
 
 

Muskrat 
Ondatra zibethicus 
 
The name “Muskrat” does not conjure an attractive picture. This foot-long, semi-aquatic rodent gets its 
name from secretions produced by paired musk glands at the base of its spindly, naked tail. But there’s more 
to muskrats than meets the eye or nose. 
 
Muskrats are beautifully adapted to living in shallow wetlands, especially cattail marshes like the quiet back 
channels of Skokie Lagoons and the Gompers Park wetland. Their brown, waterproof fur blends with cattail 
stems, mud banks and bottom sediments. Propelled by large, partly webbed hind feet, they can forage 
underwater for up to 20 minutes. 
 
Muskrats consume cattails, arrowheads, sedges and just about any other aquatic plant. “Rushes are one of 
their favorites,” said Jim Macdonald, an Adopt-A-River site steward. “Cattails just disappear with those 
guys.” During the winter, muskrats stay active beneath the ice, feeding on arrowhead tubers, which settlers 
called muskrat potatoes. “They’re constantly eating themselves out of house and home,” said Chris Anchor, 
the Forest Preserve District of Cook County’s wildlife biologist. “They can stay in one area for two or three 
years, then they have to move – if they live that long.” 
 
Muskrats are the favored food of minks. Mink and muskrat populations go through boom-and-bust cycles. 
When muskrats are numerous, minks move in, feast and multiply. After two years, when demand outstrips 
supply, mink populations drop and muskrats recoup their numbers. 
 
In populated areas like Chicago, these shy lodge builders prefer to burrow into banks. Starting with an 
underwater entrance, they tunnel up into the bank, excavating separate dry chambers for sleeping and food 
storage. Then they open fist-sized holes at the surface for ventilation shafts. The undermined bank 
eventually collapses. 
 
Muskrats reshape their habitat in other ways. Their zigzagging trails across marsh bottoms – visible in low 
water – create a maze of channels up to 3 feet deep. The greater depth and accompanying higher oxygen 
levels allow larger fishes into the area, increasing diversity. 
 
Navigating land by scent rather than sight, muskrats stake out their territories with musk. “They’ll build a 
series of vegetation piles that they mark to let everybody else know that they’re there,” said Anchor. He 
describes the odor as “a musky, fruity smell,” adding that the musk is used in perfume. “If you were to find 
one of these scent mounds and smell it, you’d say, ‘Wow, that’s neat.’ 
 
Muskrats are also known by two Native American words, “musquash,” which refers to their fur, and 
“ondatra,” which became the genus name. By any other name, however, they would smell as neat. 
 
 

 

  


