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TWENTY-THREE RACCOONS IN ONE WINTER DEN

Communal winter denning in the raccoon (Procyon lotor) has been reported by Twitchell
and Dill (J. Mamm., 30: 130-133, 1949), Whitney and Underwood (The raccoon, p. 115,
1952), and Mech et al. (J. Mamm., 47: 450-466, 1966), but the largest group mentioned
was eight individuals (Whitney and Underwood, 1952). Thus the following observation
is of interest.

Mr. Aloyious P. Vander Weyst, 212 19th St. N., Benson, Minnesota, and his son James A.
shot 23 raccoons in the same den on 1 January 1966. We examined the den on 9 January
1966; it was the cellar of an abandoned house about 4.5 miles NW of Benson, Minnesota,
Swift County, and about 2 miles E of the Chippewa River. The general area includes
fallow fields, picked cornfields and widely spaced hedgerows. The abandoned house
was within 100 yards of two picked cornfields and about 200 yards from an unpicked
cornfield. Well-packed trails led from a cellar window to the cornfields. The 23 raccoons
had denned on a partially enclosed ledge between the top of the stone cellar walls and the
floor of the house in interconnecting chambers formed by the floor joists. The cellar was
approximately 6.5 ft deep, 14 ft wide and 20 ft long.

The Vander Weysts had skinned the animals by the time we learned of the incident.
We examined the 23 individual pelts and carcasses, and a pile of unassorted heads, feet
and viscera from the animals. The total weight of all the parts was 395 1b. Examination of
the epiphyseal area of the radii and ulnae of the front legs of these animals (Sanderson,
G. C., Il Nat. Hist. Surv. Biol. Note No. 45, 1961) indicated that the age ratio was
15 young to 8 older individuals. Reproductive organs showed that there were 12 females
and 10 males; one tract was lost. On the basis of testes weight (Sanderson, G. C. The
reproductive cycle and related phenomena in the raccoon, Ph.D. Thesis, Univ. I1l., Urbana,
1961), size of bacula and shape of the distal ends of the bacula (Sanderson, G. C,
J. Wildl. Manage., 14: 389-402, 1950), we concluded that seven males were young, and
three were in breeding condition and at least 1.5 yr old. Gross examination of the uteri
indicated that 5 of the 12 females had been parous and therefore were at least 1.5 yr old.
This determination of the maturity of the sex organs, which demonstrated that there were
eight mature individuals, checks with the age determination based on degree of epiphyseal
closure. Since 7 of the 15 immature raccoons were males, the 7 nonparous females also
must have been young. The remaining immature individual was the one for which a
reproductive tract was missing. A summary of the sex and age structure of these 23
raccoons follows: three males and five females at least 1.5 years old; seven male and
seven female young; one young of unknown sex. Three of the skulls had well-worn teeth
and presumably were from animals several years old. One of these was by far the largest
skull of the 23, so it probably was from a male.

Stomach and intestinal contents of the 23 animals were examined. One stomach con-
tained corn and small mammal remains, and another held remnants of a cottontail rabbit
(Sylvilagus floridanus). Seventeen intestinal tracts contained moderate to large amounts
of food. Corn appeared in 16 tracts, small mammal remains appeared in six, a few
grasshopper tarsi in five, cottontail in two, mink (Mustela vison) in one, wood chips in
one and unidentified mammal in another.

One cannot avoid speculation about the reason that so many individuals shared a single
den. Although hollow trees are scarce in this area, there are other abandoned buildings,
culverts, overhanging riverbanks, etc.; and Mr. Vander Weyst asserts that such places are
the usual winter denning sites in this area. There appeared to be no more food near the
den than elsewhere, and none of the raccoons seemed in need of an abundant food supply.
The average weight of these animals was 17 Ib—high considering 15 were young-of-the-
year. Using the lightest carcass, pelt, head and visceral weights, we determined that the
lightest individual weighed at least 12 1b.

Possibly this unusual number of raccoons denned together because of tradition. Our
own research persuades us that overwintering groups of raccoons usually contain part or
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