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Porcupines are rodents,1 just like mice, rats, and beavers. 
Porcupines are the second-largest rodents in North 
America, with the beaver being the largest. You can see 
some similarities between porcupines and beavers. They 
both have broad tails and the same body shape. They 
also both have orange teeth that gnaw on hard objects. 
The orange color is not a sign that the teeth are decayed; 
these animals have a different type of enamel2 on their 
teeth than humans do. 

Porcupines have very poor vision, but they have a great 
sense of smell. They also hear well. You may not have 
known this, but porcupines are good swimmers. Their 
quills float, so it is like they are always wearing a life vest! 

Porcupines have between one and three babies at a time, 
which are called porcupettes. The porcupettes are born 
with soft quills, which soon harden. Porcupettes mature 
quickly, sometimes reaching adulthood before their first 
birthday.

Porcupines are herbivores, which means that they eat 
plants. They like to eat bark from tall trees, like birch, 
cherry, pine, oak, and maple. They also eat leaves and fruit 
and hold their food in their hands while eating. They have 
five main fingers on each hand, including a thumb, which 
allows them to climb trees quickly. Although porcupines 
like to hang out in trees, they can also be found in dens 
inside hollow logs or under houses.

Porcupine Quills 
Porcupines have thousands of quills on their backs, 
which are very sharp and needle-like. Porcupines never 
use up their quills. They use around 20 on each person 
or animal that they quill. They grow new ones in place of 
the old ones. The porcupine’s quills are only on its backs, 
sides, and tails but not on its stomachs. This prevents the 
porcupine from hurting itself when it bends over. The 
quills are actually modified hairs and are the animal’s 
defense mechanism to protect it from predators. Felines,3 
like bobcats and tigers, often chase porcupines, and so 
do dogs. If a predator touches the porcupine’s back, the 
quills detach, and the attacker will get a quill buried in its 
face or body. 

Porcupine quills are light-colored. 

This porcupine is holding its food as it nibbles. 

Porcupines live in dens deep in the ground, in trees, or under 
houses. 

1 rodent − small mammal with sharp front teeth
2 enamel – coating
3 feline − catlike 




