
Ask Dr. Fill 

Dear Dr. Fill 

I grew up in New 
Brunswick and have 
always seen red squirrels 
and the occasional 
chipmunk in my yard.  But 
now I’m seeing grey 
squirrels from time to time 
and I’m wondering where 
they came from and if they 
are going to kill off our 
local red squirrels as they 
look a lot bigger.  They 
may make me go broke as 
they sure do eat a LOT of 
sunflower seeds I put out 
for birds.   I’m also 
wondering if they are 
going to eat my spring 
bulbs the way the red ones 
do.   I haven’t seen them 
this winter at my feeders, 
but my red ones are still 
coming to eat, so I’m 
wondering if they 
hibernated or if the ones I 
saw were out of their 
range and died off when 
cold weather hit.  Thank 
you Dr. Fill.  Sincerely                                
A squirrely gardener 

 

 

Dear Squirrely………… 
Gardener 

What you saw was the 
eastern gray squirrel 
which is a common 
resident in parts of New 
Brunswick, Quebec and 
southern Ontario, and to 
the south as far as Florida.   
They are also now in Nova 
Scotia, but no one is sure 
whether those squirrels 
were intentionally taken 
there from N.B. or if they 
naturally expanded their 
range.  Biologists do know 
that grey squirrels are 
highly adaptable and when 
some were introduced to 
Vancouver Island back in 
the 1960s they became 
highly invasive and were 
quickly threatening their 

native red squirrel. They 
have also been introduced 
to parts of Europe and 
Australia where they have 
become a true nuisance 
and Australia has tried to 
eradicate them. 

Oddly enough, in southern 
Ontario, the Eastern grey 
squirrel is often black!   
There is a large population 
of the grey squirrel there 
that have developed extra 
melanin as part of a 
genetic mutation in their 
skin, giving their fur the 
black colour. The trait 
seems to have continued 
to thrive and experiments 
show that this has helped 
these squirrels retain heat 
in cold weather!  So if you 
see black squirrels 
showing up in your yard, 
perhaps the New 
Brunswick squirrels are 
figuring out how to stay 
warm.  

Like many members of the 
squirrel family, the 
eastern gray squirrel 
collects and hoards food in 
numerous spots which 
they can remember and 
find months later. Each 
squirrel is estimated to 
make several thousand 
caches each season!  
Experiments have shown 
that the squirrels have 
very accurate spatial 
memory for the locations 
of these caches, and they 
use both distant and 
nearby landmarks to find 
what they’ve hidden.  They 
do sometimes use the 
scent of the hidden nuts 
and seeds, but can’t rely 
on that when the ground is 
too dry or when it’s 
covered in snow. They are 
bright enough, however, 
to use scent to find the 
hidden piles of food left by 
other squirrels in the fall 
when they are preparing 
for winter! And both red 
and grey squirrels are 
smart enough to try to 
trick other squirrels who 
might be watching when 

they hide food in the fall.  
They’ve been observed 
“pretending” to hide nuts 
and seeds if they feel that 
they are being watched. 
They do this by preparing 
the spot as usual, for 
instance, digging a hole or 
widening a crack in tree 
bark, miming the 
placement of the food, 
while actually concealing it 
in their mouths, and then 
covering up the "cache" as 
if they had deposited the 
object.  If they see the 
potential thieves coming in 
to unbury the treats they 
hope to find, they will 
scurry off to bury it for real 
– hopefully with no one 
watching.  No wonder they 
can outsmart us in the 
garden and find the tulip 
bulbs we try so hard to 
hide from them!  

The eastern gray squirrel 
is one of very few species 
of mammals that can 
descend a tree head-first. 
It does this by turning its 
feet so the claws of its hind 
paws are backward-
pointing and can grip the 
tree bark.    

Eastern gray squirrels 
don’t really hibernate but 
we do see them less in the 
winter.  They spend really 
cold days sleeping in their 
nests, but must venture 
out on milder days to 
retrieve some food.    They 
build a nest out of leaves 
and twigs in the forks of 
trees, or in a hollow tree 
cavity, and line it with 
moss or feathers to keep 
them warm.  They also 
may share their nest with 
other grey squirrels once 
the weather gets really 
cold. Like red squirrels, 
they will also attempt to 
find a warmer place to 
spend the winter – like 
your attic!  Once in there, 
they really are a true pest, 
as they chew on electrical 
wires and can cause a fire. 

Gray squirrels eat a range 
of foods, including tree 
bark, tree buds, flowers, 
berries, many types of 
seeds and acorns, and 
even some types of 
mushrooms found in the 
forests.  They can certainly 
cause damage to trees by 
tearing the outer layer of 
bark and eating the soft 
bark underneath.  Grey 
squirrels will also eat 
seeds and catkins of 
cedar, hemlock, pine, and 
spruce and they’ll even 
raid gardens for tomatoes, 
corn, strawberries, and 
other garden crops.  Often 
they eat the tomato seeds 
and discard the rest. They 
also prey upon insects, 
frogs, and small birds and 
their eggs.  And yes, they 
do also love tulip bulbs. 

Like red squirrels, gray 
squirrels have a high 
enough tolerance for 
humans to move into 
residential neighborhoods 
and raid bird feeders for 
sunflower seeds. Some 
people who feed and 
watch birds for 
entertainment also 
intentionally feed seeds 
and nuts to the squirrels 
for the same reason.  
Many birders wish that 
people would not do this, 
as once you’ve invited 
grey squirrels to move into 
your yard and stay 
because there’s a food 
source, they are much 
more apt to find the nests 
and eggs of small birds 
which they’ll destroy. 

In the forest, grey 
squirrels do provide a 
beneficial service of seed 
dispersal. As winter 
approaches, they’ll bury 
seeds on the forest floor, 
and while they’ll return to 
eat most of them, enough 
will be left to begin to 
sprout and grow in the 
spring. 

As to your question about 
whether the larger grey 

 

 



squirrels will gradually 
replace our red population, 
that’s a tricky one.   The 
reds are actually more 
aggressive and will often 
chase away the more timid 
greys.  You may have 
noticed that you can 
almost walk right up to a 
red squirrel while he’s at 
your feeder and he’ll 
actually try to scare YOU 
away.  The grey squirrels 
are much more apt to run 
and hide when they see 
you.  However, in some 
areas the greys do become 
the prominent variety 
because they eat so much 
more of the food that could 
have available to the reds, 
that the reds move on 
seeking better food 
supplies, and sometimes 
they do die of starvation.  
The greys are also much 
“smarter” and can figure 
out ways to outwit red 
squirrels for finding food 
and nesting sites.     

 


