the next three 

months. 

Comment From Cathy in Nevada:  They are certainly not at the cute stage yet! 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Gotta start somewhere!   

Comment From Guest:  hamsters sometimes eats the babies do they? 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: I've definitely heard that about hamsters in captivity or in the pet-trade, but I'm 

not sure about those in the wild.  Hamsters are rodents, which is technically a different taxonomic group 

entirely from marsupials like the Virginia Opossum!   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: A few months later, the babies continue to grow and live inside the mother's 

pouch:   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Alex Wehrung, WCV: 

 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Photo: Wildlife Rescue Rehab, 2017 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Eventually they become old enough to leave the pouch, but stick close to Mom 

while she forages for food -- often catching a ride on her back!   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: 

 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Photo: Phactual, 2016 

Comment From BarbG:  just darling 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: As we touched on earlier, Virginia Opossums have quite a short life-span; on 

average, a wild Opossum will reach only two years of age. They have a large number of natural 

predators -- Great-horned Owls and other large birds of prey, coyotes, foxes, bobcats, and domestic 

dogs – and they’re very susceptible to being hit and killed by moving vehicles while scavenging carcasses 

near road ways.   



Alex Wehrung, WCV: Ecologically, Virginia Opossums are an important mesopredator species. A 

mesopredator is a medium-sized, middle-trophic (food chain) predator that preys on other animals and 

is a prey item itself. Skunks and raccoons are also good examples of mesopredators.   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Virginia Opossums help control insect, small mammal, and bird populations, help 

disperse seeds in their droppings, greatly reduce the number of animal carcasses throughout their 

home-ranges as scavengers, and provide an important food source for larger predators. 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Even though you may not regularly see Virginia Opossums near your home, 

they’re almost certainly looking for food under the cover of night. Many wildlife agencies note that 

opossums are most likely to cause problems for humans by getting into garbage or raiding bird feeders.   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: 

 

 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Photo: Omega Animal Removal, 2017 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: The solutions to living in harmony with these critters are easy, and taking these 

simple steps will help make sure that people AND opossums are safe! 

Alex Wehrung, WCV:  

 Don’t leave pet food outside overnight. 

 Remove spilled bird seed from under feeders. 

 Remove brush or trash piles that are near your house. 

 Store firewood away from buildings or fences, and keep the wood at least a foot off the ground. 

 Keep garbage stored in secured cans with fastened lids, and close them each night.   



Alex Wehrung, WCV: To wrap-up our discussion, I thought it’d be fun to have a quick round of opossum-

related trivia…everybody ready? 

Comment From BarbG:  OK 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: True or False: As a last-ditch effort when threatened, Virginia Opossums are well-

known for pretending to be dead, which is where the term “playing ‘possum” comes from. 

Comment From Dave in Missouri:  Had to go back to work, will scroll back, thank you Alex, very 

awesome class! 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Talk to you later, Dave!   

Comment From TerryMI:  True 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Bingo!   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Ok, that was an easy one. But it’s just too cool not to talk about!   

Comment From BarbG:  true 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: When Virginia Opossums “play dead”, it’s actually an involuntary response to 

stress. 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: 

 

 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Photo: Animalogic, 2015   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: They enter a comatose-like state that includes muscles going limp, drooling, and -- 

incredibly – a smelly green mucus emitted from the anal gland that leads potential predators to believe 

the Opossum has been dead for quite some time. Unfortunately, this trick doesn’t work on moving 

vehicles.   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: 2. True or False: Opossums can often be seen hanging upside-down from tree 

limbs while sleeping, out-of-reach to most predators 



Comment From BarbG:  false tail not that strong 

Comment From Cathy in Nevada:  false 

Comment From TerryMI:  flase 

Comment From TerryMI:  false 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: You got it! They’re tails are strong, and can support their entire body weight, but 

this is a common misconception. Opossums will not build shelters of their own (like a bird may construct 

a nest, for example) but take cover in the abandoned dens of other animals, old buildings, brush piles, 

hollow trees and fallen logs, and even cavities in rocks.   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: 

 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Photo: Stevehdc, Flickr   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Ok, last one...   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: 3. True or False: Virginia Opossums are notoriously dirty animals, and can usually 

be smelled before they can be seen.   

Comment From BarbG:  false 

Comment From Brenda from Virginia:  False 

Comment From Texas Gal:  False 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: You guys rock -- that's false!  Opossums are actually quite clean animals. They 

regularly groom their fur – especially after eating – just like cats. However, they are well known for 

carrying internal and external parasites and being carriers of Rabies, despite being resistant to the viral 

disease themselves 

 



Alex Wehrung, WCV: 

 

Comment From Guest:  cute face 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Bo LOVES hard-boiled eggs, but he's a really messy eater! Like clock work, though, 

he uses his front paws to whipe away any crumbs when he's done.   

Comment From Brenda from Virginia:  Thank you for a great class, Alex! I know everyone is busier than 

ever with Big Bear out. Thank you for your time. I love Bo's cute ears. 

Comment From BarbG:  great to see him use his opposing thumbs too 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Thanks, Brenda - and  that’s going to do for this month’s Wildlife Center Classroom 

Series!   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: I hope you enjoyed talking about these awesome little critters, and maybe even 

learned something new today! I’ll be online in the chatroom for a few more minutes – feel free to ask 

me any questions you might have. Thanks, for “hanging out”, everyone!   

 

 



Alex Wehrung, WCV: 

 

 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Photo: Frank Lukasseck/Corbis   

Comment From Guest:  awwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww 

Comment From TerryMI:  That is the cutest picture ever! 

Comment From Texas Gal:  Thanks for the great class and info Alex! Have a great day! 

Comment From Cathy in Nevada:  Thank you Alex - very informative 

Comment From Dave in Missouri:  Alex, do you know when Congowings birthday is!:) 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Gotta give you credit for trying, Dave -- but you know I'm sworn to secrecy! :) 

Comment From Dave in Missouri:  Well, it was an any question, lol! 

Comment From Guest:  Great class 

Comment From TerryMI:  I was in another chat one day and the people were talking about some of the 

animals they don't like. One being an opossum.I told them how many ticks an opossum eats and they 

changed their minds a little towards Opossums :) 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Bonus picture for those who stuck around: Bo peeking out of his hutch in his 

outdoor enclosure -- he's made himself right at home!   

 

 



Alex Wehrung, WCV: 

 

 

Comment From BarbG:  Bo is adorable 

Comment From BarbB in NJ:  Good class,especially enjoyed the cute photos. 

Comment From Dave in Missouri:  Lol on the hitching a ride thumb Frank!:) 

Comment From Guest:  he has a blankin 

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Yep! All the education opossums have a few thick blankets in their hutches so they 

can burrow in them and stay warm at night.   

Alex Wehrung, WCV: Ok guys, I'm logging off for now. Stay warm, and I'll talk to you later! 


