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Natural History Notes 
 

 
 
This section includes general information and fact sheets about each of the animals in the bone box. In 
cases where Arizona has more than one species (such as deer), information is provided about all of the 
representatives even if skulls or hides of all species are not included in the box.  
 
There  are  two  types of  fact  sheets used. When  available,  “Wildlife  Field Notes”  are used.  These  are 
published  in the Arizona Game and Fish Department’s award‐winning magazine Arizona Wildlife Views 
and  a  different  animal  is  featured  in  each  issue.  To  learn  more  about  this  magazine,  visit 
http://www.azgfd.gov/magazine. Electronic copies of  the provided “Field Notes” are  included on  the 
Bone Box Resource DVD. Additional animals can be downloaded  from  the “Resources”  section of our 
web site. 
 
When  “Wildlife Field Notes” are not available,  the  fact  sheet  comes  from  the  “Mammals of Arizona” 
booklet. Published a number of years ago, this free booklet makes a great classroom resource. The full 
version can be found on the Bone Box Resource DVD in the resource trunk. You can also download it and 
two similar booklets from the “Resources” section of our website, http://www.azgfd.gov/focuswild. 
 
Some of the animals in the bone box are common visitors to urban environments or other areas where 
people recreate. Sometimes this can be a problem. As a result, the Arizona Game and Fish Department 
provides  numerous  resources  focused  on  “Living with Wildlife.”  These  resources  can  be  found  at  a 
convenient  website  http://www.azgfd.gov/w_c/urban_wildlife.shtml.  Electronic  copies  of  many  of 
these resources have also been put on the Bone Box Resource DVD. 
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The Department’s website provides a wealth of information about each of the animals in the bone box, 
including photos and videos. Please visit the following links to learn more: 
 

• Beaver ‐ http://www.azgfd.gov/h_f/game_beaver.shtml 
 

• Black bear ‐ http://www.azgfd.gov/h_f/game_bear.shtml 
 

• Bobcat ‐ http://www.azgfd.gov/h_f/game_bobcat.shtml 
 

• Coyote ‐ http://www.azgfd.gov/h_f/game_coyote.shtml 
 

• Cottontail rabbit ‐ http://www.azgfd.gov/h_f/game_cottontail_rabbit.shtml 
 

• Foxes ‐ http://www.azgfd.gov/h_f/game_foxes.shtml 
 

• Javelina ‐ http://www.azgfd.gov/h_f/game_javelina.shtml 
 

• Mountain lion ‐ http://www.azgfd.gov/h_f/lion_splash.shtml 
 

• Mule deer ‐ http://www.azgfd.gov/h_f/game_mule.shtml 
 

• Raccoon ‐ http://www.azgfd.gov/h_f/game_raccoon.shtml 
 

• Ringtail ‐ http://www.azgfd.gov/h_f/game_ringtail.shtml 
 

• White‐tailed deer ‐ http://www.azgfd.gov/h_f/game_cues.shtml 
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Coues’ White-tailed Deer

Wildlife Field Notes  ■  Odocoileus virginianus couesi  ■  By Johnathan O’Dell

Scientific Name: Odocoileus virgin-
ianus couesi. The genus name Odocoileus 
is derived from the Greek words odous, 
which means “tooth,” and koilos, which 
means “hollow.” This is a reference to the 
hollow teeth of deer. The species name 
virginianus is a Latinism meaning “from 
Virginia,” for the region where the type 
specimen was collected for naming. The 
subspecies couesi is in reference to natural-
ist Elliot Coues, who described this species 
in great detail in 1875. The common name 

“Coues” often is mispronounced “cooz,” but 
it is properly pronounced “cows.”

Description: The Coues’ white-tailed 
deer is a smaller subspecies of the white-
tails of the eastern United States. Coues’ 
whitetails stand 28–32 inches high at the 
shoulder and measure about 56 inches 

Habitat: Occupying a wide variety of 
habitats at elevations of 3,000–10,000 feet, 
Coues’ whitetails show preference for the 
lower third of that range. Habitat types 
include upper Sonoran desertscrub, oak-
juniper woodland, chaparral, ponderosa 
pine and mixed-conifer forest. Reliable 
water sources are necessities within their 
habitats.

Biology: These deer do not live in large 
herds, but tend to remain in small groups 
or as individual animals. The breeding 
season, or “rut,” occurs in December and 
January. Polygamous bucks continually 
search for receptive does and will chal-
lenge other males for access to females. 
Does give birth to twin fawns in late July 
and August. 

Only males of this species produce ant-
lers. Bucks cast their antlers in late spring 
and immediately begin to grow a new set, 
which are fully formed by early October. 

Whitetail deer are browsers: They prefer 
forbs, but also consume shrubs, mast, cacti 
fruits and grasses.

Status: The overall population of Coues’ 
whitetails has declined during the past 
20 years, but this has not been nearly as 
steep as the declines seen in mule deer. At 
present, the population is stable. This is 
a hunted species with a relatively stable 
harvest.

Management Needs: The extended 
drought has been the biggest factor affect-
ing the habitats on which these deer rely. 
Other factors include human encroachment 
and climate change. The challenge is to pro-
tect, preserve and enhance existing critical 
habitats, so that when precipitation returns 
to normal levels, this species will flourish 
and expand in number and range.  

■ Johnathan O’Dell is the Arizona Game and Fish 

Department’s statewide wildlife specialist for game 

species.

from head to tail. A large, mature male 
can weigh up to 125 pounds and mature 
females weigh up to 80 pounds, but the 
average weight is less. 

The deer’s coat is grayish in winter and 
closer to mahogany in summer. When flee-
ing perceived danger, whitetail deer display 
the prominent, bright white outside edge 
and underside of their broad, triangular, 
flag-shaped tail (hence their common 
name). White hair encircles the eyes and 
muzzle. Fawns are born with white spots 
across their back, which disappear after a 
couple of months. The antlers of a mature 
male Coues’ whitetail buck differ from 
those of a mule deer in that they have one 
main beam that curves forward and indi-
vidual tines that branch off the main beam. 
Coues’ whitetails are extremely wary. 

Distribution: In Arizona, Coues’ 
whitetails can be found from the White 
Mountains west along the Mogollon Rim 
to central Arizona, and in suitable habitats 
in southeastern and southcentral Arizona. 
Their range also enters southwestern New 
Mexico and northern Mexico. 
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These deer do not live in 
large herds, but tend to 
remain in small groups 
or as individual animals.
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Kit Fox

Wildlife Field Notes  ■  Vulpes velox macrotis  ■  By Ron Day

Scientific Name: Two species of arid-
land foxes, the kit fox (Vulpes macrotis) 
and the swift fox (Vulpes velox), were 
initially considered to be similar but sepa-
rate. Recently the two have been grouped 
as a single species (Vulpes velox) with two 
subspecies, V. v. macrotis (kit fox) and V. v. 
velox (swift fox). Swift foxes are not found in 
Arizona, but inhabit the central prairies as 
far west as Colorado and New Mexico. 

Kit foxes are the smallest wild canines 
in North America. Vulpes is Latin for “fox,” 
velox is Latin for “swift,” and macrotis is 
a Latin word derived from Greek words 
meaning “long ears.” 

Description: Adult kit foxes usually 
weigh 3–5 pounds. Males average 4 pounds, 
slightly heavier than females (3.7 pounds). 
Overall coat color is pale, ranging from 
buff to gray with seasonal variations. Fur 
on shoulders and front legs is distinctly 
reddish, the bushy tail is gray-black and 
darkest on the tip, and underparts are white. 
Adults have abundant white-tipped guard 
hairs that give them a “grizzled” appear-
ance. Overall length from nose to tail tip is 
1.9–2.8 feet. Ears appear large relative to the 
body and head, and are larger than those of 
other small North American canids. 

Distribution: Kit foxes inhabit arid 
regions and are most common in low-
elevation, desert-like habitats in the western 
United States. In Arizona, they are distrib-
uted widely across the southern, western 
and northeastern portions of the state. 

Habitat: Throughout their range, kit 
foxes are primarily associated with desert 
shrub or shrub-grass habitats. They appear 
not to need free-standing water, meeting 
their water requirement through metabolic 
processes instead. Dens are vitally impor-
tant to kit foxes, providing more moderate 
habitat temperatures in both summer and 
winter, a factor that greatly reduces the ani-
mal’s water needs. 

October and November, with pairs remain-
ing together at least until young are weaned. 
Males seem to provide most of the food 
for females and litters during pup rearing. 
Females are very attentive to young pups. 

Kit foxes may live to be 8 or 9 years old, 
but generally, 90 percent to 95 percent of 
a population is less than 5 years old. Their 
primary sources of mortality include vehi-
cles, great horned owls, bobcats and coyotes. 
Juveniles typically have a lower survival rate 
than adults. 

Status: Though kit fox populations have 
declined in recent years due to drought and 
local habitat disturbance, they are still com-
mon throughout their range in Arizona. 

Management Needs: Kit foxes fill a 
unique niche in Arizona, inhabiting arid 
regions with sparse vegetation. These habi-
tats have undergone extensive modification 
over the past century, and the abundance 
of kit foxes has declined substantially in 
many areas. As with other species that rely 
on fragile desert environments, the kit fox’s 
greatest management need is for humans to 
identify and preserve these habitats. 

■ Ron Day is the predator and furbearer biologist for 

the Arizona Game and Fish Department.

Biology: Kit foxes primarily eat small 
mammals (particularly rodents such as 
kangaroo mice, pocket mice and wood 
rats), but these opportunistic predators 
may prey on numerous species of mam-
mals, birds, reptiles and insects. The 
number of kit foxes and the density of kit 
fox and prey populations fluctuate as a 
result of unreliable desert precipitation.

Kit foxes are almost entirely noctur-
nal. They produce a series of alarm, fear 
or distress sounds, including barking, to 
alert other kit foxes of danger. They growl 
to intimidate other kit foxes or other canid 
species. 

The breeding season occurs during 
December and January, with three to six 
pups born during February and March. 
Pups are independent of their parents at 4–5 
months of age. Pair formation begins during 

Il
lu

st
ra

ti
o

n 
by

 Z
ac

ke
ry

 Z
di

n
ak

Il
lu

st
ra

ti
o

n 
by

 Z
ac

ke
ry

 Z
d

in
ak

Kit foxes are almost 
entirely nocturnal. They 

produce a series of 
alarm, fear or distress 

sounds, including 
barking, to alert other 

kit foxes of danger. 
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Wildlife Field Notes  ■  Sylvilagus audubonii  ■  By Mark Zornes

Desert Cottontail

The desert cottontail is 
a popular small game 
animal, particularly 
with young hunters.

Scientific Name: Sylvilagus audubonii. 
From the Latin sylva meaning “wood-
land” and lagos meaning “hare.” The word 
audubonii refers to John James Audubon, 
an early American naturalist, hunter and 
wildlife artist. 

Description: One of three cottontail 
species found in Arizona, this is the 
most abundant and widespread. Back fur 
typically is reddish to brownish to gray-
ish, usually tipped with black. The belly is 
white. The top of the tail is black, but the 
underside is white; hence the name “cot-
tontail.” Cottontails with paler back fur 
tend to live in drier climates. Compared to 

its distant cousins the jackrabbits, the des-
ert cottontail has shorter legs and smaller 
feet. Its hind feet are significantly larger 
than its front feet. It has extremely large 
ears, which helps to distinguish it from 
eastern and mountain cottontail species.

Distribution: Desert cottontails are the 
most numerous and widespread cottontail 
in the western United States 
and central Mexico. 
They are found 
from northern 
Montana south 
to the State of 
Puebla in Mex-
ico, and from 
the Dakotas, 
Nebraska, 
Kansas, Okla-
homa and 
Texas west to 
California. 

This rabbit is documented in every county 
in Arizona. 

Habitat: The desert cottontail lives in a 
wide variety of habitat types and elevations, 
but occupies more arid areas than other 
cottontails. In Arizona, this rabbit is prob-
ably most abundant in thick desert scrub, 
chaparral or pinyon-juniper stands asso-
ciated with rocky cover. However, desert 
cottontails are common in nearly all habi-
tats in Arizona, except in mixed-conifer 
forests and other habitat types above 7,500 
feet in elevation. At these higher elevations, 
it is replaced by the smaller mountain cot-
tontail (Sylvilagus nuttallii). The desert 
cottontail completely overlaps the range of 
the eastern cottontail (Sylvilagus florida-
nus) in Arizona. 

Biology: Desert cottontails are extremely 
prolific, breeding from January to Sep-
tember or, in warmer localities in Arizona, 
year-round. They build a shallow excavated 
“nest” in the ground, lined with grasses and 
their own fur. Two or three young are born 
after a 28-day gestation period. Females 
average five litters per year, and juvenile 
females reach sexual maturity 80 days fol-
lowing birth. 

Desert cottontails feed on 
grasses, forbs, shrubs and 
even acorns. Though they 

can receive their moisture needs from the 
foods they consume, cottontails will drink 
free water when they find it. 

Adapted to harsh desert environments, 
this rabbit’s physiology minimizes over-
heating and water loss. Large ears dissipate 
heat when temperatures are extreme, and 
a higher-than-normal lethal body tem-
perature allows it to survive in some of the 
hottest locations in North America.

The abundance and density of desert 
cottontails can fluctuate dramatically in 
response to precipitation and habitat con-
dition. Documented densities of desert 
cottontails range from 0.6 per acre in “bad” 
years to more than six rabbits per acre in 
favorable conditions. 

Precipitation, and corresponding habi-
tat conditions, regulate desert cottontail 
abundance. The list of predators that feed 
on cottontails is long; from snakes, hawks, 
owls and eagles to foxes, coyotes, bobcats, 
mountain lions, black bears and humans. 
Predation does not regulate cottontail 
populations; rather, predators (other than 
humans) are more greatly influenced by 
the number of rabbits. 

Status: The desert cottontail is a popu-
lar small game animal, particularly with 
young hunters. In Arizona, hunters harvest 
around 80,000 cottontails (all species com-
bined) a year.

Management Needs: There are no spe-
cial management needs for this abundant 
and adaptable rabbit, so long as habitats 

receive protection from 
development. 

■ Formerly the small game 

biologist for the Arizona 

Game and Fish Depart-

ment and a frequent 

contributor to this 

magazine, Mark 

Zornes has returned 

to Wyoming.
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