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Porcupines Are More than the Sum of Their Quills

A few weeks ago my sister’s dog decided to take a chunk out of a porcupine, and ended up with three hundred quills lodged in his snoot and throat. Porcupine quills are not poisonous. In fact they actually have a natural antibiotic coating, so one large vet bill later, my sister’s dog was sore, but fine. 

Porcupines don’t attack. They are timid, solitary creatures that happen to have one fine form of defense. If threatened a porcupine will lift its quills and wag its tail to ward off its attacker. They may also emit a pungent odor. If that doesn’t work, then it turns around and backs into its enemy. The longer quills are on the backside. 
As it’s backing up, the porcupine is chattering and thrashing its tail. It’s at this point where the myth that a porcupine can shoot its quills has formed. Porcupines shed old quills continually. So, it should come as no surprise that as it’s backing toward its attacker, shaking and chattering, old quills would fly off.
Whenever we think about a porcupine, we think about the quills. The porcupine’s scientific name, Erethizon dorsatum, means "the irritable back." They have also been called “quill pigs”.
A porcupine has over 30,000 quills covering its body. Only its nose, legs, and belly are quill-less. The rest of the body has between one hundred to four hundred quills on every inch of skin.
The quills are specialized hairs. Each quill is covered in thousands of overlapping, diamond-shaped scales. The scales point backward. As the quill enter the skin, the body warmth causes the scales on the quill to flare open, making them difficult to remove. 
Porcupines are rodents. Twenty-three species live worldwide. They are divided into two families, the Old World porcupines, which are land-dwelling, and the New World porcupines, which are arboreal.
Porcupines are nocturnal and are herbivores. Since they prefer living in trees, much of their diet comes from eating the bark, buds, and leaves. A porcupine may stay in the same tree for several days to several weeks, and can cause major damage to the tree. 
They have beaver-like front teeth that they use to satisfy their taste for wood. They may also gnaw on canoe paddles, bats, tool handles, or any other wood implement you have lying outside.

Salt is a favorite of the porcupine. This often attracts them to clothing, shoes, backpacks, or anything that may have sweat on it.
Porcupines are good swimmers. They have poor eyesight, but a good sense of smell. Porcupines can weigh up to thirty-five pounds and can live up to ten years. They also talk to themselves. While ambling along they will mumble, moan, grunt, and whine. 
Breeding occurs August through October. Porcupines will flirt with each other. They may begin by rubbing noses or each other front paws. They may even perform the porcupine “dance of love”. During their dance, porcupines stand up on their hind legs, exposing their unprotected bellies, and move around each other. The male may then follow the female around for hours, singing in a high voice, until she chooses him.
Seven months later the female gives birth to one baby, or “porcupette”. The baby has black fur. Within thirty minutes its tiny quills have hardened. It knows instinctively how to protect itself. The baby relies on its mother for about a month, then will move out on its own. 

Porcupines are abundant in central Texas and further west. They have been moving further south and east, so it would not be surprising to see one here.

Nature Fest
Don’t forget that April 9th is the Second Annual Nature Fest in Cameron!
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