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Nature: A Squirrel’s Guide to Success
Premieres Wednesday, November 14 at 8 p.m. (check local listings)
Streams Thursday, November 15 at pbs.org/nature and on PBS apps

Synopsis:
From tiny chipmunks to big prairie dogs, the squirrel family is one of the most widespread
on Earth. There are almost 300 species of squirrels that can glide through the air, outwit
rattlesnakes and survive the coldest temperatures of any mammal. What is the secret to their
success? Uncover the extraordinary abilities of these cheeky nut lovers as a filmmaker puts
their problem-solving to the test on a specially designed obstacle course. Join some of the
world’s top squirrel scientists who are making groundbreaking discoveries:from the brainy
fox squirrel who can remember the location of 9,000 nuts, to the acrobatic gray squirrel
whose tree-top leaps are the basis for new designs in robotics. See the world through the
eyes of an orphan red squirrel called Billy as he grows up and develops all the skills he will
need to be released back into the wild.
Long TV Listing:
Discover the extraordinary abilities of squirrels, from the brainy fox squirrel, to the acrobatic
gray squirrel, to the problem-solving ground squirrel. Follow a guide to the squirrel’s success
along with an orphan red squirrel called Billy.

Short TV Listing:
Discover the extraordinary abilities of squirrels guided by an orphan red squirrel called Billy.
Running Time: 60 minutes
Featured Species:
•

Eurasian red squirrel

•

Gray squirrel

•

California ground squirrel

•

Eastern chipmunk

•

Arctic ground squirrel

•

Prairie dog

•

Jungle-striped squirrel

•

Malabar giant squirrel

•

Japanese flying squirrel

•

Northern flying squirrel

•

Fox squirrel

Noteworthy Facts:
•

There are nearly 300 species of squirrels in the world, living in a huge range of
habitats, from the forest canopy to the Arctic tundra to the baking desert.

•

In the UK, the red squirrel population has plummeted by 95 percent. Seventy-five
percent of the remaining red squirrels are found in Scotland.

•

More than three feet long in size, the Malabar giant squirrel can hang upside down
while they feed and use their grip to run down trees headfirst. An unusually flexible
ankle joint allows their feet to rotate almost 180 degrees.

•

A squirrel’s front teeth never stop growing to counteract the wear from a lifetime of
relentless chomping.

•

To survive the frigid winters in Alaska, the Arctic ground squirrel hibernates by
dropping its heart rate, breathing and body temperature and survives on stored fat
alone. Every two to three weeks the squirrel will shiver to warm itself.

•

Squirrels are extraordinary leapers who can leap about 8-10 body lengths. Dr. Greg
Byrnes, who has spent the last four years tracking squirrel’s movements in his lab at
Siena College, learns that a squirrel’s leaping ability comes from their large leg

muscles that act like an elastic band. To minimize the impact, they land with all four
limbs on the ground at the same time.
•

The Northern flying squirrel is just six inches long and weighs the same as a typical
smartphone. Yet, it can leap almost 150 feet between trees at speeds of up to 20 miles
per hour. Its “wings,” a membrane that stretches between its wrists and ankles, and
another smaller membrane between the ankles and tail, allow it to glide through the
canopy. A piece of cartilage on the end of the “wing” gives them an upturned tip,
which reduces drag and increases stability (many airplanes have upturned tips on
their wings for the same reason).

Buzzworthy Moments:
•

To help combat the declining red squirrel population, Sheelagh McAllister, Head of
Small Mammals at the National Wildlife Rescue Centre in Scotland, takes in a
newborn red squirrel displaced from his nest. Naming him Billy, she weans and
raises him at home until he is ready to be released back into the wild. McAllister and
her team look after nearly 10,000 animals every year.

•

To defend her pups from a predatory rattlesnake, a California ground squirrel pumps
extra blood into her tail and waves it repeatedly. The blood flow in her tail is
normally used to help regulate temperature, but the extra heat is sensed by the
rattlesnake, making her seem bigger than she really is.

•

Although chipmunks sleep for days at a time through the winter to save energy, when
they wake they need food to stay alive. To prepare for this scenario, they gather nuts
throughout autumn and stockpile them. Flexible cheek pouches make the task
slightly easier; chipmunks can fit up to seven large nuts in their mouth at a time.
They must also defend their hoard from other chipmunks; see one fight break out
over a particular stockpile.

•

To avoid pilfering, tree squirrels don’t risk putting all their nuts in one basket; they
bury each one separately in a strategy known as scatter hoarding. To learn how these
squirrels are able to remember where they bury each nut, Dr. Mikel Delgado of the
University of California at Berkeley inserts a tiny microchip into several test nuts.
She discovers that Fox squirrels can remember and locate about 90 percent of the
nuts they bury. Their brains grow larger than other species of squirrel, particularly
during the fall season when nuts are plentiful.

•

Gray squirrels are one of the smartest species of all. Wildlife filmmaker Douglas
Parker has found a unique way to demonstrate their adaptability. To get to a large
pile of hazelnuts, wild gray squirrels must leap between the colored discs of an

obstacle course constructed by Parker. Through trial and error, driven by their desire
for nuts, these wily grays combine their grip, persistence, memory and problemsolving skills to get through the course.

Series Overview:
Nature is a voice for the natural world, bringing the wonders of wildlife and stories of
conservation to millions of American viewers. Nature has won more than 700 honors from
the television industry, the international wildlife film communities and environmental
organizations, including 18 Emmys and three Peabody Awards.
Production Credits:
Nature is a production of THIRTEEN PRODUCTIONS LLC for WNET and PBS. For
Nature, Fred Kaufman is Executive Producer. Bill Murphy is Series Producer and Janet
Hess is Series Editor. A Squirrel’s Guide to Success is a co-production of THIRTEEN
PRODUCTIONS LLC and BBC Studios in association with WNET. The documentary is
produced by Tom Jarvis and Gillian Taylor. Directed by Tom Jarvis and Rowan Crawford.
Edited by Ross McFall. Cinematography by George Woodcock. Researched by Douglas
Parker. Narrated by Ana Gasteyer. For BBC, Roger Webb is Series Editor and Holly Spearing
is Series Producer.
Underwriters:
Support for this Nature program was made possible in part by the Arnhold Family in
memory of Clarisse Arnhold, Sue and Edgar Wachenheim III, the Kate W. Cassidy
Foundation, the Lillian Goldman Charitable Trust, Kathy Chiao and Ken Hao, the Anderson
Family Fund, the Filomen M. D’Agostino Foundation, Rosalind P. Walter, the Halmi Family
in memory of Robert Halmi, Sr., Sandra Atlas Bass, by the Corporation for Public
Broadcasting, and by the nation’s public television stations.
Websites:
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About WNET
WNET is America’s flagship PBS station and parent company of THIRTEEN and WLIW21,
home to ALL ARTS. WNET also operates NJTV, the statewide public media network in New
Jersey. Through its broadcast channels, three cable services (THIRTEEN PBSKids, Create
and World) and online streaming sites, WNET brings quality arts, education and public
affairs programming to more than five million viewers each week. WNET produces and
presents such acclaimed PBS series as Nature, Great Performances, American Masters, PBS
NewsHour Weekend, the new nightly interview program Amanpour and Company and a
range of documentaries, children’s programs, and local news and cultural offerings. WNET’s
groundbreaking series for children and young adults include Get the Math, Oh Noah! and
Cyberchase as well as Mission US, the award-winning interactive history experience. WNET
highlights the tri-state’s unique issues and culture through NJTV News with Mary Alice
Williams and MetroFocus, NYC-ARTS, Treasures of New York, Theater Close-Up, and
WLIW Arts Beat. WNET creates online-only programming, including the award-winning
series about gender identity, First Person. Through multi-platform initiatives Chasing the
Dream: Poverty and Opportunity in America and Peril and Promise: The Challenge of
Climate Change, WNET showcases the human stories around these issues and promising
solutions. The weekly program SciTech Now explores the nexus of new ideas in science and
technology. Through THIRTEEN Passport and WLIW Passport, station members can
stream new and archival THIRTEEN, WLIW and PBS programming anytime, anywhere.
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