
FIELD GUIDE TO NORTH AMERICAN MAMMALS
Virginia Opossum
(Didelphis virginiana)

ORDER: Didelphimorphia
FAMILY: Didelphidae

The Virginia opossum, the only marsupial found north of Mexico, is
an adaptable omnivore at home on the ground and in the trees.
Opossums prefer forested habitats, but they are quite successful even
in urban areas. They are active at night, year−round: in freezing
weather, an unlucky opossum can lose its ear−tips and the end of its
tail to frostbite.  Like all marsupials, opossums give birth to tiny,
undeveloped young. The embryos develop in the mother's womb for
less than two weeks, then the newborn opossums crawl from the
birth canal to the mother's pouch, where they fasten tight to a nipple.
They stay there, attached to the nipple, for 55 or 60 days. A female
opossum usually has 13 nipples, and litters are usually smaller than
that, but a baby that cannot attach to a nipple dies. After about 60
days the young opossums leave the pouch, but they stay close to their
mother—sometimes riding on her back when they are out at
night—and nurse for another month or more.

Also known as:
Opossums, Possum

Sexual Dimorphism:
Males are slightly larger and much heavier than females, with larger
canine teeth.

Length:
Average: 740 mm
Range: 350−940 mm

Weight:
Range: 0.8−6.4 kg males, 0.3−3.7 kg females

Credit: painting by Todd Zalewski from Kays and Wilson's
Mammals of North America, © Princeton University Press
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