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Clue No. 1:  The topic of my paper has a direct connection to”.Marshall
County, Kentucky. Tt is an unincorporated community located near Calvert City. Clue
No.2: It has a direct and tangible connection aiﬁghtclub on Broadway in Nashvﬂle,
opened in 1967. It was actoss the street from Emest_Tubb’s tecord shop glﬂd right
beside Tootéie’s. Roy Acuff, Merle Haggatd, Chatley Pride, Kris Kristofferson, Willie,
Dolly; Potter, Waylon — they all could be found hanging out here.l It would latet be
moved to Printer’s Alley. Clue No. 3: The topic wound up, no surptise, refetred to in
a number of country songs. Clue No. 4:. The topic would take on a life of its’ own |
when the Post-Hall Syndicate launched a cartoon sttip that WOuld bé published from

1948 until 1975.

Possum Trot, Kentucky, is located on Highway 62, iﬁ Marshall Cou.nty, between
Paducah and Calvert City. It’s about teﬁ miles north of Benton. Itis listed in one article
I read as one of the fifteen smallest towné in Kentucky, along with Hell’s Halfacre,
Eighty EHight, Dingus and Dwatf, Kentucky. George Jones opened Possum Holler on
lower Broadway at a time when countty music singers really seemed to be family. His
back up band was the house band and there was always talent in the room. Jones is the:
one who explained in biogtaphy that he earned the nickname “The Possum” because
he borte a likeness to the marsupial — his words. Jones is credited with being one of the
premier countty stats le'/ho opened their own club. Jones sang “I Don’t Need Ypur

Rocking Chair”, released in 1992, whetein he says: “...This gray hait don"t mean a



thing, I do my rocking on the stage, you can’t pvut this possum in a cage, fny body’s old
but it ain’t impaited, I don’t need your rocking chair...”. Peak position of the song
was number thirty four in 1992-1993 onvthe Hot Country Chatts. Jones’ hit Playing
Possum peaked at 18 in 1975,  “...Last night I climbed up in a tree a-just outside his
house, and T saw him a-chasing yéu, a-playing Cé,t and mouse. Then I cmwled up and
went onv home, Ididn’t know what to do. I’ve been playing possum, yes I’'ve been a-
watching you...”. Walt Kelly inked Pogo, set in the lefenokee .Swamp. The strip
was written for children and adults. Sc')m6 of us will remember it _ftom' the Courier
]oﬁmal. It held layers upon layers of social and political satite. Kelly wotked for Walt
Disney until the animators strike in 1941, He left and went to Dell.Comics where he
developed and ultimately syndicated Pogo. Pogo was defined as: An amiable, humble,
philosophical, personable, everyman Opossum. Walt Kelly is a paper/book in and unto
himself. He loved what he did. Ultimately, he died of complications from diabetes that
had cost him a leg, Artists and assistants surrounded him to help keep Pogb running.

He often joked about getting back to the sttip when he re-grew his leg.

A

Gentlemen, some variation of Didelphis vitginiana has been haunting our caves
and gatages for 23 million years. With thyming re-duplication I give you -

The Awesome Opossum.,

Fot clatity, a Possum and an Opossum are not the same creature — most of the

time. The Virginia Opossum is the only marsupial (an animal with a pouch), found in



North America. Possums (without the “0”), are also marsupiéls and are a separate
suborder (Kingdom, Phylum, Class, Otdet, Family, Genus, Species — Thank you
Dorothy Southalll) and found in Austtaiia, like Kangaroos, Wallabys and Koala Bears.
Most people hete don’t pronounce the “0”, so we hgve Possums and Possums, but they
are two different }thi‘ngs. English colonists in ]ame.sltown derived the word from the |
Powhatan language of the Algonquianltribe. It means, speciﬁcaﬂy, “white dog or
beast”.  John Smith spelled it “opassum” atound 1613, William 'Strachey, the first
secretaty of Jamestown, desctibed the “aposum” as a “...beast in bigness of a pig and
in taste alike...”. These words ot their ilk were used later in Australia to describe the

Possums there.

Opossums tend to bé solitaty, except duting breeding season — just after winter.
Males, then, tend to be tertitotial and fight violently during that season. ‘The females
typically have one litter a yeat, but that can vary in mote tempetate climates. She will
give bitth to 16-20 babies 12-13 days after mating, This is the shortest gestation of any
Notth American animal. The Joeys are approximately the size of 2 bee. They ate not
able to see, but Wﬂl travél from theit bitthplace under her tale, across her belly to her
pouch. Notably, there ate thirteen teats and that’s not enough for all of thenﬁ, if they
successfully complete ﬂle j'ourney. And, so you know, a group of Opo‘ssums iS'g passel.

Stick that in your pipe, Jed Clampett. After about a week, their size has increased by



ten fold. At approximateiy 75-85 days their eyes have opened and ﬂley are weaned.
They will stay wﬁh the mother until three to four months of age, tiding on her back.

Opossum make a click that Is generally used to attract a mate and then a loud
hiss when theyfeel thrcatenedYounngrgimaopossumswﬂ s‘ﬁé‘ezegloudly' to get
attention from theit mothet.,

Opossums make a click that is generally used to attract a mate and then a loud
hiss when they feel threatened. Young Virginia Opossums will make a sneezing sound
for their mothers to find them. The Opossum is additionally uniqﬁe in that they ate
the only mammal in United States with a preheﬁsﬂe tale. When they are smallér, yes,
they can hang by their tails — much as you might havé seen in movies like Bambi.
Weight tends to later intetfere with the hanging, but the tail remains prehensile
nonetheless and is, effectively, a fifth leg. for climbing, etc. The Opossum is also the
' only' mammal that has four fingers and an opposable thumb on each of its hind feet,
and it works like a thumb. This cleatly assists in picking up things, climbing and the

like.

Opossums are typically ﬂocturhal, but not always, and transient. They thrive.in
neatly any habitat. Clearly, they are adaptable, being f§u11d from forest to farm to innet
city. They will use abandoned butrows and dens of other animals, rathet than digging ‘
their own. They cén be‘s‘t be desctibed as opportﬁnisﬁc omnivores and will feed on
virtually anything it can find or catch. This would include rats, mice, moles, bslugs, snails,
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shrews, worms, beetles, ants, grasshoppers, ctickets, frogs, garb‘age, fruit (igarticularly
Persimmons — don’t ask me whyl), cotn, betries and road kill, ":It is estimated that
~carrion on the road results in 8.3 million Opossums being killed anhually. So who
comes up with that number! They ate nét fast. Natute has a limited number of catrion
caters (also known as sanitation workers of the wild). Opossum are’included, along
with vultures, crows, coyotes. These animals have developed gasttic systems that allow
them to consume what woﬁld be poisonous to us. Béfore I forget, Opossum have
mote teeth than any other mammal, except the killer whale and the giant armadillo.

This cleatly gave rise to the phtase “grinning like a possum eating a sweet potato”.

Notébly, they are voracious consumers of ticks, atound 5000 pet season, and are
immune té Lyme Disease. In addition, they will Kill and eat ALL snakes — including
rattlesnakes, Cottonmouth and Coppetrheads. They are immune to snake venom. A
2015 study isolated the peptide in Opossum blood that causes tesistance to snake
venom. There is optimism that finding may help create more aéceésibﬂity to antivenom.
It has been suggésted that snakes and Opos‘sums are locked in an evolutionaty arms

race.

A number of years ago, while visiting my brother in Flotida, we went to the
- Liverglades. On an aitboat tide, one of the guides remarked on the Tutkey Vultuges
that wete all over the place in the swamp. He further noted that the only defensive

mechanisms available to the vultute when threatened were two: 1. They hiss, and 2.



The empty their stomachs — they throw up. I joined the Notth Ametican Tutkey
Vulture Association. N otably, let me add one thing. My brother and I we1‘1t over to an
adjoining fatm to explote an old cabin belonging to the Flowers family. Logs and
mortar. Stone ﬁreplace. A loft above the living atea with one set of steps up to the
loft. What we also learned was that thete were two baby vultute chicks in a nest l‘lﬂd(‘ll'
the steps. When threatened, they also puff 'up and with theit down,. they present as
rather formidable. They may ha.ve been frightened, but not neatly as much as we Wefe

of the big furty things waddling from under the stairs.

Speaking of defensive mechanisms, one of the most interesting traits of the
Opossum is its’ ability to plﬁy dead. Yes, they can bate their teeth and bite, but tend
more toward a Fainting Goat when confronted ‘by danger. Thanatosis is an actual,
physical icsponse of the Opossum. It sinks to the ground, bares its’ teeth, its’ eyes glaze
over and it lolls its’ tongue to the side. And, again, this is aﬁ involuntary response/shock
and it cannot be prodded or shaken from this state. It can last from a few minutes to
up to four houts. The first sign of tegaining consciousness is twitching of its’ ears.
then, at the same time this occuts, the Opossum sectetes an oil from an anal gland
with a putrid odotr. Many predators will not eat éarrion. The foregoing can include a
frothing of the inouth, possibly to simulate illness like rabies to fend off a predator.
Notably, the body temperafure bf an Opossum will not sustain the rabies virus (94~97

degrees).



As previously noted by William Strachey, the Opossum was once widely hunted
and eaten in the United States. In 1909 thete was 2 “Possum and Taters” banquet held
in Atlanta to honor President Elect Wﬂliam Howard Taft. Mark Twain noted Opossum
as a fine American fare. Notably, the musk glands must be removed as. part of
preparation, but the meat can be used in place of rabbit or chicken. In Mexico the tail
of the Opossum is eaten as a folk remedy to improve fertility. In Wausau County,

Flotida, there is a concrete monument erected to the lowly Opossum that reads:

“In grateful recognition of the tole of the North Ametican possum, a
magnificent survivor of the marsupial family pre-dating the ages of thg mastodon and
the dinosaur has played in furnishing both food aﬁd fur to the eatly settlers and their
successors. Their presence here has provided a source of nuttitious and flavorful food
in normal times and has been important aid to human survival in times of distress and

critical need.”

john James Audubon called the Opossum an excellent substitute for roast pig.
‘Opossum were hunted, typicﬁlly, like Racdons, with (iogs and were typicaﬂy attempted
to be taken alive. This Would allow the hunter to feed the Opo‘ssum a more standard
regimen prior to consumption. I'm certain you are all familiar with the tune “Possum

Up a ‘Simmon Tree”, played by Ralph, Cattet and ].D. Whited of Alabama.

In searching for a biblical reference, the closest I could coine was a spiritual
reference to Ham, son of Noah, using an Opossum tale to make banjo strings.
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Interestingly, there’s so much stuff out thete in Intetnet Land, and I really thought that
there would be negative references to Opossums, but, for instance, the Opossum is
viewed by Native Americans as clevet in playing dead or acting sick, and not in a

petjorative way. They are seen as excellent mothets.

In 2013, the State of Notth Cai‘olina designated the Vifginia Opossum as the
State Matsupial. The poet Fzta Pound referred to the poet T.S. Eliot as Old Possum,
probably because he had a nose like inine. T: 8 E]iot wrote Old Possum’s Book of
Practical Cats which, of coutse, is the basis for the musical and movie Cats, Walt Kelly’s
Pogo was named Ponce de Leon Montgomery County Alabama Geovrgia Beauregard
Possum, and it was Pogd who travelled outside the Okefenokee Swamp and stated, “we

have met the enemy and he is us.”. -

So, about Roo. I had mentioned to Animal Control that I had an Opossum
previously. Yes, his name was Pogo. We found him alone, having faﬂen from his
mothert’s back besidé one of our chicken coops. .\X/e heard him sneezing. In our
estimation, Pogo was too 31ﬁaﬂ to leave and probably still nutsing. With some research
that included goat’s milk from Tractor Suppiy, we nursed Pogo aqd Weanea him. Pogo

“loved scraps and lived in a hutch neat the rabbits by the coops; I left the top up on the
hutch and Pogo went béck to nature. At any raté; Animal Cohtrol mentioned that they

run in to Opossums, often. Some time later she contacted me and said that Roo’s



mothet had been killed on North Drive and Roo was wandering around the roadway.

Roo, as well, was tiny. I mixed some dry colosttum and nursed her and weaned her.

Along these lines, as a card carrying membet of the Opossum Society of North
Ametica, and based on what you now know, when you see an Opossum in the road,
what’s the first thing you will want to do;F‘ Make certain it is dead. Secondatily, Joey’s
can sutvive in the pouch, or as with‘ Roo, in the vicinity. As a ﬂnal measute, at least on
Huffman Mill Road, if there ate no survivors, removing the deceased remains will make
it less likely that other Opossums-will chance upon a meal. If there are Joeys and they
are haitless, wrap them and keep them warm. Don’t use terty cloth. In this instance,
if they are haitless, you should contact someone as soon as possible. There’s so much
more to cating fo.r these little Joeys. If they ate futred, keep them hydrated. Pedialyte
works wonders. In either instance, .you can Google “Opossum tescue”. If they ate 10
inches long or larger, they can be left on their own. Here’s the thing, you may or may
not find a response. I am not an animal rescuet and I am not certified. Reaching out

to Animal Control or a local veterinatian is a possibility, as well.

In the mornings, I make my coffee and then get Roo from her cage. We clean
the cage. Asa tule, she pees and poops once a day on the pee pdd. We replace the pad
and clean out her bowl. Roo eats 8-10 grapes, that I slice in het bowl and some rotisserie

chicken.
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Melissa tetired and went right back to teaching. Iam the Ag major raised on a
farm. Melissa is the farmer. On the two days (plus) a week that she goes to MLK, mote
often than not, she takes Pickles, the rabbit, Wubs, the Serama chicken, and starting last

fall - Roo. The wonder on the faces of these children is amazing — the teachetrs, too.

I think that too oft¢11 we relegate Opossums to geilerahzaﬁo1ls. You are familiar
with the group Phish. Their 1993 song Possum: “...I was tiding down the toad one
day and someone hit a }:)ossum. I was tiding down thé road one day and someone hit
a possum. 'I'he road was his end. His end was the road, so they say...”. So when Pogo
stated that he had met the enemy that the enemy was us when he and the others left
Okeefenokee Swamp, there’s some deeper wisdom there. You don’t have to rescue
Opossums, but now you have a few morte teasons why to consider doing it. You don’t
have to like them, but when you think i.ﬂ terms of all the benefits they provide, maybe
you might have a little different perspective and a little more appreciation. They arc
the only marsupials in North Ametica. The'y' have the shortest gestation period of any
North American mammal. They ate the only North American mammal with a
prehensile tail. They are the only North American mammal with four ﬁ.hgers and
thumb on their feet. They have the 3" most teeth of any mammal. They eat their
weight in ticks and ate immune to Lyme’s Discase. The eat snakes and are immune to
snake venom. Their body temperatute is too low for them to carry the Rabies Vitus.

Maybe we just need to look a little closer at the Opossum before judging them. Maybe
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that’s the lesson of Didephis virginiana — take a minute to look a little closer before |

judging Opossums ot people. You might be sutprised.
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