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The rare black Northern Palm Squirrel 
from Haryana, India
The Northern Palm Squirrel 
Funambulus pennantii, also 
known as the Five-striped 
Palm Squirrel, is a small 
rodent which belongs to the 
family Sciuridae.  It is most 
commonly found in India and 
according to the IUCN Red 
List, its conservation status 
is Least Concern. The bushy 
tail and bold stripes running 
down the body are diagnostic 
characteristics of this sciurid, 
which can grow to be 250–
270 mm, with 110–120 mm 
tail length and weigh 60–200 
g (Long 2003; DPIPWE 2011).  
A bushy tail, dark rounded 
eyes, small triangular 
ears, and long front teeth 
distinguish it (Menon 2003; 
Pradhan & Talmale 2012).  It 
is an omnivore and feeds on 
a variety of fruits and nuts, 
as well as eggs, small birds, 
larvae, and insects (Prasad et 
al. 1966; Malhi & Kaur 1994; 
Malhi & Khushrupinder 1995). 

Melanism is the reverse of 
albinism, in which the dark-
colored pigment melanin is 
produced in the skin or its 
appendages.  Because the 

Map showing the location of sighting of the black Northern Palm 
Squirrel in district Rohtak, Haryana.

melanistic characteristic is 
a recessive trait, it is not 
inherited at random; rather, 
it is favoured when the gene 
of two parents are too similar 
(Ramakrishnan et al. 2016).  
Animals use colour for a 
variety of adaptive purposes, 
including camouflage, 
signalling, defence, and 
thermoregulation.  Melanism 
is found in a wide range of 
animals, and two of its main 
functions are to provide 
predatory camouflage, as in 
lizards to provide protection 
from predators (Rosenblum 
et al. 2004) and to provide 
a thermal advantage in 

some organisms such as in 
butterflies, ladybirds, snails, 
and snakes (Bittner et al. 
2002; Pardo-Diaz et al. 2012).

Few observations 
were recorded earlier 
in different states of 
India.  The first spotting 
of black palm squirrel in 
Indian subcontinent was 
scientifically documented by 
Dileepkumar et al. (2021).  
They show the colour change 
is caused by mutation and 
can be traced back to the 
melanocortin-1 receptor 
(MC1R) gene, where it 
was discovered to be a 
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(A) Comparison 
of Northern Palm 
Squirrel with and 
without melanism. 
(B), (C) 
Comparison of 
both squirrel in 
similar food habits 
© Parul.
(D), (E) Black 
Northern Palm 
Squirrel sighted at 
Rohtak (Haryana) 
© Amit Kumar.

(A)

sequence change causing a frame shift in 
the wild type’s extension locus (Dileepkumar 
et al. 2021).  Other spotting of melanism 
in Indian Giant Flying Squirrel in India was 
done by Ramakrishnan et al. (2016) at 
Sathyamangalam Tiger Reserve, Tamil Nadu.  
A zoology teacher M. Jayashankar had 
sighted a melanistic squirrel in Devanahalli 
taluka, a rural district in Bengaluru, Karnataka 

(D) (E)

(Rupera 2020).  Recent sighting of the black 
coloured Northern Palm Squirrel has been 
reported in district Vadodara, Gujarat by 
Karan et al. (2020).

In our photographic documentation, we have 
described the squirrel as ‘black’, to which our 
morph fits in, in accordance with the normal 
distribution curve for colour possibilities 
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presented by Singh (1999, 2000) for tiger 
Panthera tigris.

On 24 October 2021, we spotted and 
photographed a squirrel with fully black coat 
colour.  It was quite a sudden and interesting 
observation when we were headed mid-way 
to our homes near the Rohtak District bus-
stand.  As zoologists and wildlife researchers, 
we had an idea of its rarity in that locality.  
Photographic records were taken using 
Canon Powershot sx70hs camera.

We again surveyed that place on 26 October 
2021 and finally spotted the black squirrel 
and got a good series of photographs.  
We took coordinates from google maps, 
observed its feeding activities and noted 
eatables like biscuits, cooked food, puff 
corns, coconut etc.  Using the coordinates, a 
map was constructed through Arc GIS 10.8 
software showing the point of observation of 
black squirrel in Haryana.

References 

Bittner, T.D., R.B. King & J.M. Kerfin (2002). Effects of 
body size and melanism on the thermal biology of garter 
snakes Thamnophis sirtalis. Copeia (2): 477–482.
Dileepkumar, R., K. Anaswara, V. Navya, S. Beena, 
A. Jacob, L. Divya, & O.V. Oommen (2021). Black 
Palm Squirrel (Funambulus palmarum Linn.) from India: 
association with a frame shift mutation in the MC1R 
gene. Current Science 121(2): 306.
DPIPWE (2011). Pest Risk Assessment: Northern Palm 
Squirrel Funambulus pennantii. Department of Primary 
Industries, Parks, Water and Environment. Hobart, 
Tasmania. https://nre.tas.gov.au/Documents/Northern-
Palm-Squirrel-pest-risk-assessment.pdf
Karan, R., U. Kartik & S. Azaz (2020). Record of 
melanistic Five-striped Squirrel from Vadodara, Gujarat. 
Small Mammal Mail #430, In: Zoo’s Print 35(11): 1–2.
Long, J.L. (2003). Introduced Mammals of the World: 
Their History, Distribution and Influence. CSIRO 
Publishing, Victoria, Australia, 589 pp.

Malhi, C.S. & K. Kaur (1994). Responses of Funambulus 
pennantii Wroughton (Rodentia, Sciuridae) towards 
different food additives. Mammalia 59: 373–384.
Malhi, C.S. & K. Khushrupinder (1995). Food preference 
behavior of the five striped squirrel, Funambulus pennanti 
Wroughton. Behavioural Processes 34: 55–65.
Menon, V. (2003). A field guide to Indian mammals. 
Dorling kindersley (India) Pvt. Ltd. and Penguin Book India 
(P.) Ltd. Delhi, India.
Pardo-Diaz, C., C. Salazar, S.W. Baxter, C. Merot, W. 
Figueiredo-Ready, M. Joron, ... & C.D. Jiggins (2012). 
Adaptive introgression across species boundaries in 
Heliconius butterflies. PLOS Genetics 8(6): e1002752.
Pradhan, M.S. & S.S. Talmale (2012). Indian Mammals: 
Checklist with comments on type locality, distribution, 
conservation, status and taxonomy. Nature Books India, 
Kolkata, India, 564 pp.
Prasad, M.R.N., G.K. Dhaliwal, P. Seth, A.H. Reddi, 
A.K. Sivashankar & N.K. Uberoi (1966). Biology of 
reproduction in the Indian Palm Squirrel, Funambulus 
pennanti (Wroughton). Symposia of the Zoological Society 
of London 15: 353–364.
Ramakrishnan, B., A. Samson & S. Ramasubramanian 
(2016). Observation of melanism in Indian Giant Flying 
Squirrel Petaurista philippensis at Sathyamangalam Tiger 
Reserve, Tamil Nadu, southern India. Zoo’s Print 31(9): 8.
Rupera, P. (2020). Rare black squirrel spotted in 
Vadodara. The Times of India. https://timesofindia.
indiatimes.com/city/vadodara/rare-black-squirrel-spotted-
in-city/articleshow/76124858.cms. Accessed on 05 
January 2022.
Rosenblum, E., H. Hoekstra & M. Nachman (2004). 
Adaptive reptile colour variation and the evolution of the 
MC1R gene. Evolution 58: 1794–808.
Singh, L.A.K. (1999). Born Black: The Melanistic Tiger in 
India. WWF-India, New Delhi. viii+66 pp
Singh, L.A.K. (2000). Colour aberration in Tiger: Its 
Biological and Conservation Implications. Summary of talk 
at National Seminar ‘Tiger Tiger’, 4–5 August, 2000, Indian 
Museum, Calcutta.

Citation: Kumar, A., P. Kumar, S. Rana & Parul 
(2022). The rare black Northern Palm Squirrel from 
Haryana, India. Small Mammal Mail #441, In: Zoo’s 
Print 37(3): 23–25.

Amit Kumar2 Parmesh Kumar1 Sarita 
Rana 3 & Parul2
1 Associate Professor, 3Assistant Professor, 2Research 
Scholar, Department of Zoology, Institute of Integrated 
and Honors Studies, Kurukshetra University, 
Kurukshetra, Haryana, India. E-mail: kdamit8@gmail.com 
(corresponding author)

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/vadodara/rare-black-squirrel-spotted-in-city/articleshow/76124858.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/vadodara/rare-black-squirrel-spotted-in-city/articleshow/76124858.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/vadodara/rare-black-squirrel-spotted-in-city/articleshow/76124858.cms
mailto:kdamit8@gmail.com



