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GENERAL  REMARKS.

We  sent  a  minute  description  of  this  species  to  the  Academy  of  Natural
Sciences   in   1837,   which   was   read   by   our   friend   Dr.   Morton   ;   although
informed  that  it  was  published  in  the  transactions  of  the  Society,  we  have
not   seen   it   in   print.   A   second   description   was   published   in   the   transac-

tions of  the  same  Society,  October,  1841.  We  have  not  ascertained  that
the  species  has  been  noticed  by  any  other  naturalist.

In  examining  the  teeth  of   this   species,   we  have  found  that   the  tuber-
culous summits  on  the  molars  were  less  distinct  than  in  those  which  le-

gitimately belong  to  the  genus  Mus,  and  that  there  are  angular  ridges  on
the  enamel   by   which  it   approaches  the  genus  Arvicola   ;   it   is   in   fact   an
intermediate   species,   but   in   the   aggregate   of   its   characteristics   perhaps
approaches  nearest  to  Mus,   where  we  for  the  present  have  concluded  to
leave  it.
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SYNONYMES.

Vibodhan  Opossum,  Pennant,  Hist.  Quad.,  vol.  ii.,  p.  18,  pi.  03.
Arctic  Zoology,  vol.  i.,  p.  73.

Sarigue  des  Illinois,  Buft'.,  sup.  6.
Opossum  Americanus,  D'Azara,  Quad,  du  Paraguay.
Didelphis  Virginiana,  Shaw's  Zool.,  vol.  i.,  p.  73.
Marsupiall  Americanum,  Tyson,  in  Phil.  Trans.,  No.  239,  p.  105.
Cowper,  bid.,  No.  290,  p.  1565.
Opossum,  Catesby's  Carolina,  p.  120,  fig.  e.

"       Barton's    Facts,  Observations    and   Conjectures   relative  to  the  gene
ration  of  the  Opossum  of  N.  Am.,  London,  1809  and  1813.

Possum,  Lawson's  Carolina,  p.  120,  fig.  e.
D.  Virginianus,  Harlan,  Fauna,  p.  119.

"   Godman,   vol.   ii.,   p.   7,   fig.
Virg.  Opossum,  Griffith,  vol.  iii.,  p.  24.

Dekay,  Nat.  Hist.  N.  Y.,  p.  3,  fig.  2,  pi.  15.
Opossum,  Notes  on  the  generation  of  the  Virginian  Opossum,  (Didelphis  Virginiana,)

J.  Bachman,  D.  D.,  Transactions  of  the  Acad,  of  Nat.  Sciences,  April,
1848,  p.  40.

Letter  from  M.  Michel,  M.  D.,  on  the  same  subject,  Trans.  Acad.  Nat.
Sciences,  April,  1848,  p.  46.

description.

Body,  stout  and  clumsy  ;   head,  long  and  conical  ;   snout,   pointed  :   the
nostrils  at  the  extremity  of  the  long  muzzle  open  on  the  sides  of  a  protru-
berant   naked   and   glandulous   surface.   Ears,   large,   thin,   and   membra-

neous ;  mouth,  wide,  and  borders  rounded  ;  jaws,  weak  ;  eyes,  placed  high
on  the  forehead,  small,  and  without  external  lids,  oblique  ;  moustaches,  on
the   sides   of   the   face,   and   a   few   over   the   eye,   strong   and   rigid.   The
tongue  is  covered  with  rough  papillae.   Nails,   of  moderate  length,  curved ;
inner  toe  on  the  posterior  extremities  destitute  of  a  nail  and  opposable  to
the   other   toes,   thus   forming   a   kind   of   hand.   Tail,   (which   may   be   con-

sidered a  useful  appendage  to  the  legs  in  aiding  the  motions  of  the  ani-
mal), prehensile  and  very  strong,  but  capable  of  involution  only  on  the

under  side,  long,  round,  and  scaly,  covered  with  a  few  coarse  hairs  for  a
few  inches  from  the  base,  the  remainder  with  here  and  there  a  hair  scat-

tered between.  Soles  of  the  hind  feet,  covered  with  large  tubercles.  The
female   is   furnished   with   a   pouch   containing   thirteen   mammas   arranged
in  a  circle,  with  one  in  the  centre.

The  fur   is   of   two  kinds,   a   soft   woolly   hair   beneath,   covered  by  much
longer  hairs,  which  are,  however,  not  sufficiently  dense  to  conceal  the  un-

der coat.  The  woolly  hair  is  of  considerable  iength  and  fineness,  especi-
ally in  winter.
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COLOUR.

The  woolly  hair  on  the  upper  surface  of  the  body,  when  blown  aside,  is
white   at   the  base  and  black   at   the  tips;   the  Ions  interspersed  hairs   are
mostly  white  ;  a  few  towards  the  points  exhibit  shades  of  dark  brown  and
black   ;   moustaches,   white,   and   black   ;   eyes,   black  ;   ears,   black,   at   base,
the   borders   edged   with   white   to   near   the   extremities,   where   they   are
broadly  patched  with  white  ;   snout  and  toes,   flesh  coloured  ;   face,   neck,
and  nails,  yellowish  white  ;  a  line  of  dark  brown  commences  on  the  fore-

head, widens  on  the  head,  and  extends  to  the  shoulders — there  is  also  a
line  of  dark  brown  under  the  chest ;  the  feet  in  most  specimens  are  brown-

ish black  ;   we  have  seen  an  occasional   one  where  they  were  reddish
brown ;  tail,  brown.

The  young  differ  somewhat  in  colour  from  the  old  :   they  are  uniform-
ly lighter  in  colour,  the  head  being  quite  white,  with  a  very  distinct  black

dorsal   line   commencing  faintly   on   the   hind  head,   and  running  down  the
back  to  near  the  rump.

DIMENSIONS.
Inches.

A  well  grown  female  :
From  point  of  nose  to  root  of  tail,         -         -         -         -  15^
Length   of   tail,       --------   lg
Height   of   ear,        ----...-   lj.
Breadth   of   ear,  -   1£
Orifice  of  the  distended  pouch  in  diameter,              -         -  15£
Teats  measured  immediately  after  the  young  had  been

withdrawn,     --.-.---   i
Weight,   12lbs.

Young,  ten  days  old,   nostrils   open,  ears  pretty  well   developed  :
Length   of   head   and   body,  1+
Tail,               ,  $

Weight,   22   grains.

in   our   first   volume  (pp.   Ill,   112)   we   have   spoken  of   the   curiosity   ea-
gerly indulged,  and  the  sensations  excited,  in  the  minds  of  the  discoverers

of  our  country,  on  seeing  the  strange  animals  that  they  met  with.  Travel-
lers in  unexplored  regions  are  likely  to  find  many  unheard-of  objects  in

nature   that   awaken   in   their   minds   feelings   of   wonder   and   admiration.
We   can   imagine   to   ourselves   the   surprise   with   which   the   Opossum   was
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regarded   by   Europeans   when   they   first   saw   it.   Scarcely   any   tiling   was
known  of  the  marsupial  animals,   as  New  Holland  had  not  as  yet  opened
its   unrivalled   stores   of   singularities   to   astonish   the   world.   Here   was   a
strange  animal,  with  the  head  and  ears  of  the  pig,  sometimes  hanging  on
the  limb  of  a  tree,  and  occasionally  swinging  like  the  monkey  by  the  tail !
Around   that   prehensile   appendage   a   dozen   sharp-nosed,   sleek-headed
young,   had   entwined   their   own   tails,   and   were   sitting   on   the   mother's
back   !   The   astonished   traveller   approaches   this   extraordinary   compound
of  an  animal  and  touches  it   cautiously  with  a  stick.  Instantly  it   seems  to
be  struck  with  some  mortal  disease  :  its  eyes  close,  it  falls  to  the  ground,
ceases  to  move,   and  appears  to  be  dead !   He  turns  it   on  its   back,   and
perceives   on   its   stomach   a   strange   apparently   artificial   opening.   He
puts  his  fingers  into  the  extraordinary  pocket,  and  lo  !  another  brood  of  a
dozen  or  more  young,  scarcely  larger  than  a  pea,  are  hanging  in  clusters  on
the  teats.  In  pulling  the  creature  about,  in  great  amazement,  he  suddenly
receives  a  gripe  on  the  hand — the  twinkling  of  the  half-closed  eye  and  the
breathing  of  the  creature,  evince  that  it  is  not  dead,  and  he  adds  a  new
term  to  the  vocabulary  of  his  language,  that  of"  playing  'possum."

Like  the  great  majority  of  predacious  animals,  the  Opossum  is  nocturnal
in  its  habits.   It   suits  its  nightly  wanderings  to  the  particular  state  of  the
weather.   On   a   bright   starlight   or   moonlight   night,   in   autumn   or   winter,
when   the   weather   is   warm   and   the   air   calm,   the   Opossum   may   every
where  be  found  in   the  Southern  States,   prowling  around  the  outskirts   of
the  plantation,  in  old  deserted  rice  fields,  along  water  courses,  and  on  the
edges  of  low  grounds  and  swamps  ;  but  if  the  night  should  prove  windy  or
very  cold,  the  best  nosed  dog  can  scarcely  strike  a  trail,  and  in  such  cases
the  hunt  for  that  night  is  soon  abandoned.

The  gait  of  the  Opossum  is  slow,  rather  heavy,  and  awkward  ;  it  is  not  a
trot  like  that  of  the  fox,  but  an  amble  or  pace,  moving  the  two  legs  on  one
side  at   a   time.   Its   walk  on  the  ground  is   plantigrade,   resting  the  whole
heel   on   the   earth.   When   pursued,   it   by   no   means   stops   at   once   and
feigns  death,   as  has  often  been  supposed,   but  goes  forward  at   a   rather
slow  speed,  it  is  true,  but  as  fast  as  it  is  able,  never,  that  we  are  aware
of,  increasing  it  to  a  leap  or  canter,  but  striving  to  avoid  its  pursuers  by
sneaking  off"  to  some  thicket  or  briar  patch  ;  when,  however,  it  discovers
I  hat  the  dog  is  in  close  pursuit,  it  flies  for  safety  to  the  nearest  tree,  usu-

ally a  sapling,  and  unless  molested  does  not  ascend  to  the  top,  but  seeks
an   easy   resting   place   in   some  crotch   not   twenty   feet   from  the   ground,
where   it   waits   silently   and   immoveably,   till   the   dog,   finding   that   his
master   will   not   come  to  his   aid,   and  becoming  weary  of   barking  at   the
foot   of   the  tree,   leaves  the  Opossum    to  follow  the  bent   of   his    incli-
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nations,   and   conclude   his   nightly   round   in   search   ol   food.   Although   a
slow   traveller,   the   Opossum,   by   keeping   perseveringly   on   foot   during
the   greater   part   of   the   night,   hunts   over   much   ground,   and   has   been
known  to  make  a  circle  of  a  mile  or  two  in  one  night.  Its  ranges,  how-
ever,   appear  to   he  restricted  or   extended  according  to   its   necessities,   as
when  it,  has  taken  up  its  residence  near  a  corn  field,  or  a  clump  of  ripe
persimmon  trees,   (DiosperosVirginiana,)   the  wants  of  nature  are  soon  sat-

isfied, and  it  early  and  slowly  carries  its  fat  and  heavy  body  to  its  quiet
home,  to  spend  the  remainder  of  the  night  and  the  succeeding  day  in  the
enjoyment  of  a  quiet  rest  and  sleep.

The   whole   structure   of   the   Opossum   is   admirably   adapted   to   the
wants   of   a   slavish   animal.   It   possesses   strong   powers   of   smell,   which
aid  it  in  its  search  after  food  ;  its  mouth  is  capacious,  and  its  jaws  pos-

sessing a  greater  number  and  variety  of  teeth  than  any  other  of  our
animals,   evidencing   its   omnivorous   habits;   its   fore-paws,   although   not
armed   with   retractile   claws,   aid   in   seizing   its   prey   and   conveying   it
to   the   mouth.   The   construction   of   the   hind-foot   with   its   soft   yielding
tubercles   on   the   palms   and   its   long   nailless   opposing   thumb,   enable   it
to  use  these  feet  as  hands,  and  the  prehensile  tail  aids  it  in  holding  on  to
the.  limbs  of  trees  whilst   its  body  is   swinging  in  the  air;   in  this  manner
we  have  observed  it  gathering  persimmons  with  its  mouth  and  fore-paws,
and  devouring  them  whilst  its  head  was  downwards  and  its  body  suspen-

ded in  the  air,  holding  on  sometimes  with  its  hind-feet  and  tail,  but  often
by  the  tail  alone.

We   have   observed   in   this   species   a   habit   which   is   not   uncommon
anion?;  a  few  other  species  of  quadrupeds,  as  we  have  seen  it  in  the  rac-

coon and  occasionally  in  the  common  house  dog — that  of  lying  on  its  back
for  hours  in  the  sun,  being  apparently  dozing,  and  seeming  to  enjoy  this
position   as   a   change.   Its   usual   posture,   however,   when   asleep,   is   either
lying  at  full  length  on  the  side,  or  sitting  doubled  up  with  its  head  under

its   fore-legs,   and   its   nose   touching   thp   stomach,   in   the   manner   of   the
raccoon.

The   Opossum   cannot,   be   called   a   gregarious   animal.   During   summer,
a  brood  composing  a  large  family  may  be  found  together,   but  when  the
young   are   well   grown,   they   usually   separate,   and   each   individual   shifts
for  himself  ;   we  have  seldom  found  two  together  in  the  same  retreat  in
autumn  or  winter.

Although  not  often  seen  abroad  in  very  cold  weather  in  winter,  this  ani-
mal is  far  from  (ailing  into  that  state  of  torpidity  to  which  the  marmots,

jumping  mice,  and  several  other  species  of  quadrupeds  are  subject.  In  the
Southern  Slates,  there  are  not  many  (dear  nights  of  starlight  or  moonshine
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