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Kangaroo Rat

» THE NORWAY rat has done a disserv-
ice to the rodents of the world by making
himself an impudent nuisance and even
sometimes a menace to health and human
life. For he has brought into disrepute a
host of respectable and even attractive ro-
dents who share the name “rat.”

There are, for example, the kangaroo
rats. The method of locomotion distin-
guished by leaping great distances on the
hind feet is ordinarily thought to be the
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province of frogs, grasshoppers and certain
Australian marsupials who carry sidecars
in front for their young. But as a matter of
fact, there are many animals of other fa-
milies elsewhere in the world who have
discovered for themselves that jumping is
the best defense. When danger threatens
the one good way to escape is simply to
leave—preferably by air, as far and as fast
as muscles will allow.

That is what the kangaroo rat does. Un-
like his larger namesake, who goes leaping
across the countryside as an every-day sport,
this little animal normally sticks close to
terra firma and does not jump about in
hops many times his own body length.
But when he doesn’t like the sound or
smell of his environs, he can take off like
a startled grasshopper, and no dog or snake
can predict in which direction or how far
he will jump.

The kangaroo rat is like the larger kang-
aroo in that he uses his tail as a support,
the third member of a three-cornered tri-

pod on which he sits and surveys the world.
His muscular tail has a bit of window-
dressing, in addition. It ends in a bushy
tuft of hair which flies out behind its own-
er whenever he jumps, like a foxtail on
a hopped-up hot rod.

There are several species of kangaroo
rats in America, all of them outdoor dwell-
ers. You have no need to fear that some day
a household mouse will begin leaping about
your furniture. Although there are a num-
ber of smaller jumping rodents as well as
the rats, these too stick to wide-open fields
and woodland. Their common name is
“Kangaroo mice,” obviously.

To balance this borrowing of another
animal’s title, there are in Australia cer-
tain kangaroo-like creatures which are so
small that they are usually called “mouse-
kangaroos.” Where one family stops and
the other starts is a nice question. It can
best be left to the jumping frog of Cala-
veras County to decide.
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