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What is a skunk? 

 
One of the many skunks that Antler Ridge rescued and released back to his home where he belongs. 

“What is that awful smell?”, that is what most people say before they ever even see a skunk. Sure, 
sometimes they may stink, but how much do you really know about skunks? Underneath the 
occasional smell lies one of the most adorable creatures in nature!  

When we think of skunks, we usually picture a fuzzy black skunk with two white stripes down its 
back. These are the most common type of skunks, known as the striped skunk. The striped 
skunk is a medium size black animal with a thin white stripe on the forehead and a thick white stripe 
that splits in two as it goes down towards the tail. The striped skunk is about the size of a cat, around 
15 inches long not including its tail, and weighs between 6 and 14 pounds. Skunks have a cone 
shaped head, short strong legs for digging and a very fluffy tail. The skunk family is comprised of 
11 species of skunks, 4 of which live in North America: the striped skunk, the spotted skunk, 
the hog-nosed skunk, and the hooded skunk. Striped skunks live all over North America including 
Canada and northern Mexico. The only skunk we have in New Jersey is the striped skunk. You 
may be wondering why a skunk has stripes and that is a good question! In fact, it is a question that 
scientists have recently begun asking. They believe that the stripes are a warning sign to other 
animals to stay away or they will get a dose of what the skunk is most famous for; that very smelly 
spray.  
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Although the most common fur color is black and white, 
some skunks are brown or grey and a few are cream-colored. There are even some skunks that are 
albino, that means they have a lack of pigment (color) in their hair, skin, and eyes.  

 

 
This is Steve, one of the educational animals that lives at Antler Ridge. 

Steve is an albino skunk that lives at Antler Ridge. He goes to schools and meets visitors to help 
educate both children and adults on how fascinating skunks really are. Did you notice his pink eyes 
and nose? That is how you can tell he is albino. You may have seen a white dog or cat, but they are 
not albino because the have dark noses and colored eyes. We even have a white peacock with blue 
eyes! Only when they lack pigment are they considered albino.  

Did you notice the eyes on the skunk in the first picture and the eyes on Steve? They are different 
colors but what do they have in common? Right, they are very small compared to other animals like 
raccoons that are about the same size. Skunks do not see very well but they make up for it with an 
excellent sense of smell as well as hearing. What else do you notice about Steve? Look closely at his 
feet. He has very long front claws. Skunks have 5 toes on each foot and long claws on their front feet. 
They do not use them to scratch you, they use them for their favorite activity…digging! Skunks love 
to dig and they do it to find food or dig a burrow! Something else you might have noticed; they have 
VERY thick fur. That is to protect them from the stings of one of their favorite foods…bees! 
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Habitat  

 

Striped skunks have the largest range of the five skunk species in the U.S. They exist in every state 
except Alaska and Hawaii. This versatile skunk makes a home in many types of habitats including 
woodlands, grassy plains, forests and even around people’s homes! The skunk seen in the picture 
above is in one of their favorite places to live, in the forest. There are lots of fallen limbs from trees to 
find food under, rocks to turn over to look for grubs and leaves and soft ground so they can dig or 
find a den.  

In the warmer months, skunks spend the day resting above ground in the grasses of a field, in 
protected areas of brush or even under buildings and homes. When the weather gets colder, skunks 
will usually spend the days in underground burrows.  

Skunks can dig their own burrows but will usually only do it if they cannot find an empty one. They 
prefer to use abandoned groundhog burrows or find a nice warm corner under a building. Once they 
find (or dig) a burrow they will dig out a chamber and fill it with grass and leaves to help keep them 
warm. They use their long claws on their front feet to pull the leaves they find to the opening of the 
den, crawl in, then they use their claws to pull the leaves and grasses in. On really cold nights they 
may plug up the entrance to the den with grass and leaves to keep the cold air out.  

After the first few days of below freezing weather, skunks will stay in their burrow and sleep. This 
sleep is not a deep hibernation like that of a groundhog, just a slight slowing down. Once the 
weather is a little warmer, they get right back up.  
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It is not too difficult to know if there is a skunk in the area, especially if he gets frightened. People 
can smell a skunk that has sprayed a mile away! But, even if you cannot smell him, you can still tell 
they are around. Do you remember how? That is right, just look for his tracks! 

 

There are many people that confuse a skunk’s tracks with a cat’s tracks because they look a lot alike. 
What do you notice about the skunk’s tracks? If you said the claw prints from the front foot you are 
right! Remember the long claws that Steve has? Well they show up in the tracks a skunk leaves in the 
dirt or mud. Tracks from a cat do not show the claws, that is how you tell the difference. A skunk 
does not have retractable claws like a cat. Retractable means “to be able to pull back in” like a cat 
can pull in its claws. A skunk’s claws are always out.  
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Diet 

 
Rick, one of the educational skunks at Antler Ridge, digging and looking for grubs. 

Skunks are omnivores. Do you remember what that means? It means they eat both plants and 
animals. There is another term used to describe a skunk’s diet, they are mostly insectivores. Can 
you guess what that means?  It means they eat mostly insects. Skunks are small, do not see very well, 
they are pretty slow and cannot catch fast animals like rabbits or squirrels, so they eat bugs! Skunks 
are opportunists, that means they eat whatever is available. Skunks are not picky eaters! During the 
spring they will eat mostly grubs they find in the ground or under logs. Grubs are the larvae of an 
insect, especially a beetle, and skunks will dig them up and eat them. That is another way to tell if 
there is a skunk around. Look on the ground, if you find small holes about an inch or two deep, they 
were probably left by a skunk trying to dig up his dinner. During the summer skunks eat all sorts of 
insects, but especially grasshoppers and crickets and beetles. Skunks will also look for beehives 
during the summer, but they are not after the honey, they eat bees and their thick fur protects them 
from bee stings. Summer is also berry time! Skunks will eat wild strawberries, blueberries and later in 
the summer, wild raspberries, and blackberries. During the fall and winter, they will eat whatever 
insects they can find, earthworms, apples, nuts and sometimes even roots of plants. Being 
opportunists has allowed them to live in suburban and city areas where they will feed on insects, 
mice, garbage, birdseed and dog and cat food that has been left out.  
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Now, we are going to let you in on a funny little secret about 
a skunk’s diet. Skunks LOVE scrambled eggs!  Antler Ridge has three skunks that are used as 
educational animals. Educational animals are animals that cannot be released back into the wild 
because they do not have the tools to defend themselves and they could not survive. You have met 
Rick, and of course Steve the albino skunk and we also have Morty. Their favorite day of the week is 
scrambled egg day! It is the skunk’s version of “Taco Tuesday”.  

 
Morty (left) and Rick (right) looking for lunch.  

Even striped skunks have different patterns to their stripes. Notice how Morty on the left has an 
almost all white back with very little black and Rick has the classic ‘V’ stripe that one most often sees. 
Also, notice they both have the white stripe running up their nose.  
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Behavior 

 

The first thing that people think of when you say skunk is the smell! Yes, it is a very unpleasant 
defense mechanism, but it is one that works! Think about all the animals in the wild. They all have 
different ways to defend themselves. Some like a bobcat are very fast, some like deer are well 
camouflaged, others such as chipmunks are excellent at hiding and some are very big with sharp 
teeth and claws, like a black bear. Most of them you rarely see unless you are lucky and extremely 
quiet. A skunk on the other hand is slow, not very well camouflaged, does not hide particularly well, 
they are small with short little legs yet they walk  around in the open without a care in the world and 
all the predators leave them alone! Why? Because predators have learned that if they try to attack a 
skunk, they are going to get sprayed with one of the worst smells you can imagine and one that is 
nearly impossible to get off. When a skunk is being chased by an animal that it cannot see, it sprays a 
cloud of foul-smelling droplets in the air that the predator must run through which is usually enough 
to end the chase. When a skunk is cornered the spray is released as a stream directed at the 
predator’s face. A skunk can accurately spray from up to 10 feet away! Not only does it stink but 
it will cause the eyes of the predator to burn, giving the skunk plenty of time to run away. Trust me 
when I tell you that it will take a lot more than your usual bath to get rid of that horrible smell and 
your friends will not want to hang out with you for a while! 

However, spraying is usually the last resort for a skunk mostly because it can take over a week for a 
skunk to fully replenish the spray. Before this a skunk will give several warning signs. The first thing a 
skunk will do is try to run away. If that is not possible, he may fake charge at you or hiss and growl. 
Finally, a skunk will stiffen his front legs and stamp its feet, that is the final warning sign. If none of 
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that works, the skunk will lift its tail, bend its body in a U 
shape with both head and tail facing the threat and then spray.  

 
A skunk stiffening his legs and stamping his feet, this is the last warning before they spray 

Skunks are generally nocturnal, which as you know by now means they are active at night. They 
become active at dusk and spend the night wandering in search of food and inspecting any burrows 
they might find. They can cover about a mile or two of trail on any given night. Before the sun comes 
up they find a protected spot to rest during the day.  

Skunks are solitary animals meaning they spend most of their lives without others of their 
species, except for raising their young. However, in winter it is common for several skunks to den 
together. Sometimes skunks may be found in burrows living with groundhogs, opossums or rabbits, 
but they are usually in separate sections of the burrow and do not disturb each other.  
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Dens are not only used for a place to spend the cold winter. A 
mother uses a den as a place to have her babies. A baby skunk is called a kit. A mother skunk may 
have from 4 to 8 kits per litter and they are born from early April till the end of June. They can’t do 
much for the first 3 weeks until their eyes open but their ability to release scent is there when they 
are just a few days old. 

 
This is one of the many kits that Antler Ridge rescued last year. 

Occasional skunk sightings in a neighborhood are not a cause for alarm. Because skunks are 
generally easy-going, they will not intentionally bother people. Skunks are normally very docile and 
prefer to be left alone to do their business.  

Why skunks are important.  
Although some humans consider skunks as a nuisance because of their unpleasant odor, they are 
beneficial in many ways. This is because skunks prey on small creatures that are harmful to gardening 
and a healthy lifestyle as a whole. It is estimated that on average around 70% of a skunk’s diet is 
made up of harmful insects. They will even eat animals like scorpions and poisonous snakes. Did you 
know that skunks are immune to most poisonous snake venom? 
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Fun Facts 
1. A male skunk is called a buck, a female skunk is called a doe, and baby skunk a kit. 

2. A “surfeit” is the word for a group of skunks. 

3. Mostly immune to snake venom, skunks will eat poisonous snakes such as rattlesnakes. 

4. Some people cannot smell skunks. One in every thousand people has no ability to smell skunk 
spray. 

5. Johnny Depp once said that Pirates of the Caribbean Captain Jack Sparrow was imagined as a 
blend of Keith Richards and ... Pepé Le Pew. 

6. Skunk Spray is Highly Flammable. 

7. The Eastern spotted skunk is the only skunk that can climb trees. 

8. Skunks can run up to 10 miles per hour. 

9. Baby skunks are born completely toothless and blind, with the eyes of the baby skunk not opening 
until the skunk is a few weeks old. 

10. Spotted skunks are the smallest skunks and are about the size of a tree squirrel.  

 
Morty, one of Antler Ridge’s animal ambassadors.  
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Quiz 
Draw a line to match the word to the definition 

Albino      Active at night 

 

Retractable     A baby skunk 

 

Omnivore    Spend their lives without others of their species 

 

Insectivore     Eats both plants and animals 

 

Opportunist     A female skunk 

 

Grub      Lack of pigment in skin, eyes and hair 

 

Nocturnal     To be able to pull back in 

 

Solitary     Eats insects 

 

Kit      A male skunk 

 

Buck      Eats whatever is available  

 

Doe      Larvae of an insect especially a beetle 
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Quiz 
1. Why are skunks omnivores? 

 a. Because they eat both plants and animals. 

 b. Because they eat only plants. 

 c. Because they eat insects. 

 d. Because they are active at night 

2. How do skunks protect themselves? 

 a. They are aggressive and will bite an enemy. 

 b. They hide in the tops of trees 

 c. They spray a smelly liquid when threatened. 

 d. They have long claws to scratch their enemies.  

3. What do we mean that skunks are nocturnal. 

 a. They are active during the night. 

 b. They are active during the day. 

 c. They eat plants 

 d. They only eat meat. 

4. How does a skunk warn an enemy before it sprays? 

 a. They make a loud screaming noise. 

 b. They turn in circles very quickly. 

 c. They stamp their front feet. 

 d. They lay flat on the ground and play dead.  

5. What is the most common skunk in North America 

 a. Striped skunks 

 b. Spotted skunks 

 c. Hog-nosed skunks 

 d. Hooded skunks 
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6. How many species of skunks are there. 

 a. 11 

 b. 15 

 c. 8 

 d. 14 

7. About how far away can you smell a skunk 

 a. 5 miles 

 b. 50 yards 

 c. 1 mile 

 d. 10 miles 

8. What is the only skunk we have in New Jersey 

 a. The spotted skunk 

 b. The striped skunk 

 c. The hooded skunk 

 d. The hog-nosed skunk 

9. What is a baby skunk called 

 a. A doe 

 b. A joey 

 c. A buck 

 d. A kit 

10. About how far can a skunk accurately spray 

 a. 10 feet 

 b. 8 yards 

 c. 1 mile 

 d. 25 feet 
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Striped Skunk Coloring Page 
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Striped Skunk Mask 

 
 


