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As autumn looms and the 
temperatures drop, a 
number of fairly predict-

able activities commence in 
Quebec City. Gardeners start 
watching the thermometer and 
hustle to harvest and preserve 
the summer’s bounty. Leaves 
begin shifting from verdant 
to golden hues. Children skip 
or shuffle their way back to 
school. And squirrels? They go 
into a foraging frenzy.

According to McGill Uni-
versity’s online Urban Nature 
Information Service (www.
unis.mcgill.ca/en/uw), there 
are three species in our region. 
The pine squirrel, also known 
as the eastern red squirrel, 
but always as Tamiasciurus 
hudsonicus, is active during 
the day. However, it does not 
appreciate human presence 
and is most visible in conifer 
forests. Should you be in an 
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Quebec City’s grey squirrels, whether black or grey in 
colour, are a common urban wildlife species. They could 
be a viable but less-common source of protein. 

On Saturday night, some 17,800 fans came out to support the No. 1 ranked Canadian Interuniversity Sport (CIS) football team. Université Laval’s Rouge et Or started their 
season with a dominating 40-13 win over the No. 4 ranked Carabins of Université de Montreal. This year, the Rouge et Or hope to become the first team in CIS history to win 
the Vanier Cup three years in a row. 
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old-growth conifer forest an 
hour after sunset, you just 
might see the second species - 
the nocturnal northern flying 
squirrel (Glaucomys sabri-
nus). Meanwhile, here in town, 
grey (Sciurus carolinensis) 
squirrels, are easily observed 
throughout the city.

Incidentally, the black 
squirrels we see cruising 
through parks and back yards 
are also technically grey 
squirrels. This species has 
two colour types, sometimes 
known as morphs. There is 
some evidence that the black 
squirrels have an advantage 
in winter, as their dark fur 
absorbs more heat from the 
sun. However, there is less 
evidence to support specula-
tion that black squirrels are 
more aggressive than their 
grey counterparts. 

That being said, this writer 
is well-acquainted with the 
dilemma these creatures pose 
for urban gardeners who also 

enjoy wildlife watching. Just 
last week, a particularly bold, 
inky-black squirrel absconded 
with the last of my cherry 
tomatoes as I watched from 
the opposite end of the short 
balcony.

Behaviour like this is pre-
cisely what inspired Mike Sula, 

an eloquent Chicago writer, 
to start eating the squirrels 
which targeted his tomatoes. 
In an essay nominated by 
the James Beard Foundation 
entitled “Chicken of the Trees,” 
Sula explores the cultural 
and ecological nuances of 
eating urban squirrels. As 

he points out, “Certainly the 
very first Americans ate them 
in abundance, as did the first 
European settlers.” We can 
confidently assume that our 
ancestors north of the border 
did the same. Most likely, 
farmers, urbanites, and woods-
men alike had countless ways 
of cooking squirrels, a culinary 
tradition which persisted well 
into the modern era. Indeed, 
as Sula notes, it wasn’t until 
2006 that the the classic cook-
book, Joy of Cooking, excluded 
squirrel skinning illustrations 
from its 75th anniversary 
edition.

While eating squirrels 
might sound a bit squirrely, 
Sula isn’t the only one doing 
it, and the idea is scientifically 
sound. Based on information 
from North American Tree 
Squirrels and interviews 
with Steve Sullivan of the 
Chicago Academy of Sciences, 
it appears nearly 80% of young 
squirrels don’t live past their 

first year of life. And yet, like 
their cousins the rats, grey 
squirrels are so good at repro-
ducing that there is little-to-no 
concern that eating them 
would be detrimental to their 
populations.

Which, of course, was 
good news for a culinary pilot 
project announced this spring. 
As part of the provincial food 
sovereignty initiative, ten 
select restaurants in Quebec 
were slated to serve wild 
game this autumn. Alongside 
muskrat, hare, beaver, deer 
(from Anticosti Island), and 
squirrels were on the menu. 
These species were all chosen, 
according to Yves-François 
Blanchet, then the minister 
in charge of wildlife, because 
they are abundant and posed 
no health risks for human con-
sumption. As of press time this 
week, however, the QCT was 
still unable to confirm whether 
the pilot project will proceed 
under the new government.

Saturday night lights: Rouge et Or 
shine at first game of the season 

Pick and eat wild mushrooms in the Forêt Montmorency 

The Forêt Montmorency 
of Université Laval, the 
largest teaching and 

research forest in the world, 
is offering a full day of ac-
tivities to help people better 
understand and gather forest 
products. They will be ac-
companied by a mycologist 
(fungi and mushroom spe-
cialist) and attend a cooking 
workshop with a chef who 
specializes in the preparation 
of mushrooms. 

An explanation of the 
ecosystem and the conditions 
favourable to the growth of 
wild mushrooms will take 
place in the heart of the white 
birch forest. There will be a 
3- to 4-kilometre guided walk 
through forest paths. You will 
learn how to identify edible 
mushrooms, harvesting tech-
niques, clean and preserve 
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Is it edible or not? Picking and eating mysterious 
mushrooms can be fraught with danger. This fascinating 
walk in the woods will teach how to identify, pick and 
prepare the right kind of mushrooms. 

the edible mushrooms of the 
boreal forest. 

At the end of the day 
participants will taste the 
mushrooms prepared in the 
form of bouchées dînatoires 
(dinner-sized mouthfuls) in 
the main pavilion. 

The activity will take place 
on September 14, 20 and 27 and 
October 4, from 12:30 (arrival 
time 12:15 p.m.) to 6:00 p.m. 
(Saturdays, except the 14th, 
which is a Sunday) and will last 
approximately 5.5 hours. The 
cost is $55 + taxes per person 

and is intended for adults and 
teens (not suitable for younger 
children). Maximum of 20 
people per group. Reservations 
are obligatory. Call 418 656-
2034 or info@fm.ulaval.ca 

Guided moose observation 
tours are also being offered at 
dawn and dusk in September 
and October. 

The Forêt Montmorency is 
located in the Parc national 

de la Jacques-Cartier, approxi-
mately 70 kms (50 minutes) 
from Quebec City via Highway 
175. For more information, visit 
www.fm.ulaval.ca/InfoXP/

Sunrise over Lake Témiscouata. “I hope that these Canada geese are just  flying 
for fun, because if they are practicing to fly away south that means summer will 
be flying away with them,” says photographer Lise Lafond. 


