
 
 

Virginia opossum 
Didelphis virginiana 
 
Commonly spotted along the Chicago River system, the Virginia opossum is the only marsupial (pouched 
mammal) found in the United States. Astoundingly adaptable, they have existed for the past 70 million years 
and are one of Earth’s most successful and oldest surviving mammals. 
 
Opossums can thrive in a wide variety of habitats and are remarkably well-adapted to the environments 
found around Chicago and they are an essential part of a healthy system. As opportunistic omnivores, 
opossums consume a wide variety of plants and smaller animals like insects, worms, snails, slugs, ticks, 
amphibians and rodents. Their teeth are perfectly designed to eat just about anything, and they have a lot of 
them (50), more than any other North American land mammal. They have sharp incisors, large canines, and 
tricuspid molars made for grinding. 
 
As solitary nocturnal animals, Opossums forage at night, never straying far from their sources of food and 
clean water. Families will group together in burrows or occasionally under houses. They prefer dark, secure 
areas whether above or below ground. 
 
Opossums stand with their feet flat on the ground. To say they are unskilled runners is an understatement. 
They might dash over a short distance, but, when threatened, they generally feign death, or “play possum.” 
They lay very still; legs and tail rigid, mouth open, and breathing almost undetectable. Predators think the 
opossum is dead and go away. The opossum typically regains consciousness after just a few minutes and is 
unharmed 
by the experience. 
 
Opossum Fun Facts: 
• Opossums have an opposable thumb on each of their four feet. 
• Opossums have 13 nipples. 
• Opossums exhibit partial to total immunity to the venom of rattlesnakes and their relatives. 
• Opossums are about eight times less likely to carry rabies than other mammals, most likely because they 
have lower body temperatures than most placental mammals. 
• Opossums are excellent groomers and consume 95% of the ticks that attempt to feed on them, thus 
limiting the spread of Lyme disease. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  


