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FOREWORD 

 There are many books about wildlife and much information is available on the Internet; but 

this volume examines an aspect virtually ignored elsewhere – the characters and personalities of wild 

species. 

 It offers the reader a different view, the opportunity to revise the conventional impression of 

our wild neighbours.  It opens a window onto a world few are privileged to enjoy. 

 If it shatters illusions and corrects misconceptions then that can only be a beneficial outcome.  

Unlike much other published matter where the content stems from visual observation and human 

logical explanation; in this book the data comes from the sole totally reliable source – the animal itself.  

This has only been possible through the author’s close personal association with wildlife.  All accounts 

are entirely factual.   

 This book comprises a collection of anecdotes covering over two decades of close association 

with wildlife, primarily foxes.  It is my hope that it may cause people to amend their perception of 

other species; to abandon the belief that we are vastly superior; to appreciate that other species 

possess abilities that we lack, abilities that they are prepared to use for our benefit IF we will grant 

them respect and consideration.  To make people realise that we could live in harmony with wildlife 

neighbours if we were less greedy and selfish, and that the wildlife will reciprocate.  To awaken people 

to the fact that much of our ‘knowledge’ about other creatures is fiction based on myth.
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PREFACE 

 I started writing this book long ago.  As I gained more and more knowledge and experience so 

it grew and grew.  But now, if that which I have learned is to be available to others, it must be 

published.  Then, perhaps others will be able to enjoy the sort of thing that I experienced half an hour 

ago.  I went outside in the evening to investigate distant sounds only to be immediately distracted by 

a softly whimpered greeting from behind me.  I turned to find the young vixen called Happy a yard 

away.  I went to her, fondled her ears and stroked her.  She rolled onto her back for a tummy-rub. 

 Happy gained that name because she has always exuded joy.  She is not tame; other people 

will not be accorded such trust and familiarity.  Wildlife/human relationships are individual specific.  

Each and every animal is an individual character, just as are people; so forming friendships carries the 

same problems as it does amongst people.  That delightful person with whom you yearn to have a 

closer association may ignore your advances.  There is nothing wrong with either of you, but your 

vibes do not blend; you just do not appeal.  Thus, for similar reasons, on the road to acquiring a wild 

friend one must be prepared for many disappointments. 

 But having a wild friend brings multiple benefits over and above the simple joy of close 

association with the animal.  When with a friend other animals will be less shy of you.  You will be able 

to witness ‘the wild world’ as part of it – and discover that it is rather different from how fertile human 

imagination frequently portrays it. 

 Indeed, studying wildlife has taught me much about people – most of it regrettable.  We have 

an amazing ability to ‘get it wrong’, and then declare that false deduction to be fact.   

 It is my hope that these accounts of my association with wild species may awaken the 

realisation that one can live in harmony with other species, sharing their troubles and pleasures, 

simply by giving respect and consideration.   

 My wife is the enthusiastic gardener; and – credit where it’s due – she creates and maintains 

a tranquil oasis of great beauty.  Me?  I can just about differentiate between a daisy and a rose.  So, 

whilst she attends to the flora, I look after the fauna. 

 Since the objective of the Garden Safari was to raise funds for the village church it was only 

fitting that we enjoyed the first (and last) really pleasant warm and sunny day for weeks.  People came 

from near and far.  They expected to be welcomed by someone demanding either payment or the 

production of a programme signifying that they had paid elsewhere.  What they did not expect was to 

hand their money to a man with a fox dozing on his lap. 

 By now I’m accustomed to the astonishment that one can tame an adult wild animal.  But 

what few really believe, because rarely can they see it, is that one can enjoy friendship with wildlife 

without taming it.  I’m not talking about putting food out and watching it taken.  Friendship involves 

some social interaction; one’s presence welcome, perhaps even sought. 

 Over the years I have enjoyed – and still do – friendship with a variety of wildlife.  Many are 

happy to have ONE ‘tame human.’  He or she is deemed acceptable company; all other people are 

shunned.   Rarely is petting permitted, but games are played and one can accompany the wild friend 
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as it goes about its affairs.  This opens a window onto another world, the world of wildlife, which is 

rather different from how it is often imagined. 

 It is important to appreciate that “wild” does not mean ferocious or dangerous, merely 

independent; neither reliant on, nor controlled by, man.  And independent is what wildlife is 

determined to be.  Attempt to introduce any aspect of control and the association will be broken off.  

But being independent does not imply being unfriendly.  Thus a wild creature may accede to a request, 

whilst considering a command an insult.  Friendship is a two-way street and involves giving as well as 

taking.  Other species are as much aware of that as you should be. 

 Many place great value on friendship and will not, knowingly, do anything to mar the 

relationship.  It’s the knowing that’s difficult, but communication is possible and they are intelligent, 

thinking, creatures – although their reasoning may sometimes be flawed,  

 For example, tame fox Cropper adored being indoors, which was permitted for several hours 

each day.  He was the only animal that would never steal anything.  Meat could be left exposed and 

within his reach and he would not touch it.  An offered snack would be declined.  To take anything 

(even a drink of water) that was not his might upset matters and preclude future house visits 

 

Cropper adored being indoors. 

The prime reason for him not living indoors was that he was not ‘house trained’.  He knew 

that to mess indoors was to be avoided, and was well behaved.  But we never found a way for him to 

declare that ‘nature was calling’, resulting in the imposition of a time limit.  He would never ask for 

anything.  Instead he hung around waiting for it to be offered.  On rare occasions he might appropriate 

something – perhaps a shoe – as a toy. 

Whilst Cropper was tame, I have enjoyed the friendship of many other creatures. 
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There was Esmeralda.  1986-87 was a hard winter with plenty of snow.  We watched the 

pheasants scrabbling to find anything edible beneath the white blanket; took pity on them, and bought 

a bag of corn.  Up to that time, as soon as any pheasant sighted us it would discreetly disappear.  Once 

we commenced issuing food the reaction promptly changed.  All of a sudden we became ‘good to 

know’. 

The snow brought down a large branch from a massive Holm oak tree.  It lay alongside the 

edge of the main lawn, beyond which the ground falls into dense shrubbery.  I went out with a chain 

saw to reduce it into logs for the fire, standing with my back to the lawn.  With a chain saw running 

one is deaf to other sounds.  Cutting finished, I put the saw down and killed the engine.  My ears were 

assailed by “Cheep, cheep, cheep!” 

I turned round to discover a semicircle of pheasants surrounding me and informing me that 

they were hungry.  “Come along then,” and they happily accompanied me to our back yard to be 

issued with corn. 

 

 

Esmeralda with her offspring. 

 

We thought it might be interesting to encourage closer association, and tempted them to take 

from our palm.  The cocks declined, but two of the hens were braver.  The bravest we christened 

Esmeralda. 

The snow melted and we ceased feeding.  Spring came and all the hen birds disappeared – sat 

on well-hidden nests.  One fine April afternoon I entered the back yard to spot Esmeralda sat on the 

north lawn, calling to me.  I went to her.  She stood up – to reveal seven delightful little bundles of 

fluff.  She had brought her family to show us with motherly pride.  A purely social action from a bird 

we hadn’t seen for many weeks.   
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For several years we also enjoyed a relationship with the blackbirds.  They were ‘always 

around’ and clearly considered us benign.  They nested on the business end of a garden rake stood 

just inside the door of the tool shed.  If we went in there for anything it did not disturb the nesting 

bird, and we would wish it “Good afternoon,” our faces not more than a foot apart.   

The following year they nested elsewhere but discovered that I delivered saucers laden with 

lovely minced meat to the stable where the vixen Lulu had her nursery.  If Lulu returned at the wrong 

moment I foresaw blackbird being on the fox’s menu.  Only one solution – give the blackbirds their 

own supply.  I placed an identical saucer on top of a pile of junk in the stable yard – a location where 

no predator could creep up unobserved. 

 

The blackbirds were duly appreciative.  When that saucer was empty Mrs.  Blackbird would 

find me wherever I happened to be and pester me until I replenished it.  Here they both are. 

Then came the year when they chose to nest in our front porch.  In one corner hung an old 

cast iron rainwater hopper containing a potted plant, and that was the chosen nest site.   

 

Feeding hungry babies. 

Our porch resembles a veranda and is used as such.  That groups of people gathered there, 

eating, drinking, smoking and chatting worried them not one jot.  Four eggs were laid, and four hungry 

babies emerged. 
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Then Mrs. Blackbird was killed.  All I found was a pile of feathers in the stable yard.  Although 

both birds will feed the young, the cock declined to sit on the nest at night to keep the family warm.  

Fortunately the nest was sheltered and the weather mild.  But Mr. Blackbird was left as a single parent.  

His life would not be easy. 

“OK,” I told him, “I’ll help.  You can have all the food you want.”  I placed a full saucer of meat 

in our back yard.  But the starlings discovered it and emptied it within five minutes.  I moved the saucer 

to the threshold to our boiler room.  That ‘worked’ for about twenty minutes.  Then the starlings 

raided it again. 

Mr. Blackbird showed 

me the answer.  Just inside the 

boiler room is a large chest 

freezer.  He alighted on that.  I 

put his saucer of meat there.  

The starlings could still see it as 

they flew past, but a cautious 

approach was impossible.  Only 

the blackbird knew it was safe 

to enter.  The saucer remained 

there, was regularly 

replenished – sometimes with 

him stood alongside – and he 

brought up all four of the 

fledglings successfully.   

Tragically, our cat Sweep killed him the next autumn.  I arrived just too late.  That’s what I 

dislike about cats; they kill for fun.  Foxes don’t.  At any rate not under normal circumstances. 

But what about the oft-reported saga of mass slaughter in the chicken run?  Yes, it happens.  

But why?  There are many theories. 

The one most frequently propounded is the ‘surplus killing’ theory.  Many predators, and 

certainly foxes, will take more than they currently need and cache it in case of future shortage.  I 

discount this theory for two reasons.  Firstly, for the majority of foxes, unless they have a family to 

feed, poultry is oversize prey.  If they kill a hen they might eat half then cache the remainder.  Secondly, 

however prudent it may be to have a well-stocked larder, foxes are far too intelligent to consider 

caching ten hens for future consumption. 

My personal belief is that the cause is either that the birds – unable to escape – flutter about 

and the fox sees catching them as a challenge, a game; or, more likely, he wants to silence their din. 

The thinking behind this is as follows.  Firstly, mass slaughter arises only in the artificial, man-

made, environment of kept poultry – where the fox finds himself in the bizarre situation where the 

prey doesn’t flee (because it cannot).  Foxes don’t attempt to kill every rabbit when they target a 

rabbit warren.  Secondly, I have witnessed foxes deliberately ignoring prey.  And thirdly, The Fox 

Project was called out to treat a fox that a poultry keeper had unknowingly locked in all night with his 

ducks.  The ducks had remained calm (otherwise the owner would have investigated) and not a single 

duck was harmed.  But the fox had a pecked eye. 
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Should we feel sorry for poultry keepers?  No.  They are victims of their own actions.  If I can 

build enclosures to keep foxes in, they could build enclosures to keep foxes out.  It may cost more, but 

it will last longer.  ‘Chicken netting’ is scant impediment for an animal that can bite through 16 gauge 

wire.  I do wonder if these people leave their house unlocked when they go shopping and are surprised 

when things are stolen.  Responsible people look after their possessions. 

A free-range poultry farmer in my locality has no argument with the local foxes.  With 

thousands of birds a few die of natural causes.  He puts them out for the foxes.  Recognizing that here 

they have a helpful human the foxes leave his flocks alone.  More, they will chase off any itinerant fox 

that might rock their boat. 

That farmer had thirty birds slaughtered.  Fortunately for the foxes, he caught the culprits – 

his own dogs!  He gave me the carcasses for foxes. 

Foxes are reluctant to kill if an alternative food source is available.  I recall Snapper – who was 

always hungry – sat alongside a fine cock pheasant, paying no attention to it because he was confident 

that his tame human, me, would shortly provide him with a meal.  Out with Cropper and Echo one 

night, a reckless mouse emerged from one safe haven and crossed sixteen feet of concrete paving to 

reach another.  Both foxes saw it, both followed it, but neither pounced because they were not hungry.  

No cat would have missed such an opportunity.  To my astonishment the mouse, having entered his 

bolt hole, turned around, stuck his head out and looked up at us as if to wish us “Good evening.” 

 

 
 

Snapper. 
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Chapter One 

 Getting involved with wildlife is a slow, progressive, process.  It may be salutary to realise that 

friendship with pheasants in early 1987 was the first step towards watching TV with a (once wild) fox 

on my lap.  The progression was gradual, learning at every stage.  

 In April 1987 Charlie Brown, a squirrel about four weeks old, adopted me.  It was a decidedly 

cool April day when he entered the workshop.  Not realising how young he was, I tossed bits of broken 

biscuit to him.  But he didn’t recognise solid food.  What he did recognise was another, seemingly 

friendly, creature.  He scampered across the concrete to where I was crouched down and jumped onto 

my open hand.  Offered liquid refreshment, he didn’t know how to drink.  Clearly, he needed his mum!  

He was put in a carton with rags to keep him warm and left outside in the hope that his parent would 

reclaim him.  The next day he was gone, but he soon returned.  I faced the fact that I was to be his 

adoptive parent. 

 I also faced the fact that I was terribly ignorant and sought advice.  I received plenty – mainly 

dreadful warnings from people with no knowledge whatsoever.  At last I was put in touch with Jean 

Watkins, a lady who did know about raising squirrels.  We only spoke on the telephone, but – after 

over twenty-five years – she is remembered with gratitude.  The pearls of wisdom she gave were 

invaluable. 

A borrowed pipette substituted for a feeding bottle, and Charlie (pictured left a few days after 

he adopted me) knew exactly how to suck on that.  Later he was weaned onto soggy porridge oats, 

then nuts.  He was a 

basically well behaved 

youngster.  After feeding 

(every three hours) and 

cleaning him because he 

invariably got food all over 

him, he had to be induced 

to urinate.  To keep the 

dray sweet, mother 

squirrels do this by licking 

the genitals.  I declined to 

emulate, but tickled the 

appropriate part with 

toilet tissue – which had 

the benefit of absorbing 

the little hair-thin stream he produced.  Then, we had playtime!  If that was of shorter duration than 

Charlie would have liked he never protested at being returned to his nest.  When he grew older, he 

was permitted to explore outside his nest at will. 

 He was kept in the workshop – a squirrel in the house is a recipe for disaster.  They have two 

prime interests; food and nest building.  Everything must be tested to ascertain if it might serve one 

or other of those interests, and they have no respect for property.  To make Charlie happy all I had to 
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do was give him a rag.  This would be tucked into some corner, pulled and pummelled until he had 

another snug abode. 

 Charlie taught me a lot.  He taught me how detailed is the hereditarily implanted knowledge 

(“instinct” is an inadequate term) of which wild creatures become aware during adolescence; that a 

wild creature is happy to have ONE ‘tame human,’ and the friendship is a real social association – not 

merely a convenient route to easy meals. 

 He also left me with many unanswered questions; such as how do squirrels balance?  To 

enable him to get aloft I hung a rope of about 1¼” (32 mm) diameter from the roof steelwork and 

arranged the surplus end in a roughly horizontal arc.  Charlie would scamper along this to about the 

middle, turn 90°, and flop down on his tummy; his legs dangling in the air.  Then he would play-fight 

my hand with his front paws (which resemble hands) and mouth.  The rope was swinging, the play fast 

and furious, yet not once did he need to grab the rope to prevent himself falling. 

 And forget the theory that squirrels need their tail to balance.  If it plays a part it is so small as 

to be insignificant.  Time and again I knocked his tail aside during some manoeuvre without the 

slightest effect. 

 A squirrel’s rear legs will turn through 180°.  This enables the claws to grip when both 

ascending and descending a tree trunk.  Charlie would reverse his direction on the vertical rope whilst 

I tried – and failed – to follow the movement sequence. 

 Initially, any person simply represented a mobile playground.  Then he ‘went off’ people but 

made an exception where I was concerned.  Indeed, he viewed me as a good friend and playmate.  We 

had a lot of fun together.  There was real affection on both sides of the relationship.  This was 

demonstrated about a month after he escaped.  (It is illegal to release a grey squirrel but somehow 

they manage to escape).  As the last place to keep a squirrel is indoors, he had been kept in the 

workshop – a steel and concrete portal frame building – and he discovered a route to outside high up 

under the eaves.  I left it open.  For nearly a month I didn’t see him, although I knew he was still around 

as food disappeared.  Then I went into the workshop to find him there, high up on the steelwork. 

 A month is a long time when you are but a few months old and I wondered if he would still 

remember me; or if I was something best forgotten from his misspent youth.  To tempt him I offered 

his favourite treat, blanched almonds.  He scampered across to me.  He didn’t want the almonds – he 

knocked them off my hand – he wanted me.  The squirrel greeting is to bite, a gentle grip signifying 

that one is welcome.  He gripped every knuckle of one hand, then the other.  He ran up my arm to 

treat first one ear, then the other, similarly.  He was simply overjoyed to see me again!  We played for 

a quarter of an hour before he was off on his own business. 

 I suspect Charlie perished in the October 1987 storm, for I never saw him thereafter.  (For 

readers too young to recall that event it was akin to a hurricane and altered the landscape of south-

east England for ever.  Big old trees were uprooted.  Ones in their prime were snapped like matchsticks 

– a pine tree snapped 15 feet off the ground where the trunk diameter was over a foot.  Along with 

many other people we were without electricity for ten days).  

 Charlie taught me that he was very happy to have ONE human friend and that the relationship 

is social, not simply a convenient food source.  When I commenced involvement with foxes I gambled 

that this would apply to them as well.  It does, and I believe it applies to all wild species. 
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 Some foxes are very ready to acquire a human friend; others less so.  But even the friendliest 

only rarely permit me to touch them.  This is strange because foxes enjoy being petted.  Being cuddled 

and stroked is very important to my tame foxes. 

 

 

Being cuddled and stroked is very important to my tame foxes. 

  

The young wild vixen Twiglet permitted my touching any part of her – but only when no other 

human, and no other fox was anywhere in sight. 
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 In contrast, squirrel friends adore having a tummy rub, and Benji the badger accepted my 

stroking her back or cheek whilst she was dining.  When I stroked her whilst she was not thus occupied 

she shied away, clearly perplexed as to what it was all about. 

 My initial relationship with Benji was short-lived, as was that with another badger, Brock.  I 

suspected that the short durations were due to badger lifestyle rather than anything occurring here.  

Although we had – may still have for all I know – an ‘outlier’ sett on our property, it would be used 

simply as a summer residence.  It was beneath the roots of an enormous cedar that fell over many 

years ago.  Lost in ‘jungle’ it is difficult to access – impossible to reach discreetly and watch – and due 

to the height of the water table unsuitable for winter occupation. 

 It is possible that both Brock and Benji were temporary residents.  Both arrived at a similar 

time of year (late summer/early autumn), were regular visitors for several weeks; and then vanished. 

 Brock discovered my free eatery for foxes and thought he should have first claim on anything 

edible.  The young foxes simply got out of his way but adult vixen Lulu stood her ground until Brock 

sidled up and shouldered her away from her feeding bowl.  There was no aggression, but a badger is 

twice the weight and ten times the strength of a fox so argument would be pointless. 

 I was happy to feed Brock but do not permit theft.  As he tucked in to Lulu’s food he got a 

taste of his own medicine – I moved in.  Just as he was bigger than Lulu, I was bigger than Brock.  He 

moved away and Lulu, secure in the knowledge that I was her friend, regained possession. 

 

Brock thought he should have first claim on anything edible. 

  Brock stared at me, perplexed. 

 Brock was big, almost certainly a boar, and not in the least scared of people – providing that 

they weren’t too close.  I nearly fell over him one night when a darker patch of shadow in our back 

yard scuttled away from right in front of me to disappear round the corner of the house.  I peered 
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round the corner to see Brock looking up at me.  “Food?” and a couple of minutes later he was enjoying 

a bowl of meat. 

 Because at that time I was deeply involved with Lulu and her family I could not devote the 

time necessary to gain a close association with Brock. 

 He did result in one amusing incident.  We had an Australian guest who more resembled the 

caricature of an American tourist.  He repeatedly bragged about his camera; how wonderful it was, 

and how much it had cost.  He wanted to photograph both Brock and Lulu.  I told him that he could 

get a picture of Brock, but that Lulu would not let him get close enough for a decent picture.  “That’s 

no problem; my camera has such a massive zoom that I’ll get my picture all right!” 

 He got his badger picture.  He took a photo of Lulu – but whilst his camera may have had an 

adequate zoom – his flash hadn’t! 

 

… forepaws on my knees. 
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 Years later, along came Benji.  Smaller than Brock and I initially assumed that it was a young 

boar but later discovered that I had got the gender wrong.  What was staggering was the speed with 

which I succeeded in developing a relationship. 

 Once she was certain of my identity she was quite relaxed and if I sat on a seat in our back 

yard would come to me, reach up – forepaws on my knees – to dine from a feeding bowl on my lap, 

or peanuts from my hand.  But by October she was gone. 

 To my delight she returned the following 

spring – of which more later. 

 Urchin was found in a gutter (hence that 

name) and handed in to a renowned animal 

charity, primarily concerned with pets.  A 

veterinary nurse there had a relative living in the 

village and had heard that I was involved with 

foxes.  She telephoned to ask if I would consider 

looking after a baby squirrel.  She was delighted 

to hear that I had done so in the past and knew 

what was required.  The next day she delivered 

Urchin. 

 He was so young that his eyes were still 

closed and he needed to be bottle-fed (left).  As 

he grew up his accommodation grew from a 

hamster cage to a fox pen with a nest box fitted 

near the roof.  He was loving and loveable; the 

high point of his day was to play with me. 

 Inevitably he eventually managed to find an 

escape route to the outside world but returned 

every night to sleep in his old home.  Squirrels are 

early risers which I am not.  Late at night, after returning tame fox Cropper to his pen, I would creep 

into Urchin’s pen to leave some food for the morning.  Regardless of how quiet I was, Urchin would 

emerge from his nest.  He wasn’t interested in the food; he wanted to play (below, right). 

 Out and about during the day, if he spotted me he would come scampering across the grass 

to greet me – and possibly accept 

the gift of a nut. 

 Sadly, a ginger feral cat 

was seen stalking him – and he 

hasn’t been seen since. 

There have been other 

squirrels in my care but they 

were older, had ‘gone wild’ and 

eschewed human contact.  But 

not quite.  When one decided 

that he was fed up with being 

caged he came to greet me.  My 
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attempt to block his exit with a large handful of hay as I opened the cage door failed.  He was out!  He 

didn’t flee but permitted me to accompany him as he explored.  But he was not going to let me get 

close enough to grab him.  When I fetched a net he realised that I harboured the intent of returning 

him to the cage and then he did flee.  Once he gained trees I abandoned the attempt. 

 

Friendly, the squirrel.  Despite appearances he is not captive but has entered the old aviary of his own 

volition. 

Another squirrel with which I had scant contact while in captivity had little fear of humans 

once he was free.  To my astonishment, as I exited the fox pens one afternoon he greeted me on the 

threshold.  Fortuitously, I had a nut in my pocket.  We met subsequently and he was content to accept 

a nut from my fingers but would not jump onto me.  I christened him Friendly. 

Not all wildlife encounters have happy outcomes.  I rescued a young squirrel that had been 

attacked by a cat, but it died.  So did a weasel that I found badly wounded – presumably also a cat 

victim.  The remarkable thing about the weasel was the odour it emitted.  I put the sorry tiny thing on 

hay in a cardboard carton and – to ensure that nothing else could attack it – took it into the workshop.  

My workshop is a 900 square feet portal frame building, 15 feet to the eaves.  In a short time the 

whole building stank to such an extent that I had to move the weasel outside.  Until then I had no idea 

that these tiny creatures have an odour defence mechanism of such power. 

But the number of deaths of rescued wildlife is remarkably few.  Some come as a total surprise, 

and is generally due to some inherent disorder of which one is sublimely unaware.  There was one 

young fox, an orphan cub that had been in my care and released.  Trevor had come to collect an adult 

fox that had suffered a bad case of mange and was due to be returned to her home territory. 
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Because hair takes time to grow she still looked terribly scruffy.  To obviate calls from well-

intentioned people to rescue ‘a poorly fox’, one ear would be marked with paint, to identify that she 

had been treated. 

 

Hair loss caused by mange.  This patient was called Twiddle. 

I headed to the workshop to fetch paint.  There, in the middle of the track, lay the young fox 

– a cloud of flies hovering above it.  “Oh, dear!  We’ve got a dead one,” I called to Trevor, who came 

to look.  To our astonishment, as we approached the corpse it stood up.  Trevor proposed fetching a 

catching net but I told him not to bother.  “This fox knows me.  Stay here and I’ll pick it up.”  Which I 

did. 

There was no injury, no open wound to attract the flies, and the sorry little chap was bundled 

into a transport box and rushed to The Fox Project’s intensive care unit. 

That evening Trevor rang me.  The young fox was having virtually continuous fits.  His anus 

had been packed with fly larvae so the flies had clearly targeted him some long time before.  He had 

to be ‘put to sleep.’  Then I recalled having seen him scrabbling at a stone whilst laid on his side a few 

days earlier.  Without realising it, I had seen him having a minor fit. 

But now let’s look at how I first became involved with foxes.
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CHAPTER TWO 

Every night, with better regularity than is achieved by much of our public transport, the fox 

emerged from the darkness, collected whatever food had been left out for him, and trotted away with 

it.  Like our public transport, he clearly had a regular route and a timetable.  Sometimes he would 

arrive carrying something obtained elsewhere, pick up more from us, and depart when fully loaded. 

This was a fox with a family to support.  I never saw him eat anything, the family came first.  

His whole approach was so at variance with my impression of foxes that I was intrigued.  It made me 

realize that my opinion was badly flawed.  Here was a creature with a sense of responsibility; thinking, 

caring and adroit.  I was amazed at how much, how many items, he could carry at once.  Faced with 

two slices of bread on the grass he would pick up one, place it with absolute precision on top of the 

other, and then pick them up together.  This was achieved so smoothly that I could not help thinking 

that, had I put out butter and jam, he would have made sandwiches. 

Having awoken my curiosity, I set out to learn more.  Whilst much has been written about 

foxes, the authors have concentrated on statistical facts; weights, dimensions, diet, litter sizes, etc..  I 

wanted more.  I wanted to discover their true character; to find out their attitudes, fears, desires, 

pleasures, and so on.  Basically, “what makes a fox tick.”. 

There appeared only one route to gaining that information; to become acceptable company 

amongst wild foxes without taming them.  At that time it appeared an impossible dream.  But I’m 

prepared to attempt the impossible. 

I tried to make friends with Foxy, letting him see me.  Indeed, he would acknowledge my 

presence.  But, whilst I might have been making progress, if only slowly, events overtook.  One night 

he came with two cubs, presumably to show them where food might be found.  He never came again, 

although the cubs did.  Having been, like kids anywhere, more interested in play than education, it 

took them quite a while to find the heaped plate of leftovers.  They came for one or two more nights, 

then they, too, were gone. 

That was over two decades ago.  Since then I have enjoyed, for periods ranging from a few 

weeks to several years, the friendship of many foxes.  The degree of friendship has varied widely.  

Trust is a fragile thing.  The extent to which it has been given has varied according to both the 

individual fox and the circumstances at the time.  What, in my wildest dreams I never envisaged, was 

that I would tame adult wild foxes.  Yet that I have also achieved. 

Let me define the difference between a tame fox and a fox friend. 

A tame animal accepts people in general and has total trust.  With a friendship the individual 

human is recognized as benign and helpful, his or her presence welcome, but the degree of trust is 

limited.  To qualify as friendship there must be some social interaction. 

This real-life adventure has granted me a glimpse into another world, the wild world.  It’s 

rather different from how many imagine it to be.  For one thing, no one species seeks to control 

everything.  Nor is it a constant battle for food or territory or a partner.  Rather, the wild creatures 

accept each other; even make the occasional friend of a different species.  Remember, “wild” in this 

context only means independent, neither reliant on, nor controlled by, man. 
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And independent is what they wish to be, what they are determined to be.  If there is any 

attempt to control them – then they will break off the association.  Dogs respond to commands.  Foxes 

consider them an insult.  At the same time it is possible to persuade a fox to do – or refrain from doing 

– something.  One must ask nicely.  Time consuming, but it can work. 

Studying wildlife has taught me something about people – our superb ability to ‘get it wrong’.  

No, I’m not throwing bricks.  It’s terribly easy to make mistakes.  We place too much reliance on our 

reasoning ability.  Something is seen or heard and we interpret it by logical reasoning.  What else can 

we do?  The trouble is, with nothing to counter that deduction, it becomes treated as fact.  But what 

has been observed may not have been what we assumed it to be.  Only by becoming ‘part of the 

action’ – as I have done – is the mistake revealed.  You will never discover that a ‘vicious snap’ may be 

fantastically gentle until you are the recipient.  That foxes facing each other, mouths wide open to 

display their impressive dentistry, are not being aggressive or (as I have seen it described) ‘establishing 

dominance’.  In fact this mouth agape stance is a greeting, a display of friendship, possibly an invitation 

to play.  Seen from a distance nobody would notice that one party may have their eyes closed. 

 

Jack (right) has his eyes closed as he greets Cropper. 

Another frequently made mistake is to interpret something to fit a preconceived image.  I’ve 

done it, and so have plenty of others.  It is inordinately difficult to dispense with a long-standing 

impression firmly embedded in the subconscious – probably from childhood. 

The thing most people find difficult is to give another species respect.  We consider ourselves 

superior, which is not completely true.  They possess faculties and abilities which we lack.  Some are 

beyond our comprehension.  When dealing with wildlife a measure of humility can reap rewards.  

“Dumb animals” they are not, whether “dumb” implies stupid or devoid of speech. 
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Communication may be difficult, but it is possible.  All species communicate.  Just as we use 

speech, body language, and the written word; so wildlife employs a variety of methods.  Messages are 

conveyed utilizing both urine and faeces as “notices.”  Scent conveys information.  And foxes talk. 

The fox-sounds most frequently heard are the bark and the squeal.  The former is either a 

warning or to gain attention.  The latter, the so-called “vixen’s scream” (sounding like a murder in 

progress) is generally associated with excitement or pleasure.  But on top of those sounds is a plethora 

of softer sounds varying from faint whimpers to staccato clicks.  (I’ve met one fox that ‘whistled’ – like 

a tin whistle with a small ball inside to make it ‘trill’)  These sounds are inaudible to the human ear 

unless one is stood close alongside. 

One of my foxy friends was barking and I went to see what it was all about.  His attention was 

centred on something lost in the darkness.  But after each bark came softer sounds and I wonder if 

the bark is equivalent to our “Oi!” and the softer sounds the message.  Foxes will hold conversations.  

No, I can’t translate. 

However, foxes can learn to translate some human speech.  How much is open to conjecture.  

Whilst “yes,” and “no,” may be easily translated, I find it difficult to believe that more complex 

statements are understood by translation.  But, somehow, the meaning is appreciated.  I chatter to 

my foxy friends and far too often for it to be mere coincidence I gain an appropriate reaction.  

Telepathy?  I’m sceptical, but can offer no better suggestion. 

Some examples.  During his younger years tame fox Cropper liked to take me on walks through 

the countryside.  Setting off I might say, “I’m wearing ordinary shoes, so hard roads only, please 

Cropper,” and he would avoid the field paths.  Or, “I’m in walking boots tonight, so you can go 

wherever you like.”  He took the statement literally, veering off the field paths to cross the muddy 

fields.  On another occasion; “I’ve got to get back fairly quickly, so only a short walk tonight, I’m afraid.”  

He followed the shortest circular route available. 
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 Lulu had a family to feed and collected quantities of dead day-old chicks from me every night.  

Normally I gave them to her, but for some reason I had just left them on the cobbles of our back yard 

that night. 

She loaded up and with her jaws full headed up the steps out of the yard (previous page).  I 

was watching from within the boiler room, the door open.  “You’ve forgotten one,” I called.  It was 

out of her line of sight, but she immediately returned and collected it. 

 On another occasion I was setting out for a walk with Cropper.  At the drive entrance we met 

two guests returning to the house.  For reasons that remain a mystery, Cropper did not like them.  He 

tried to flee but was on a leash.  I picked him up – in my arms he felt safe.  Having exchanged a few 

words, the guests continued towards the house.  I put Cropper down.  He watched them with 

undivided concentration.  Even after they had rounded a bend in the drive he continued to watch – 

using his ears to monitor their progress.  Behind him, someone was approaching along the road.  

“There’s someone much nearer if you look the other way,” I told him.  His head shot round 

immediately. 

Foxes “see” with their ears as much as with their eyes.  Hence Cropper “watching” those 

visitors after they were out of sight.  Their hearing is directional; the ears swivel to focus on the sound.  

Fine for pinpointing the location of something, but it has a negative side.  Sounds emanating from 

behind may pass unnoticed, thus he was unaware of the pedestrian on the road. 

Out for walks, to teach him that vehicles are dangerous, whenever one came along I picked 

him up.  Knowing this, when a car approached from ahead he would hear it long before I was aware 

of it, and stop.  But when one came from behind I had to stop him. 

In the garden with Cropper one evening, he suddenly stood still – all his attention on 

shrubbery ahead of us.  There was nothing of interest to see, but his attention never wavered.  He sat 

down, then lay down, totally absorbed by whatever was there.  I guessed the cause of his interest, and 

went to look at the far side of the shrubbery.  Sure enough, a fox family was at play.  He was watching 

them with his ears. 

Many times, out with Lulu, I have watched as her ears focused on, and identified, something 

over 100 yards away and screened from view.  Her reaction varied.  She might leave me and head off 

to greet some friend, or promptly hide, or shrug her shoulders and ignore it.  She would focus on the 

sound of a worm screened by grass, and dip her nose between the blades to emerge munching 

happily.  Once, she left me to return with a badger.  The badger was not enamoured by her attempted 

introduction.  That badger had been at least 100 yards away, with both dense vegetation and a brick 

building in between. 

Every night Lulu and I would meet.  The February night was windy, although the trees around 

the meadow shielded me from the worst of the blast.  I had toured the nine acre property calling her 

without success.  Disconsolate, I was tramping out of the meadow on my way back to the house when, 

from behind me, came squeal, squeal, squeal.  I turned, to see Lulu running – dancing might be a better 

description – across the grass towards me.  To me her squealing conveyed, “I’m here, I’m here, I’M 

HERE!”. 

Foxes are like people; social, forming meaningful friendships, but selecting their friends with 

care.  To them, friendship is highly important.  As with trust, it’s a two-way street.  If you want it you 

must give it.  Co-operation is understood, and operates.  For example, despite being naturally of 

independent nature and averse to control they will grant a request by a friend.  Thus, when out for a 
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walk with Cropper he would select the route initially; but then when he desired to turn left, but I 

preferred to turn right, he would accept my choice of route.  At the next junction he expected to be 

permitted to choose.  We were, after all, out for a walk together and he wanted to be fair. 

Authors of children’s books often give animal characters human traits.  With foxes, they don’t 

need to, they have them already.  They may be expressed differently, but they are clear to see.  

Unfortunately, all too often such authors present the fox as the villain in the story, which is totally out 

of character. 

“Foxes aren’t sentimental,” I’ve been told.  I cannot prove that statement wrong (no more 

than it can be proved correct) but I would suggest that they can be.  My judgment is based on close 

observation.  For example, foxes fall in love. 

And it’s love, not lust.  Foxes are only sexually ripe for a very short period around 

December/January.  The dog-foxes for longer, but the vixens for just three days.  True, for a few weeks 

prior to those three days the vixens show much more interested in the opposite sex, behaving rather 

as do girls.  They become coy and if they had eyelashes would surely flutter them.  Yet, during the 

summer and autumn, they may form highly affectionate relationships. 

Lulu and 

Evan (left) met as 

part of a group of 

five orphan cubs in 

my care.  The 

attraction was 

mutual and started 

on “day one.”  If I 

were to pick up 

one of them the 

other would be 

there, forepaws on 

my leg, “What are 

you doing with my 

playmate?”  After 

release the love 

affair blossomed. 

We witnessed so many little acts of endearment that we christened them “The Lovebirds.” 

If I gave Evan a biscuit, Lulu might ask him for it and he would give it to her – then return to 

me to request another one. 

They would snuggle together and whisper in each other’s ears.  Their displays of affection 

were such that at times I felt embarrassed, an intruder.  Evan liked to explore further afield and if he 

was gone too long Lulu became agitated.  When he returned he got an effusive greeting. 

In due time they mated, coming to me immediately afterwards; one of them lay down beside 

me.  During Lulu’s pregnancy Evan failed to return from one of his exploratory trips.  Presumably he 

met a car, a man with a gun, or a dog.  Lulu, who had been the boss amongst the group of orphans, 

was now alone.  The other young foxes had all dispersed – gone off to find partners and territories of 

their own.  Now Lulu had only one friend, me. 
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Quite deliberately she set out to teach me to be a proper fox.  She taught me a lot, but 

probably considered it wasted effort because I cannot emulate her.  She was better at devising 

methods of overcoming the language problem than was I.  For example, “Come with me,” comprised 

a soft whimper whilst moving away, belly low, body weaving slightly and her brush wafting slowly 

from side to side.  To witness it, the message was unequivocal.  More, it came in varying strengths so 

I could differentiate between, “Let’s go for a stroll,” and “Follow me this instant!” 

 

 

The Lovebirds 

To see if foxes would like them I had bought some ‘doggie chocolate drops’.  I gave one to 

Lulu.  It might be edible but that was NOT what she desired.  “Come with me,” and she led me to the 

old stable which had been the nursery when she gave birth.  She had her own entrance – a hole in the 

wall – so when she vanished I guessed that she had entered the building.  I opened the door and 

switched on the light.  Lulu lay under some steel racking, just her face visible.  Her eyes were on me, 

but her nose pointed, very eloquently, at an empty feeding saucer.  I got the message, and she got the 

minced scrap meat she desired. 

Lulu could, and did, take routes that my size precluded my following.  She might slip through 

dense vegetation which I had to circumnavigate.  She would be waiting for me on the other side. 

It was Lulu who taught me that the foxes desired social involvement with me.  Unlike wild 

families, where the parents will teach the cubs the local geography, how to hunt, and where food may 

be found; orphan groups are ignorant when released.  For that reason they require support for a 

period after release to give them time to explore, time to hone their hunting skills, and time to learn 

the appropriate places to find food.  My feeding site is on top of a bank adjacent to our back yard.  

They would all arrive at feeding time to await my issuing rations.  I noted that after dining they would 

hang around so long as I remained outside.  As soon as I returned indoors they departed.  One evening 

Lulu arrived alone, and hung around afterwards as usual.  Why?  I grabbed a hand lantern and 

suggested “Walk?”  It met with instant approval. 
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Thereafter, after feeding, I would go for a walk or play a game with my vulpine friends.  It was 

what they wanted. 

Does this sound terribly like “tame foxes?”  Not a bit.  Lulu was my good friend for over four 

years but I was the only human she would accept near to her.  She had known Renate, my wife, for as 

long as she had known me, but was shy of her. 

From on top of a bank bordering our back yard Lulu could look through the window into our 

kitchen.  If she saw me she would move to the edge where she was illuminated.  When I spotted her I 

would wave, then grab my jacket and lantern and go to join her.  She would have moved back into the 

darkness.  As I joined her on one occasion she noticed Renate (inside the house) and promptly moved 

further away.  Two minutes later we were going for a walk together.  Fox/human relationships are 

individual specific. 

 

Lulu, licking her chops, on top of the bank from where she could look through the kitchen window.
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CHAPTER THREE 

 After my curiosity about foxes was aroused I happened to attend the County Agricultural 

Show.  This was at the time of the initial debate regarding banning fox hunting when feelings were 

running high.  I was disappointed to note that the Show organizers had positioned ‘field sports’ 

exhibitors and ‘pro-wildlife’ stands well apart; thereby missing a golden opportunity to trigger world 

war three.  I mentioned my interest in foxes to one of the ‘wildlife’ exhibitors who suggested that I 

should contact The Fox Project. 

 I had never so much as heard that name but I got the phone number and rang them – feeling 

somewhat foolish when I explained that I was contacting them simply because I was interested in 

foxes.  I envisaged that the patient voice that answered me thought I was no more than a time-waster.  

But they sent me a newsletter. 

 The content impressed me.  This was clearly no ‘pressure group’ but a hands-on organisation.  

As is to be expected with any charity’s newsletter, they asked for money and help.  I responded with 

a small cheque and suggested the ways I might be able to help – although I had scant idea of what 

they sought.  However, I offered to have a fox released on our property if they sought a release site. 

 In due course they came to inspect – and question me regarding my willingness to provide 

support for animals being released here.  It was explained to me that no fox is just set free in unfamiliar 

terrain.  Instead it is kept for ten to fourteen days in a pen on the release site to enable it to gain a 

little knowledge of the surroundings and what other creatures are present.  After release it will require 

feeding for a period whilst it learns the local geography and discovers where food may be found.  As I 

assured them that I would be happy to oblige, we selected a site for the pen and they would “be in 

touch.” 

 Eventually, I got a phone call to fix a date – and once again the organisation impressed me.  

They arrived and a sectional pen was rapidly erected.  A kennel, food and water bowls, and a supply 

of tinned dog food completed the delivery.  Then came the surprise; my foxes would arrive the next 

day.  FIVE of them! 

 I suffered with the common misconception regarding the size of foxes.  They are small animals 

but manage to give an impression of being much larger.  My concern that the six-foot square pen 

would be cruelly cramped quarters was totally unfounded. 

 The arrival of the foxes in the summer of 1997 was something of an anticlimax.  They were 

orphan youngsters and had already ‘gone wild’ – become shy of people.  As soon as anyone appeared 

they hid within the kennel.  But as one moved away, fox-faces appeared to monitor the departure. 

 The day for release came.  I wanted to photograph them bounding out to explore the great 

wide world; set up my camera well screened behind vegetation, opened the pen and settled down 

ready to press the button.  On my departure they emerged from the kennel and settled down in the 

pen.  The expected mass exodus just didn’t happen.  I waited and waited.  Then it started to rain.  As 

I got steadily wetter it occurred to me that the foxes had more sense than had I.  I returned indoors. 

 But the following days were wonderful.  It seemed that no matter where you went you would 

come across foxes.  You’d round a corner and surprise one who would bark and flee.  Two – pretending 
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to be self-assured – strode past a few yards away.  Sat outside reading, a guest was delighted when a 

group commenced romping a few yards away.  One sunny September afternoon they discovered the 

comforts of the summer house and – with a long telephoto lens – I got a few pictures of one as it 

emerged.  When the film was processed it revealed another one asleep on a settee inside. 

 

Enjoying the summerhouse. 

 

I tried, and failed, to establish a relationship with them.  But I was learning – and the next year 

was different.  Very different! 

 The first difference was relocating the pen nearer the house thereby reducing long walks 

through the rain to deliver food and water.  The second difference was that I got much younger 

orphans and would look after them for longer.  The third difference was that they suffered with 

‘problems’ – some of my making, and some possibly just imagined. 

 Having been given tinned dog-food the previous year I assumed that was appropriate for foxes 

and bought a supply.  Some dog-food may be, but that certainly wasn’t.  All my little charges suffered 

with diarrhoea.  I tried mixing rice with their food.  It made no difference.  The Fox Project provided 

medication.  It made no difference but taught me the practical problems associated with administering 

to mischievous young animals.  Then I heard that a local butcher sold minced scrap meat (petmince) 

for dogs and tried that.  Instantly, their digestive systems functioned properly, and they clearly much 

preferred the taste.  Since then I have avoided proprietary dog-food. 
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 Cubs can be 

great fun, and that 

group certainly 

were.  Whatever 

was taken into the 

pen was – they 

thought – primarily 

for their 

amusement.  I was 

viewed the same 

way.  Shoelaces 

were for pulling 

undone, trousers 

for tugging, food 

bowls for throwing 

about and water 

bowls for falling 

into. 

 Two of the original five had been returned to 

The Fox Project as I was worried (possibly without 

real cause) for their health.  Trevor Williams (who 

runs The Fox Project) was concerned by my policy of 

close association with the cubs, so he replaced the 

returned two with Edmund and Elsie who were the 

wildest cubs I have ever met.  They wanted nothing 

to do with any human.  They arrived in separate 

transport boxes and were disinclined to leave them.  

Better the devil they knew than one that they didn’t.  

Then Bella spotted one crouched within the 

transport box, dived straight in and persuaded it to 

join the others. (Pictured left, Bella upon arrival.) 

 I wanted to gain acceptance and Bella, I was 

sure, would continue association with me after 

release.  If I bent down to retrieve a feeding saucer 

she promptly climbed onto my back.  If I sat down on 

a stool in the pen, she jumped onto my lap.  She and 

Warren – a dog-fox – were becoming friendly.  If they 

were to pair and produce a family . . . the possibilities 

appeared wonderful.  But they were not to be. 

 I then suffered my first heart-break.  Bella, that most adorable and loving little vixen, died.  I 

found her lain in the pen, clearly very poorly, and promptly moved her to the boiler room – but she 

was dead within the hour. 

 The fifth member of the group was Snapper – so called because he snapped at everything and 

everyone, a greedy, aggressive little sod.  Never, in those early days, did I foresee the association that 

we would later enjoy. 
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Bella – loving and lovable.

Night Birds 

“What are those birds making that noise?” asked the young wife. 
 
“Birds?” It was night and very dark outside.  The only flying creatures out and about would be owls. 
 
 “Yes,” enjoined the husband, “they are constantly calling.  Listen.” 
 
 “That’s not birds.  That’s young foxes playing.”  They didn’t believe me.   
 
So, I took them outside, creeping in total darkness to peer around the corner of an outbuilding.  
And there I switched on my portable searchlight to reveal a group of young foxes romping on the 
lawn and squealing with excitement. 
 
Well, seeing is believing; and I’d added to their education. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 Making friends with foxes takes time and patience, and still may not be successful.  Both the 

fox and you will have other interests and priorities which may well interfere with forming the 

relationship.  It helps if the fox is young. 

 All wild creatures are born without fear.  During adolescence they become aware of a vast 

amount of highly detailed hereditarily implanted knowledge including recognition of predators, prey, 

and benign species.  Man does not get a high popularity rating – and whose fault is that?  However, 

experience with an individual may make him or her an exception to the general rule.  Obviously, 

gaining exception status is easier if the experience commences prior to the animal becoming aware of 

the instinctive general warning. 

 My first two foxy friends were Warren and Snapper.  Both male, and born in the spring of 

1998.  Deliberately, I adopted a policy of close association with the youngsters whilst they were in the 

pen.  This did not meet with the approval of director of The Fox Project Trevor Williams who, with 

some justification, believes that foxes should be “properly wild” – be afraid of man. 

 Prior to release, cubs are given injections to protect them against mange.  When Trevor came 

to administer, he automatically picked up his thick leather gloves for protection against foxes that 

objected to being handled.  “No need for those,” I told him, “I can hold them whilst you inject.” 

 “Oh, yes,” he responded glumly; then added, “I do not like your policy of close association.” 

 But, as events turned out, that I could handle Warren and Snapper, probably saved their lives. 

 I was backing a theory, based on my experience with the squirrel Charlie Brown, that a wild 

animal enjoys having ONE “tame human.”  Trevor’s fear was that I would produce foxes that were too 

tame to be released. 

 He holds onto the theory that friendly cubs will learn “the proper attitude” from those who 

are terrified of man.  (I cannot agree – of which more later).  Hence his introduction of Edmund and 

Elsie, the wildest cubs I have ever met.  He even considered removing Warren and Snapper from my 

care to frustrate my “taming” of them. 

 But fate then took a hand.  Both Warren and Snapper contracted hepatitis.  Warren was the 

worst effected, his normally lovely golden eyes were replaced by swollen blue marbles, no iris visible.  

Snapper also had “blue-eye” if not as badly.  Warren went off for an appointment with a vet, returning 

the next day with the diagnosis and the information, “No known cure.  All you can do is stuff antibiotics 

into all of them, and pray.” 

 I may not be much good at prayer, but I can be utterly determined with administering 

medication.  Now Warren and Snapper had to be handled twice daily.  Edmund and Elsie were 

unhandleable, any attempt to capture them resulting in panic and aggression.  As they were to receive 

medication simply as a precaution I mixed it with their food and just hoped they consumed 

appropriate doses.  But it was worth the effort.  Warren and Snapper perked up rapidly, although it 

took a long time for all “blue-eye” to depart.  The vet had instructed that they should remain in 

captivity for three weeks after all “blue-eye” had gone, so they remained in care long after Edmund 

and Elsie had been released. 
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 The prescribed antibiotic was Synulox™, described as “palatable.”  Indeed, when Sooty the cat 

needed this medication I could call, “Sooty, pill time,” and he would take it off the palm of my hand.  

Foxes have different tastes.  I tried various methods of getting the pills into my patients but only one 

was an outstanding success.  I crushed the pill and sprinkled it onto honey smeared on a saucer, and 

then let them lick it clean.  I was lucky.  Both Warren and Snapper adored honey.  Like people, foxes’ 

preferred food varies with individual taste, and this method has not had the same success with some 

other foxes. 

 

 

‘Honey-treat’ time. 

 

 Because they enjoyed honey so much, after their course of medication was completed I 

continued to give them “honey-treat” from time to time.  For honey, they would forget everything.  

Forget to compete for food, forget that really they ought to be shy of me.  Now, I took just one honey-

smeared saucer for them to lick, heads together, eyes half-closed in delight.  Well, they deserved to 

be “spoiled,” they had few enough pleasures, cooped up in the pen. 

From the outset, Warren had been a handsome animal, with a beautiful golden coat and very 

large ears.  Then Snapper’s tail became a proper brush, his rear flanks became very dark with white 

flecks, and suddenly Warren looked weedy by comparison. 
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On the road to recovery.  Warren, ‘blue eye’ now only fully affecting his right eye. 

  

 Foxes, during their early life, change their appearance remarkably.  When born they have very 

thin coats – like shaven velvet – of black fur, and snub noses.  They resemble miniature black bears.  

Only any areas that will eventually be white will bear that colour.  As they grow, noses elongate, and 

the black is replaced by grey.  Now they resemble tiny grey wolves.  Eventually the normal russet fur 

appears, but only much later do the hairs on the tail lengthen to transform it into the familiar brush. 

 Warren and Snapper were great chums.  When Warren returned from his visit to the vet, 

Snapper gave him an effusive greeting.  Snapper earned his name as a prize bully when he was very 

young.  I suspect that he suffered with an inferiority complex.  As he slowly learned that everybody 

was treated equally, his aggressive attitude diminished and he became a likeable character.  He relied 

on Warren for moral support.  Just Warren’s presence was adequate to bolster his courage to do 

something which, prior to Warren’s arrival, he had been reluctant to attempt. 

 Eventually the day came when they could be released. 

There is a mistaken impression that any caged animal longs for freedom.  That is partially true.  

But whilst the cage may be a prison, it is also a fortress within which they know that they are safe.  

Much earlier I had, as an experiment, put a collar and lead on Bella and taken her out of the pen.  She 

panicked.  Once back in the pen all was well.  The world outside, interesting to watch, held unknown 

terrors.  A few weeks later I had tried the same with Warren.  The result was similar.  He didn’t panic, 

but was highly nervous.  Foxes are also conservative, they like everything to remain the same.  Any 

change is greeted with grave concern. 
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Fox pens are equipped with “a porch”, a tiny anteroom, so that there are two doors to 

negotiate, thereby precluding the escape of the inmates as one enters or departs.  To release Warren 

and Snapper I put “honey-treat” in the porch and fixed both doors open.  This was an unusual 

circumstance and they both became highly suspicious.  Normally, Warren would charge into the porch.  

That day he entered with enormous caution, testing the ground with each step.  It might have been a 

minefield.  Even the “honey-treat” was almost ignored.  Snapper, having tried a bit of “honey-treat” 

retired to the familiar surroundings of the pen.  He wanted no part of whatever nefarious scheme I 

was planning. 

 Warren discovered, right in front of his nose, the open door to the outside world.  No mesh in 

front of him.  Most odd!  He returned to the pen. 

 

Warren investigating the strange circumstance of ‘no mesh’ 

But he was curious, and came back to the porch to investigate.  He stuck his nose out.  Nothing!  

He stood up on his hind legs to try higher up.  Nothing!  Could he really have freedom?  He stepped 

cautiously outside.  Yes!  He then made his way around the side of the pen.  Snapper suddenly 

discovered his chum alongside him, but the other side of the mesh. 
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 Hitherto dreamed-of things might become reality.  He followed Warren.  Then the truth hit 

them, they were FREE.  Bursting with exuberance they ran, itself a new experience, around in circles, 

then set off to explore.  I went with them.  Their joy a wonder to behold.  Eventually, I lost them. 

 

“Hey, we’re free!” 

  They had been in captivity here exactly three months.  I had grown accustomed to the sight 

of a pile of russet fur on the sunbathing shelf.  To an ebullient greeting whenever I arrived.  To foxes 

jumping up to get to feeding saucers before I could put them down.  The next day the pen was a dull, 

uninteresting, empty cage.  I missed them. 

 I went looking for them.  When I found them there was no greeting, they kept distance 

between us, then slipped into cover.  The following day was similar.  They were rooting amongst 

ground ivy for anything edible, but not finding much.  I thought a dropped biscuit might be a substitute 

for a beetle and headed back to the house to fetch some.  Half way there I glanced behind me.  Two 

foxes were hard on my heels.  They promptly pretended to have other interests but, as I continued on 

my way, followed again.  At the house I produced two saucers of meat.  They dined, but I had to be 

ten feet away.  Why this sudden change of attitude towards me? 

 The answer was simple.  I had been their jailer.  A nice, friendly, jailer; but a man who kept 

foxes locked up.  They were not afraid of me, only that I might harbour plans to incarcerate them 

again. 

 Their horror of the pen was illustrated with the incident of the water bowl.  It was a day or 

two later when, having returned indoors after feeding them, I wondered if their water bowl might 

need replenishing.  The bowl was in the pen.  They knew it was there, knew that the pen was open.  I 

fetched it.  As I emerged from the pen with it, Warren saw me from 50 yards away.  He ran straight to 

me.  I put the bowl down and he drank.  He was thirsty, but had preferred to suffer rather than enter 

“jail.”  Snapper soon drank as well.  I placed the bowl by the place where I now fed them.  Presumably 

they were even happier when that pen (a temporary, demountable, structure) was removed a week 

later. 

 Did my policy of close association produce “too tame” foxes?  Hardly!  The end result was two 

happy, healthy, young foxes that would come when I called, take food from my hand, play games, or 
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go for walks with me – but disappear the instant any other human appeared on the horizon.  

Fox/human relationships are individual specific. 

 Disappearing is something that foxes have developed into an art form.  One method was 

demonstrated to me by Warren and Snapper.  Snapper was out in our meadow.  As I approached he 

saw me, but didn’t recognise me.  All I saw was the flash of his white tail-tip as he turned, then nothing.  

The grass was not long enough to hide him, how had he run into cover without my seeing him?  A tree 

branch partially screened my view.  Logic argued that he had taken a route that kept it between us.  A 

fluke, I thought. 

 

Snapper – waiting for me to produce a meal.  October 1998. 

 Two days later I was crouched down holding a saucer whilst Warren enjoyed “honey-treat.”  

Ray, who did work for us occasionally, was returning to his car.  Suddenly aware of an approaching 

stranger, Warren leapt sideways, placing a tree between him and Ray, then ran on a curving course 

under shrubbery.  “I’ve seen no sign of your foxes,” Ray called as he passed.  Yet, five seconds before, 

Warren had been in clear view.  I could still see him.  As Ray went by, just in case he might have been 

noticed, Warren slunk out behind him to move to a place where “he couldn’t possibly be” – ahead of 

Ray.  Warren had done to Ray what Snapper had done to me. 

 But think about it.  It involves a complex mental calculation.  The location, direction, and rate 

of approach must be assessed, cover selected, a screening object chosen, and then a route calculated 

to keep that between you and whatever is feared.  And all done instantly. 
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1st April 2004 – Warren returned after leaving in December 1998. 

 Lulu would disappear from me, probably simply to illustrate her skill and my ineptitude, for 

she would reappear as by magic a moment later.  I never discovered how she achieved this, for often 

there was “nowhere for her to go.” 

 Warren and Snapper stayed here until the end of December 1998, when they doubtless 

sought partners.  Warren returned in the summer of 2004 for a week or two.  Although he would no 

longer take food from my hand, he was still the most cool, calm, collected, and laid back fox. 

 To my surprise, he fled at the sight of my tame fox, Cropper.  Presumably, aware that this was 

no longer his territory, he thought he’d spotted the new landlord.  When I put Cropper in his pen, 

Warren returned to me. 
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November 1998.  Snapper leads Warren on a romp when out for a walk with me. 

Mystery 

Human logic is fine -- until it encounters an impasse.  Look at the matter of whiskers. 
 
Whiskers are ‘proximity sensors’ advising that some object may be too close for comfort.  Perhaps 
warning that the gap being investigated is too narrow to negotiate.  All terribly obvious and logical -
- and probably correct. 
But of what value is a whisker about 4” off the ground, pointing backwards, on the rear of each front 
leg.  Yet every fox is thus equipped.  They are difficult to see.  The only really practical method 
being to put a sheet of white paper 
behind the leg. 
 
What possible value could be offered 
by a ‘proximity sensor’ in that 
location?  None that I can envisage; 
so has the whisker a totally different 
purpose?  The only one that I can 
think of is that the whisker may be 
receptive to scent.  That might 
facilitate following a scent trail left on 
the ground. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 Foxes have been described as “vicious.”  Nothing could be further from the truth.  They are 

born pacifists.  That is probably the reason prehistoric man never domesticated them.  Dogs, with their 

natural aggression, could be useful as guardians.  Foxes, who would prefer to run away than fight, 

would have been viewed as “useless.”  Only a cornered, frightened, fox will offer aggression. 

 A fox-bite isn’t funny, they can inflict real damage.  Of that they are fully aware – so they take 

great care that they don’t.  But, with needle-sharp teeth, accidents can happen.  The fox is then 

genuinely sorry.  Only once has tame fox Cropper intended to hurt me, and I don’t blame him.  

Accidentally, I trod on his foot.  When I leant down to say “Sorry,” he showed me what pain felt like.  

Well, if you punch me, don’t be surprised if I thump you back. 

 By contrast, the care which foxes have taken to ensure that I am not hurt is remarkable.  These 

are thinking, caring, and highly intelligent creatures.  At the same time, each is an individual character 

and abilities vary.  So, then, does the way care is taken. 

 Warren and Snapper enjoyed chocolate biscuits.  I would (being deliberately awkward) place 

one flat on my open hand and offer it.  Warren would accept it, taking my fingers within his jaws and 

dragging the biscuit off.  All I could feel was the moving biscuit and the tickle of his lower fangs on the 

back of my hand.  Snapper lacked the gentle touch, and knew it.  He wanted the biscuit just as badly, 

but refused to take it until I pushed it forwards so that he need not touch me. 

 

Lulu – photographed whilst munching a biscuit. 
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 Lulu, too, could enjoy a biscuit.  She had a favourite place to which she would take me, a sort 

of cavern under trees.  Whilst she entered easily, I had to find a gap large enough to accept my bulk.  

When there, she was more relaxed, would accept gifts more readily.  I offered her a biscuit, flat on my 

fingers.  She gripped too hard.  But before I could react, she had already done so.  The “Ouch!” I was 

about to utter never reached my lips.  Her grip became feather light.  That is a literal statement.  It 

demonstrated four things.  Her fantastic jaw control, that her reaction time was infinitely faster than 

mine, that she appreciated her error, and that she was determined to treat me gently. 

 

Lulu carrying a load of chicks for her cubs.  Her own meal is the minced meat on the saucer.  But 

feeding the family is the top priority. 

 Lulu, who had three litters of cubs whilst she was here, would collect food from me for her 

children.  The preferred food was dead day-old cock chicks.  They are easy to transport and easy to 

issue.  She would pick up a number then head off to her nursery.  But she could have problems.  If a 

blade of grass intruded, as she lifted her head it could upset the load.  I persuaded her to let me stuff 

them, one after the other, between her jaws.  She appreciated the benefit but was scared of 

accidentally nipping my fingers.  So, she devised a compromise.  A normal load was five chicks.  Chicks 

one and two she took from me and placed beside her, then loaded them.  I then pushed the third, 

fourth and fifth into her mouth.  The reason being that it was with the second chick that she was most 

likely to nip me, and she had no desire to hurt her human friend. 

 It was similar with Little-ears, another vixen with a family, although her concern was slightly 

different.  She would load up eight chicks at a time.  They are normally forced in by pressing down on 

one chick after another against the ground.  Little-ears feared that with the latter chicks she might 

push against me too hard, so restricted loads taken from my fingers to just five chicks. 

 How much can a fox carry?  Once, Lulu carried twelve chicks at once.  I think her jaws ached 

all the next day.  That was when a badger discovered my free eatery for foxes and thought he should 

join in.  Lulu was worried that, by the time she returned for another load, there would be nothing left.  

That was when I started giving them to her individually, rather than just putting them out for her.  The 

badger?  He got fed as well. 
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 Do not imagine that, back at the nursery, the food is just dumped on the ground and the cubs 

have a free-for-all fighting for it (although clearly that may occur when the prey is larger – a rabbit for 

example).  Rations are doled out to each cub in turn, the vixen determining how much each individual 

cub receives.  This cub gets three chicks, that cub two.  To release them the vixen slackens her grip 

and shakes her head causing them to fall one by one.  At least, that’s what Lulu did. 

 When she had her second litter she kept her family well out of my way until necessity 

demanded otherwise.  She hurt a front leg.  An injured rear leg is scant impediment, but with a front 

leg out of action the fox cannot run, pounce, or even dig up reserve cached food.  It is in serious 

trouble.  Lulu came to collect food, each step clearly agony. 

 Seeing her predicament I gave her some chicks to carry, grabbed a full box of them, and told 

her to take me to her family.  Which she did without any hesitation.  The cubs were segregated, each 

in its own little hideaway.  She called out a cub, gave it its rations; and then, when it had taken them 

back into cover, sat down.  I walked up to her and stuffed as many more chicks as she wanted between 

her jaws.  She hobbled a couple of yards, called out the next cub, and the exercise was repeated.  She 

even returned to me once, still carrying a single chick, to be loaded with more for the next drop.  All 

highly organised and precise.  This routine continued, night after night, until her leg was better. 

 She called a cub with a short “mew.”  As only a single youngster responded, clearly she called 

by name, yet the “mew” always sounded identical to my ears.  It was the same when, her leg then 

better, she taught them to hunt, they were given lessons individually.  I was still present as the 

convenience of my carrying food in bulk was not lost on Lulu. 

 She taught her offspring to 

scavenge by hiding chicks, 

deliberately poorly.  It was 

difficult for her.  With six 

youngsters running around, all 

too often one would dash up 

before the hiding operation was 

completed. 

 To teach them to chase, Lulu 

would carry a single chick whilst 

the student cub chased after it.  

She twisted and turned as the 

cub – little legs working overtime 

– did its best to keep up.  The 

hand-over was always the same.  

Lulu swerved sharply, her body 

leaning, and the cub dived half 

beneath her to gain the prize.  It 

was all a high speed operation, 

which is not apparent in the 

photograph (left). 

 It surprised me that, despite her family seeing their mother collect food from me time and 

again, night after night, not one of them considered me benign.  Not one came to me for food – not 

until they were young adults.  Even then, they wouldn’t take from my hand. 
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 One expects parents to care for their children, but with foxes concern for the younger 

generation is general.  A fox can live for 14 years, but so many die young that the average age is only 

18 months.  Foxes realise the importance of the younger generation – regardless of any relationship. 

 Each year I release five orphan cubs.  

One year I had three adult vixens, one 

with a partner who also attended at 

the feeding site.  The couple had a 

family, and collected food for them as 

well.  Then ‘my’ orphans arrived.  They 

received precedence.  A youngster 

was permitted to take food from, 

literally, under the nose of the mother 

collecting for her own family.  It took 

Skitter (left), another of the vixens, 

half an hour to get a decent meal 

because every time I gave her anything, up dashed a youngster.  Each time the reaction was, “You can 

have it.” 

 Echo was a released orphan who remained here for a year and made friends with Cropper the 

tame fox.  To my surprise he acquired no partner.  He was big, very fast, and spent most of his first 

year throwing his weight about, determined to be dominant.  Yet I have watched him feeding cubs 

from two unrelated families.  One being a fully wild family, the other released orphans.  True, he lacked 

the dedication of a parent, but then, he wasn’t even an uncle.  The latter incident was amusing.  Three 

of the orphans lacked the courage to take from my hand.  With no such inhibition, Echo ran a shuttle 

service between me and them. 

 But caring goes further.  One night Cropper and I set out for a walk.  From the way we exited 

our property I knew he had some distant destination in mind.  But we were not far into the village 

when a car approached.  In the headlights we saw three youngsters following us.  Like kids anywhere, 

they had scant appreciation of danger and were running all over the road.  Cropper abandoned his 

plans and turned back, collected them up and took them onto the village recreation ground.  In one 

corner is sited a collection of playground equipment – swings, slides, a seesaw, etc.  The youngsters 

thought this wonderful – objects to run around and jump over, even an abandoned crisp packet to 

grab and chase around with.  Cropper and I sat, like two old fogies, on a bench seat, watching “the 

kids” have fun.  After 40 minutes I became bored and suggested that we went home.  Cropper 

collected the youngsters and led them back to the safety of our property. 

How many people, on seeing someone else’s children acting stupidly, would not just get them 

away from danger but take them somewhere where they could have fun in safety, watch over them 

and then see them home afterwards?  But that’s what Cropper did. 

 Young foxes seek association with adults.  They will delightedly greet an adult – and hope for 

play.  Cropper, when no longer energetic, happily tolerated their attentions but limited his physical 

activity.  I watched him sat with three youngsters around him and a fourth nearby.  The scene made 

me think of a grandfather telling stories to enraptured grandchildren. 

 Those cubs were in no way related to any of those adult foxes. 

 A male guest was watching as Cropper and I ambled around the grounds.  When he evinced 

interest in a group of orphans in a pen, I asked Cropper if he’d like me to put him in the pen to meet 
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them.  “He’d only kill them!” called the guest.  I burst out laughing.  Where DO people get such weird 

ideas? 

 Something observed may not be what it appears to be.  One day, Evan had hurt a leg, and was 

feeling sorry for himself.  His girlfriend, Lulu, lay tight beside him offering sympathy.  Then Evan came 

to me.  Possibly because he was looking for comfort he permitted my petting him.  He sat on the lawn 

whilst I fondled his ears.  Lulu dashed up from behind him and snapped him around his body.  That 

“vicious attack” was so gentle that Evan didn’t even blink.  He appeared totally unaware of it. 

 Foxes enjoy being petted but rarely permit it.  

Twiglet (left) was a lovely young vixen that would 

allow petting – but only when no other human, and 

no other fox, was anywhere in sight.  Then, I could 

touch any part of her. 

 Twiglet was also the only fox that fully 

appreciated human limitations.  One game I play 

with foxes I call “chase the chick.”  I toss a dead 

chick; the fox grabs it and runs then “accidentally” 

drops it, or tosses it.  I seize it and toss it again, and 

so on.  Generally, the fox dives into cover with it – 

where I cannot follow – or runs off into the 

darkness.  Not Twiglet.  She restricted the play to 

an illuminated area, and avoided the shrubbery.  

The result was that the game went on and on until 

either she ate the chick or, more often, I was 

exhausted. 

 Twiglet was another released orphan who had been a member of the most unsociable group.  

They hardly played together, and wanted nothing to do with me.  A really miserable crowd. 

Until the day prior to release.  To my astonishment, Twiglet jumped up onto the kennel roof 

beside me, wanting attention.  After release she appeared to view me as God’s gift to foxes.  She had 

only to see me to come running, squealing an excited greeting. 

 Unfortunately, she treated Lulu the same way.  Adult foxes expect youngsters to show respect 

for their elders and betters, and nipped Twiglet for her effrontery.  However, they patched up their 

differences, each apologising to the other.  This is a significant aspect of the social code of behaviour 

to which foxes adhere.  To apologise, the fox lies down in a dead straight line, facing the other party.  

The forelegs are together, the chin resting on them, eyes on the other party.  The fox whimpers, which 

I suspect to be a language.  It is humility personified.  Twiglet and Lulu did this simultaneously to each 

other.  Having witnessed this, I had hopes that Twiglet would stay, for she was an ebullient character 

and I could see us having a lot of fun together.  But a few days later she departed for greener pastures. 

 Once, Lulu apologised to me.  At that time I was feeding her on the main lawn.  I had fed her, 

fed the others at the feeding site, and returned indoors.  Through a window I noticed that Lulu had 

almost finished her meal and wondered if she would like us to go for a walk.  So, I went to her.  But I 

approached from an unfamiliar direction.  As soon as she saw me, she fled.  I followed, calling her.  

When I found her she promptly apologised to me.  Two minutes later we went for a stroll together. 
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Lulu and Evan enjoy coffee time. 

 Foxes like to be sociable.  I am fond of coffee.  One fine afternoon soon after they had been 

released, just in case they might be hungry, I took saucers of food onto the lawn where the foxes were 

playing.  I also took a cup of coffee and lay on the lawn watching my little charges.  Evan came to 

investigate.  The food held scant interest – but my coffee, now that was most enjoyable! 

Thereafter, if I wandered out of doors carrying a cup of coffee I would tip some in the saucer 

for foxy enjoyment.  Did they like it because I make it very sweet?
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CHAPTER SIX 

 Foxes are, in so many ways, akin to people.  Whilst each is an individual character – some shy, 

some bold, some highly intelligent, others less well-endowed mentally – there are common traits.  

They are social, forming firm and meaningful friendships, but select friends with care. 

 Tame fox Cropper enjoyed playing with the released orphan cubs.  Flounder worshipped him 

and would be outside his pen – talking to him – waiting for me to take him out.  As soon as he came 

out we headed for the meadow where the others, Gusto, Jekyll, and Mo would be waiting for us.  Then 

the romping would commence.  The fifth orphan, Heidi, always bottom of the pecking order, had 

sought greener pastures soon after release. 

 

Cropper greeting Flounder and Gusto (on his back) 

 Gusto and Mo were disgustingly friendly.  I recall them running to greet two visiting people, 

dashing up and rolling onto their backs in the hope of getting their tummies rubbed.  Earlier I 

mentioned the theory that “too tame” cubs will learn “the proper attitude” (being scared of people) 

by mixing them with cubs which have already “gone wild.”  When this is done, and the friendly 

youngsters then become shy of humans, the theory appears valid.  However, that year my orphans 

played with Lulu’s offspring who were 100% wild.  If I appeared when they were all romping on the 

lawn, half disappeared into the shrubbery, and half raced across the grass to greet me.  Mixing with 

wild cubs influenced them not one jot!  I suspect that, like people, some are just late developers.  

When those mixed with wild cubs amend their attitude it has nothing to do with their companions, 

but would have occurred anyway. 
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 Cropper would play with all of them, but Jekyll was his special pal; his best friend.  Flounder 

worshipped Cropper.  I likened it to a teenage girl and some pop-idol.  He had only to acknowledge 

her to rekindle her ardour for the next day. 

 As is normal, the youngsters eventually dispersed.  Not all at the same time, Gusto was the 

last to depart.  By then he had, at long last, become cautious of strangers.  Little Mo, known as 

Chatterbox Mo because she was always talking, was the first to leave – but not of her own volition.  

She broke a leg and went into intensive care.  By the time she was fit again The Fox Project decided 

that she was far too tame to be released, and she was passed to "Wildwood” – a sort of open-air zoo. 

 

Jekyll at ease. 

 Jekyll had established a territory about a mile away.  I was unaware of this, but Cropper knew.  

How?  Night after night he dragged me to this location – to me a dead end – and declined to depart.  

When it was time to return home I had to force the issue.  At last, one night Jekyll appeared.  He and 

Cropper romped together joyfully.  When it was time to head homewards Cropper accompanied me 

happily and initiated play with me.  It was as if he had been worried about Jekyll, a worry now 

dispelled.  Now that I knew the reason I accepted Cropper’s determination to visit that spot and we 

met Jekyll there subsequently.  Then it suddenly ceased.  Did Cropper know that his friend had moved 

on, or died? 

 Flounder had dispersed and set up her home in the nearby village.  On our evening walks we 

might well meet.  She still recognised me as a friend, would reach up – forepaws on my thigh – to 

accept a chick from my fingers.  If any other human appeared she departed rapidly.  And she still wore 

her heart on her sleeve for Cropper.  But now the “gawky schoolgirl” had become an attractive petite 

young lady.  No longer was she largely spurned, instead they would flirt.  She ran, Cropper chased.  

Then she fell over and Cropper nibbled her all over to her delight.  She leapt up, ran another few yards, 

and then it would be repeated.  It made me sad that nothing could ever come of this blossoming 

romance, for Cropper’s medical condition dictated that he remained in captivity. 

 Through contracting toxoplasmosis Cropper had lost memory.  Not all of it, but significant bits.  

Presumably he had forgotten that dogs are bad news for he had been bitten by one.  A wounded fox 

was reported by someone and The Fox Project went out and rescued him.  He was captured by a 

hairdressers called “The Crop Shop” – and promptly christened “Cropper.”  His wounds having 
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received attention he came to me for a period of convalescence.  It then became apparent that he had 

a worse problem.  He was confused.  It was as if the world surrounding him was in a fog.  Foxes in this 

condition can find a lot of their “lost marbles” but the process is terribly slow.  So slow that if kept in 

care until they can manage on their own they will have been too long under human supervision, 

become too accustomed to people for their own safety.  Rather than have Cropper put to sleep, I 

offered him a home for the rest of his life and – to give him a better quality of life – tamed him. 

 Although he improved out of all recognition, some things he never regained.  Many foods – 

beloved by most foxes – he did not recognise as edible.  Also, the confidence to scale or descend 

anything was missing.  This caused an amusing, if sad, incident. 

 Flounder ran, Cropper chased.  Flounder bounded up a steep bank bordering the roadside.  

Cropper declined to follow, but he still wanted to join Flounder at the top.  He took an easier route.  

Then, momentarily, he forgot his phobia and started to descend.  He found himself in the most 

invidious of situations, committed to a course he was terrified of taking.  He froze.  The bank was not 

high; he was about my chest height.  Whilst his girlfriend looked on, perplexed, I tried to encourage 

him.  In the end he simply collapsed, rolling down the bank to land upside down on my feet.  He tried 

to pretend that it had all been deliberate, but fooled nobody. 

 

Flounder – Cropper’s girlfriend. 

 If Cropper was ‘lacking’ in some respects, in others he was ‘all there’.  If some of his memory 

was defective or non-existent, his intelligence was unimpaired.  He had quickly learned that diving into 

brambles or slipping through the bars of a five-bar gate was fruitless with a huge human in tow.  He 

had to select a route where I could follow.  Even when romping with Flounder he didn’t forget.  If she 

slipped through a hedge, or dived under a parked car, he stopped immediately. 

 He also demonstrated a staggering navigational ability.  He came from a town ten miles away 

so our local area would all be foreign country to him.  In our first years together he appeared 

determined to explore the entire county.  Our walks were never long enough (he would take me six 

miles) and he always wanted to go ‘somewhere new.’  Finding new routes meant that we wandered 

ever further afield, treading paths neither of us had followed previously.  One night, having led me to 

a neighbouring village, I thought he deserved a treat.  From a map I knew that a path ran between the 

top ends of both villages.  I would find it and we would return that way. 
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 I found it.  Well, I thought I did.  It ran through woodland, as on the map.  But, unlike my 

memory of the map, those woods went on and on.  We crossed multiple other tracks – which I couldn’t 

recall.  Then we came to a fork, which certainly had not been on the map.  Clearly, we were not on my 

intended route.  At this juncture my rechargeable lantern elected to dim.  I knew there would be 

inadequate power remaining for us to retrace our steps.  I was lost. 

It was gone midnight, no moon and overcast, pitch dark under the trees.  The prospect of a 

night in the forest did not appeal, particularly as, the ground being very wet, I couldn’t even sit down. 

 Then I recalled how Cropper was never surprised to discover where a path that was new to 

him led.  I told him to find the way, which he did.  On his lead was a little flashing red LED.  Following 

that I would only need to use my lantern briefly, just to ensure I would not trip over or collide with 

something.  Cropper selected the right fork and led me along a path that obviously was used but rarely.  

It went on and on, then we came to a junction.  With no hesitation, he turned right again.  I had 

misgivings, for foxes adore going round in circles.  But five minutes later we emerged at my intended 

destination.  Clearly, he had a very good idea of where he was in relation to known territory. 

 

Cropper enjoying a cuddle after a December walk. Photo ©Renate Towler. 

 It was also obvious that he understood my problem and was pleased and proud to help.  He 

thought it might mean that we could then extend the walk much further instead of going home.  I had 

to disappoint him, but he did get well cuddled once we got home, that being something he enjoyed 

very much.  What remains a mystery is how he knew where I planned to go.  There are other routes 

he could have followed. 
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 Nor is that the only incidence of Cropper co-operating when I had a problem.  On a couple of 

occasions, for reasons that I cannot recall, it was necessary to return home urgently when in the 

middle of an evening walk.  I told him, and he obliged. 

 So, here again we have the mystery of foxes seemingly understanding human speech.  And as 

translation is most unlikely, telepathy appears probable.  But if so, then it’s selective reception.  If my 

wishes appear undesirable or without good foxy reason, they are deaf to the message. 

 Martin Hemmington of The National Fox Welfare Society once wrote to me that he was sure 

that the foxes in my garden simply viewed me as a source of food.  In many instances where people 

feed foxes that may be true.  But it need not be so. 

 Foxes have a sense of fun, are social, and a game can be more fun if you have someone to play 

with.  Once a human is regarded as acceptable company, then the fox will seek social interaction.  

Whilst one fox may enjoy going for walks, another may prefer to play games. 

 What games?  I have played ‘hide and seek’, ‘steal’, ‘chase the pine cone’ and ‘chase the chick’.  

‘Hide and seek’ is what it sounds.  It is, just, possible to hide from a fox then jump out and surprise it.  

Finding the fox is much more difficult.  This inequality renders the game little fun.  ‘Steal’ is fun for the 

fox but not for the human.  It comprises dropping some object and pretending to have interest 

elsewhere.  The fox dives in and steals it when one is expected to chase.  The fox dives into cover with 

the object to return a moment later looking for another game.  The object is lost.  Thus I use bits of 

stick, clumps of grass cuttings, anything the loss of which is unimportant. 

 The favourite game is ‘chase the chick’.  A much favoured food is dead day-old cock chicks.  I 

toss a chick.  The fox grabs it, runs, then either drops it or tosses it, when I dive in and get it; toss it 

again – and so on.  This game can continue for a long time. 

 ‘Chase the pine cone’ is similar.  I have played that with a group of four foxes.  They were 

romping together and I was stood watching and taking photographs.  One of the group came to me 

repeatedly, gently grabbing my leg.  Initially, I was perplexed.  Then I awoke to the fact that I was being 

invited to join in.  When I did so, the game was adjusted to contend with my lumbering ineptitude.  

Typical fox.  Nobody must feel left out, ignored. 

 Moreover, the relative inability of a human friend may be appreciated.  As already mentioned, 

a lovely young vixen, Twiglet, really understood human limitations.  She enjoyed playing ‘chase the 

chick’, but kept the game within an illuminated area and never dived into the shrubbery.  The result 

was that the game went on and on until I was exhausted.  More recently, a young dog-fox, Echo, 

brought the chick back after I declined to follow him into darkness. 

 These are wild foxes, there is no petting, I am their friend but the degree of trust is far from 

absolute. 

 Echo also enjoyed playing with a tennis ball.  I tossed it, he chased and grabbed it, I ran 

(lumbered) after him, and he teased and tempted me with the ball before relinquishing it so that I 

could throw it again.  This was witnessed by a relative of my wife, watching from within the house.  

“But, that fox is wild!” she commented afterwards.  “Yes,” I responded, “but we are friends and often 

play together.” 

 The ability of a fox to pick up and carry is remarkable.  I got a plastic football – but one made 

like a proper football, with seams.  Echo carried it easily, upper and lower fangs engaging in seams.  

That must have rendered it difficult for him to see where he was going.  It soon disappeared.  The 
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seamless plastic sphere football (which was what I sought but couldn’t find) is virtually impossible to 

grip and likely to last longer. 

 Cats and dogs will enjoy a tussle for a stick or other object, but foxes only very rarely.  Yes, 

they will compete for something, but generally only one player has possession at any time.  A policy 

in accord with their non-aggressive nature. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A poem left in our Visitors’ Book by a guest who enjoyed the company of our foxes during her stay in 

our B&B during 2001.

I remember when last year I stayed here 

Foxes played upon the lawn 

Red and brown, golden fawn 

Darting through the shrubs and trees 

Chasing tails and humming bees 

The quaint old house behind stone walls 

Rambling rooms and narrow halls 

Of bygone age and country charm 

Where creatures could be safe from harm 

An injured fox nursed back to health 

Lay like a baby in the wealth 

Of Mr. Towler’s kindly arms 

Amidst the porch’s welcome charms. 

 

Ruth Vickers -- September 2001 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 Trust was absolute with Cropper, the tame fox.  It took time to grow, but he came to know 

that whatever I did with him would cause him no harm, and would probably be to his benefit or 

pleasurable.  He adored being groomed.  To my surprise, he also enjoyed being bathed.  In fact, he 

was showered, not put in a bath. 

 Foxes like to smell of themselves, so will lie down where they have urinated.  Having told 

Cropper that he would be more welcome indoors if he didn’t stink, he ceased that practice.  Then 

came the day he thought he should make up for lost opportunities, and I found him with a tummy 

drenched with urine.  Ablution was essential. 

 In my youth we had a dog.  Bathing him was a battle of wills as well as a physical battle.  I 

anticipated the same with Cropper, for he avoided splashing through puddles.  (If we met one that he 

couldn’t circumnavigate he would wait for me to carry him over it).  We have a bath with a hand 

shower.  Holding him firmly by the scruff of the neck I applied water.  His reaction?  “Warm rain!  Hey, 

this is good!  Shampoo?  Bubbles, what fun!  I’ll roll onto my back so you can wash my tummy.”  I was 

flabbergasted! 

 

Cropper enjoying ablutions. 
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 Just one problem.  Add water to fox urine and the smell becomes a stench.  No matter that he 

didn’t splash or shake himself; that everything went down the drain; the bathroom still stank the next 

day.  So he got his own shower, a push-on-the-taps device, used in the boiler room. 

 His coat absorbed a phenomenal volume of water.  Drying him used at least four bath towels 

and it was still three hours before he was dry.  To speed this process I used an electric hair dryer.  He 

enjoyed that as well. 

 A few months after I acquired Cropper his old dog-bite wound reopened, emitting a nasty 

clear fluid.  I took him to a vet.  Unaware of the species of her patient (she thought “fox” was his 

name); the vet evinced surprise and proposed fetching thick leather gloves.  I assured her they would 

not be necessary.  She shaved his fur, poked, probed, and cleaned out the cyst, whilst Cropper stood, 

good as gold, on the surgery table.  The vet looked up.  “I wish dogs were as well behaved,” she 

commented. 

 

Being dried after his shower. 

 Years later, another lady vet who had only recently joined the veterinary practice that I now 

use, made exactly the same comment when giving him a check-up and clipping his claws.  When I then 

told her of the previous incident she admitted that she had also imagined that “fox” was the name of 

a canine patient. 

 But back to his early years.  It was on his next visit to a vet that I discovered that foxes cry.  He 

had something wrong with an eye which was forever watery and full of ‘sleep’.  As it showed no sign 

of improvement, it was off the vet again.  This time I put him on the passenger seat.  He did not enjoy 

travelling in a vehicle, but tolerated it.  He lay on the seat, over which was spread a cloth – just in case 

of ‘accidents’.  He dribbled. 
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 The vet, a young man this time, found nothing wrong with the eye itself.  The problem was a 

partially blocked tear duct.  The test for this comprises placing a drop of green dye in the bad eye, 

waiting a moment, and then placing an identical drop in the good eye.  A tissue applied to first one 

nostril then the other demonstrated that flow from the good eye was much quicker than that from 

the bad eye.  The vet advised that the cure – surgery – was worse than the complaint, and I should 

simply continue cleaning his eye for him. 

 On the way home he dribbled again, only now the dribble was green.  In effect he was crying, 

but the water ran down his nostrils rather than his cheeks. 

 About a month later the problem cured by itself. 

 Only once did he seriously object to travel in a vehicle.  One evening I gave a talk to a local 

group of a Wildlife Trust and took him with me.  The journey involved a long stretch of concrete 

motorway and he was most unhappy.  When, after the meeting, I put him back in the vehicle for the 

journey home he snapped at me as if to say, “Oh, no!  Not this again!” 

Snapping may not be what it seems.  Foxes are quick, so to grab something they snap.  But the grip 

may be gentle.  I receive a lot of what I call “friendship bites” when some part of me – usually my hand 

– is grabbed in a flash and gently gripped. 

 Gripping the other party is a sign of appreciation.  It may relate to the individual, something 

just done, or the general situation.   Think of it as similar to someone shouting, “Thanks!”  You have 

to determine to what the thanks relate.  For example, I took Cropper with me when I went to visit my 

son.  After an hour’s drive we arrived and promptly went indoors.  Whilst my son and I had a coffee, 

Cropper explored his abode, a delightful ‘picture postcard’ thatched cottage.  Cropper returned to us 

and promptly grabbed my hand – I took that to mean, “Hey, I LIKE it here!” 

 

A ‘friendship bite’. 
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 However, foxes sometimes fail to appreciate just how fragile are humans.  After all, a great 

huge strong human must NEED a good firm grip.  There is no intent to hurt, but those teeth are like 

needles resulting in pinprick wounds.  When this occurs the person assumes that they have been 

attacked.  Not so, and this is best illustrated by disposing, once and for all, of the sensational and oft 

repeated account of “Fox Attacks Sleeping Baby” which hit the national media in July 2002. 

 The basic facts were that the baby was asleep, the mother dozing nearby.  The baby cried, 

awakening the mother, and a fox ran away.  The baby had multiple pinprick wounds on the head.  They 

featured in newspaper photographs and television news. 

 But three facts were ignored by the sensation-seeking reporters.  Foxes have jaws powerful 

enough (as I have discovered to my cost) to bite through 16 gauge (approx. 1½ mm thick) steel wire.  

They also have long fangs.  And babies have soft skulls. 

 Had the fox attacked the baby, those long fangs would have easily pierced the soft skull and 

the baby would probably have been killed. 

I acquire a lot of such pinprick wounds.  An attacking fox – where people are concerned, a fox 

cornered, scared, and defending itself – can inflict serious damage.  Which is why inexperienced 

people should not attempt to handle trapped or injured foxes.  You will not be quick enough to dodge. 

 So, what should you do if you come across a trapped or injured fox?  Stay calm, speak softly, 

move slowly and make your intention obvious.  Call a wildlife rescue organisation if possible.  Unless 

it is imperative to do so, do not attempt to move the animal. 

 Now consider a situation where you have no option but to handle an injured animal.  Perhaps 

it is on a road and at risk of being run over.  To handle a fox you grip the scruff of the neck.  

Unfortunately, before your hand has got there the head may flash round and bite you.  You need a 

reasonably large towel.  Drape the towel over the fox’s head.  The fox becomes calm.  Just ensure that 

the towel remains in place whilst you handle it.  Once it comes off you may have a fighting fury. 

 But suppose, for example, a fox has entered your home and got shut in.  The last thing to do 

is chase it with a broom – all you are likely to achieve is panic.  Instead, open an exit route, and then 

use it, showing the fox the way out.  And give it time to appreciate that a way out is now available.  It 

may follow you, but do not turn around to see if it is following.  The instant you look at it, the fox will 

change direction. 

 Many advocate thick leather gloves when handling foxes.  I rarely use them.  One cannot grip 

as securely, nor feel as well, and a fox will bite through them anyway.  One way to use them is to cheat 

the fox.  He has only one mouth, but you have two hands.  A leather welding gauntlet put part way on 

the left hand is brought towards the fox.  He snaps and bites the fingers of the glove, unaware that no 

human fingers are within.  As he does that the right hand grabs the scruff of his neck.  He can be left 

gripping the glove whilst the left hand can be used for other things – supporting his body or opening 

a transport cage or whatever.  But the towel method is preferable. 

 Some foxes become so calm on having a towel covering the head that one can administer an 

injection single-handed.  Injections against mange infection are regularly given.  That requires both 

hands, one to raise a fold of skin, another to jab the needle in.  If the fox is cornered, with a towel over 

its head, it may remain perfectly still whilst this is done. 
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 Sometimes, foxes that appear almost tame may be anything but.  Vodka was one such.  She 

came to me to look after for ten days pending a final anti-mange injection.  Forewarned that she was 

“a feisty one” I anticipated that she would trash the pen. 

 

Vodka in the pen. 

 No fox enjoys being transported in a motor vehicle so I do not expect patients to be in a happy 

frame of mind on arrival.  When the transport cage was opened Vodka emerged calmly, walked 

straight up to me and sniffed my trousers.  Offered a chick she took it gently from my fingers.  I was 

staggered.  Feisty? 

 Oh, yes.  When it came to giving her an injection it took two of us ten minutes to capture a 

fighting fury.  Only when I delivered her back to her home territory (a housing estate) did the 

explanation of her Jekyll and Hyde personality become clear.  She had a human welcoming committee.  

She had so many human friends that her impression of people was that they were all providers of 

food.  And if she took gently from a human hand, that hand, or somebody else’s, would promptly offer 

more.  But she was still very much a wild fox.  She had no wish for people to touch her.  Sadly, a few 

weeks later she was hit by a car, and died. 

 Motor vehicles are the greatest killer of wildlife.  Both badgers and foxes suffer horrendous 

losses on the roads.  But impact with a vehicle need not be terminal. 

 One Saturday morning a villager rang.  His dog had found a young fox, injured, amongst the 

grass on the roadside verge.  He tried to ring the RSPCA but got no reply.  However, he had heard that 

someone in the village was involved with foxes.  He phoned his acquaintances until he found one that 

could give him my name and number.  On my arrival he took me to the spot and I picked up the young 

vixen.  She was a sorry sight.  Road dirt was ingrained on one side of her face, and teeth were broken.  

“Nothing worked,” her legs declined to support her, but she reacted to sound and movement.  Having 
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placed her in a transport cage I rang The Fox Project and arranged to take her to The Unit (where 

intensive care is provided).  She was examined and given treatment, but the prognosis was not good. 

 

Vodka dining, her mange visible. 

 The following Saturday she was returned to me for release.  She arrived about midday so that 

I might return her to her home territory in the evening.  She spent that afternoon in a pen.  The entire 

afternoon that fox, who – seven days earlier – couldn’t even stand, did nothing but climb the mesh of 

the pen and drop down. She was hyperactive.  That evening, watched by the man who had found her, 

she bounded out of the transport box to join her friends and family. 

 Another young vixen had a guardian angel.  At nearly midnight the phone rang – Martin 

Hemmington of the National Fox Welfare Society who offer a 24-hour service nationally.  Could I 

attend a road traffic accident?  I could, and did. 

 That young vixen had been hit by a car.  It stopped.  Doors opened and closed.  Presumably, 

seeing a corpse on the road, the driver simply drove off.  The next vehicle along the narrow country 

lane was a young learner motorcyclist.  He stopped.  The next large vehicle could hardly miss the body 

and would reduce it to a bloody mess.  He thought it should be moved but was reluctant to handle a 

dead animal, so he knocked on the door of the nearest residence and asked to borrow a shovel. 

 The occupant happened to like foxes and subscribed to the N.F.W.S.  He came out to look.  

Then he noticed the vixen’s eyes move.  She was not dead.  He promptly phoned Martin. 

 Wildlife organisations co-operate, sharing lists of rescuers.  There were some nearer, but at 

that time of night they would be in bed.  But I am known to retire late, so he rang me.  As is normal 

procedure, I phoned the man reporting the injured fox to gain the latest information and directions.  

At the same time I warned him that it would take twenty minutes for me to drive there. 
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 The directions were perfect.  Not only was he waiting for me, but so was the young 

motorcyclist who had parked his bike, hazard lights flashing, to guard the still body on the tarmac.  It 

hadn’t moved at all, they told me. 

 There were no marks of external injury, but no means of telling what internal damage might 

exist.  I fetched a transport cage.  “Have you got gloves?” the man enquired. 

 “Yes, but I’m not going to use them.  This one isn’t going to have a go at anybody.”  I lifted the 

sorry creature and placed it gently in the cage.  When I reached home I half expected to find that it 

had died during the journey.  In the dark I stuck a finger through the cage and gave a gentle prod.  No 

reaction.  Then came a soft mew.  Still alive!  Nothing could be done that night, so I left the cage in a 

sheltered, secure spot (within an empty fox pen), went to bed and set my alarm for the morning. 

 As soon as I was out of bed I was on the phone to The Fox Project, and arranged to meet a 

wildlife ambulance.  My patient was obviously feeling a little better, for now the head moved, and she 

took interest in her surroundings. 

 About ten days later I returned a fine, fit young vixen, and released her in the garden of the 

man who had saved her life. 

Luxury Transport 

 He had come over from Germany to purchase a Rolls-Royce from a specialist dealer in 

this locality who frequently arranged for their customers to stay with us overnight.  He was our 

only guest that evening and my wife was out.  He suggested that I joined him when he went to 

a local pub for an evening meal.  I declined, for two good reasons.  Firstly, I had already eaten, 

and secondly I didn’t want to leave tame fox Cropper alone. 

 So, he proposed that I bring Cropper and just had a drink while he dined.  I agreed.  

Thus it came about that Cropper rode in the magnificent car he had that day purchased.  The 

publican knew me, and had met Cropper previously, so we were permitted in the dining room 

-- Cropper good as gold on my lap. 

 How often do foxes travel by Rolls-Royce? 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

If, as just described, foxes have an ability to recover from physical injury at staggering speed, 

the same may apply to some medical conditions.  Not all, but some.  One such instance involved Jack, 

a fox a little over a year old who came to me suffering with relatively mild mange and was then found 

to also be suffering from toxoplasmosis.  Utterly sweet, I offered him a home for the rest of his days.  

You just couldn’t help loving Jack.  It had something to do with the way he looked at you, as if searching 

your soul.  Renate, my wife, was soon captivated. 

He had only been with me for a few weeks when he became very ill with severe abdominal 

pain.  I could determine no cause and rushed him to a vet.  Like, me, she was unable to find the reason 

for his distress.  Anti-inflammatory and antibiotic injections were given and I was instructed to return 

with him the next day. 

 The next day he was no better, possibly worse.  He was given a blood test and we waited for 

the result.  When it came through the vet translated the computer printout for me.  Basically, if 

something could be wrong, it was.  Hardly a white corpuscle in sight and so few red ones that she 

commented, “If he injures himself he’ll probably bleed to death.”  Without actually saying so, the 

inference was that the kindest course would be to end his misery.  Faced with the evidence I could 

only concur.  But then I discovered that Jack had made such an impression on me that I found it 

emotionally impossible to consign him to oblivion.  Not there and then, anyway.  “Never mind,” said 

the vet sympathetically, “you can bring him back tomorrow.”  I brought Jack home. 

 

Jack. 
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 Back home I started thinking logically, not emotionally.  Two days before he became ill he had 

enjoyed a rumbustious rough and tumble with Cropper.  To carry oxygen to muscles he must have had 

ample red cells then, yet now they were a rarity.  Something that changes with such rapidity can, not 

necessarily will, reverse with equal alacrity.  It was then Wednesday; I would give Jack a chance, 

postpone ‘the inevitable’ until the weekend. 

 I fully expected Jack to die; if not of his own accord then on a one-way trip to the vet.  

Whenever I visited his pen I thought I would find a corpse.  He ate nothing, drank nothing, and hardly 

moved.  I would stroke him gently and assure him that he was wanted.  That was not just stupid human 

sentiment.  Foxes need social contact, become depressed if they are spurned. 

 On Friday he was up and about and eating.  On Saturday he was romping with Cropper again.  

Thereafter, when he chased a ball, did battle with me for his soft toy, or dozed contentedly on my lap, 

I was reminded that, had he not generated love, he would not be alive. 

 The more one learns about foxes, the more questions arise.  For example, how does a fox 

assess a human?  Yes, people in general are treated with caution, but individuals are judged 

individually.  One incident really highlighted this. 

Relatives of my wife came to stay.  The party comprised husband, wife, grown-up daughter, 

and an adult female friend.  They all sat in the porch one sunny afternoon whilst I was with Evan, a 

young male fox, on the main lawn at the side of the house.  Evan didn’t like the strident voice of the 

husband, so we moved away – down to the meadow, where I watched Evan investigate interesting 

smells. We had been there a little while when the mother and daughter strolled down to the meadow.  

They didn’t come near us.  I presume they came to investigate the state of the blackberries that 

bordered one side of the meadow.  As soon as they appeared Evan abandoned his activity, moved a 

little farther away, and stood and watched them.  After a bit he sat and watched them.  A minute later 

he lay down and watched them.  Eventually they returned to the house, and Evan resumed trying to 

show me how to be a fox.  Within two minutes the friend came to the meadow.  Evan ran right up to 

her feet to greet her. 

All three were adult, female, and strangers to Evan.  He made his judgements quickly and from 

a distance.  With two he was cautious, with the third he was happy to associate.  What made the 

difference? 

  Evan was almost tame, which produced an amusing incident.  A male guest had heard that I 

was involved with foxes.  He came to me, asking if it might be possible for him to see one.  I assured 

him that would be no problem, but it was a little early.  “When you return from your evening meal 

they should be running about,” I told him.  I happened to see him return.  He walked onto the main 

lawn, and then froze.  “Seen something?” I called. 

 “Yes.  Over there,” he replied delightedly, indicating the far end of the lawn, “I’ve never seen 

a fox so close!” 

 “Oh, you’ll see one much closer than that,” I responded as I joined him. 

 He didn’t know me well enough to call me a liar, but his expression said it for him.  He then 

asked if we might move to the end of the lawn, which we did, as from there he could look out over 

the meadow.  As we chatted his eyes constantly searched the terrain, seeking a glimpse of russet fur. 

 I interrupted him.  “Excuse me, but right now, there’s a fox alongside your shoe.” 
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Evan. 

 

 Terrified that movement might scare the fox away, he tried to look without moving his head, 

reminding me of the expression “eyes coming out on stalks.”  There, stood calmly 6” from his right 

foot, was Evan.  I don’t think that man ever doubted anything I said again. 

 Evan thought it was time he had a biscuit – which I lacked.  I told Evan to come with us if he 

wanted one, so he accompanied us to the house where I produced the desired item.  He accepted 

broken biscuits from the guest and from me.  That man learned two things that day.  How small foxes 

are in reality, and how gently they accept gifts. 

 Note that I told Evan to come with us, and he did so.  This again raises the question of 

communication.  Do foxes understand human speech?  I have no definitive answer.  What I do know 

is that time and again I receive an appropriate reaction.  Some more examples:- 

 One evening, having fed Evan, we were playing on the main lawn.  Lulu arrived.  “Food?” I 

asked her.  She promptly led me to the feeding site on the opposite side of the house. 
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 Out with Cropper, he was following a very narrow path when the route was obscured by tall 

grass.  He stopped, unable to see his way ahead.  With my greater height I had no such difficulty.  He 

was pointing in the appropriate direction.  “Yes, go on.”  He pushed a few feet farther on, then veered 

off the route. “No.”  He stopped.  When his nose once more pointed the right way, “Yes”, and he 

moved on again until once more the path was clear. 

 Whilst those who gaze in dismay at excavations in the flower bed may find it difficult to 

believe, foxes are, in many ways, tidy.  For example if, whilst dining, some food is accidentally dropped, 

every last crumb will be picked up before taking another mouthful.  Unlike dogs and badgers, foxes 

dine daintily – providing they are not in fear of disturbance. 

 When they cache food they excavate a small hole, place the food in it, then replace the earth 

using the side of the jaw.  The end result is unbelievable, quite invisible, not a blade of grass out of 

place.  Regrettably, they exercise no such care when retrieving the cache. 

 Surprisingly, caches are found from memory, not scent.  Yet dropped food will be located by 

scent despite being in clear view.  Finding a location by memory was demonstrated by Echo.  I had 

given him a chick but he clearly couldn’t decide if he should eat it or cache it.  He took it out into the 

meadow.  Then something in the woodland by the far corner of the meadow demanded his immediate 

attention.  Pheasants there were creating a din.  He dropped his chick amongst the long grass in the 

middle of the meadow and hurried to deal with the matter.  Two minutes later he returned, going 

directly to where he had dropped his chick amongst the grass – and ate it. 

 We rely primarily on sight.  Foxes don’t.  I watched an intelligent mouse escape from Lulu.  He 

made haste slowly, hurrying away quietly whilst Lulu wasted time trying to determine the direction in 

which his scent trail ran.  Had she used her eyes he would not have got away.  He was only about a 

couple of feet away from her head.  The mouse could have moved much quicker.  But sudden 

movement would have attracted attention.  He knew exactly what he was doing, and it worked! 

 Most foxes are reluctant to ask for anything.  At any rate in a way that we recognise.  Maybe 

they are relying on telepathy – a fraught method when dealing with humans.  Whilst if the cats want 

to be cuddled and petted they will make it abundantly clear, Cropper would hang around and hope 

that I’d pick him up.  He rarely came to me, I had to go to him, chase him, and catch him.  However, 

he, very deliberately, made capture terribly easy and purred loudly as soon as he was picked up.  I 

learned to recognise the signs. 

 The high point of his day was going to sleep on my lap.  When the time came for me to return 

him to his pen he might pretend to be so fast asleep that he couldn’t wake up, or made soft mewing 

sounds that I presumed were pleas to stay longer. 

 Did he grumble?  Not about that, but at one time he grumbled frequently.  It occurred when, 

out for a walk, I insisted that we head homewards.  No matter that we were on a ‘circular tour’, as 

soon as I selected a path that would take us towards home, he would object, endeavouring to take 

any route bar that one.  Having forced the issue, the whole way home he made soft growling sounds 

that I translated as “Rotten old spoilsport!” 
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Cropper “This is the life!”. Photo © Maxchen Hoffmann. 
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 On the other hand, he could be co-operative.  “We haven’t much time because I’ve got to get 

back, so just a short walk tonight.”  He obliged, selecting the shortest circular tour available. 

 “I’m wearing ordinary shoes, so hard roads only tonight please, Cropper,” and he would avoid 

the muddy field paths.  But he considered the recreation ground (short grass) acceptable terrain under 

such circumstances – and he was right! 

 “OK, Cropper, I’m wearing walking boots, you can go where you like.”  He took the statement 

literally, diverting from the field paths to cross the fields. 

 Take a dog on such an outing and you return with an animal plastered with dirt.  I would return 

with boots that were laden with mud.  Cropper’s feet were virtually clean. 

 

 

Jack was permitted to run free. Here he is trying to get Renate’s attention. 

Mouth agape is a greeting. 

 

 Jack never developed a desire for longer walks, restricting his outings to close to home, 

generally within a hundred yards of the house.  Cropper wanted to explore; Jack lacked that curiosity.  
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Indeed, their characters were totally different.  Cropper was highly intelligent, had considerable 

curiosity, and wanted to learn.  Jack just wanted to play. 

 Cropper quickly realised that to urinate indoors upset me, and desisted.  He could be trusted 

to behave himself.  Jack was slow to learn the benefit of controlling his bodily functions although he 

adored being indoors. 

 I suspect that contracting toxoplasmosis affected them differently.  Both failed to recognise 

soft fruit (beloved by most foxes) as edible.  Cropper had an in-built sat-nav system and a superb 

geographical memory.  Jack lacked such facilities; he never explored to the boundaries of our nine 

acres, let alone beyond them, and was therefore permitted to run free with only minimal supervision.  

Cropper hated climbing or descending anything – so never went upstairs.  Jack had no such inhibition. 

 Renate was averse to having a fox explore bedrooms (although a cat regularly shared her bed) 

so I frequently had to go Jack-hunting and fetch him downstairs.  He knew that he was not supposed 

to go upstairs and when I pointed to him and asked “What are you doing up here?” he went all bashful 

and coy.  He also knew that his punishment would be to be taken downstairs and cuddled.  I often 

wondered if he went upstairs when he thought it was time he got a cuddle.  Frequently, I left him fast 

asleep in an easy chair. 

 

Jack asleep on a lounge chair. 
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Wearing a live fox-fur collar (Cropper).  By far the most comfortable way to carry a fox. 

Photo © Mark Hamblin 

 

 By virtue of being tame Cropper must have been the most stroked and photographed fox in 

the county.  Many people commented, “His fur is so soft!”  Clearly, this came as a surprise to them.  

Such would not have been the case in the 1930s when many women wore fox-fur capes, or had coats 

with fox-fur collars, or fox stoles.  How many millions of these lovely animals were slaughtered on the 

altar of fashion?  From time to time I wear a fox-fur collar – only mine is alive. 

 Once, I entered Barclays Bank with Cropper around my shoulders, astonishing the customers 

waiting to be served.  A little later I met one of the customers in the street; “When I got back to the 

office, nobody would believe me,” she told me. 

 Foxes are social, very social.  They are also highly cautious.  Risk avoidance is a priority.  But, 

once they are reasonably certain that the other party poses scant danger, they may seek friendship 

with other species.   Witness their friendship with individual people, and Lulu fetching a badger up to 

me.  A badger is twice the weight and ten times the strength of a fox, so has no need to let a fox boss 

it about.  But I was amazed when Cropper socialised with horses. 

 He came from a town, so I doubt he had met many horses before he came here.  The first time 

we came across one he stared at this monster then thought we should take a different route.  I 

disagreed, so he hurried past nervously.  Thereafter, horses fascinated him.  Whenever we passed a 

field containing one he had to stand and stare.  I assumed it was a sort of horror fascination. 

 Two rather nice horses were regularly grazed in a field near us.  As we returned one night, one 

came to a place where – leaning over the fence – it could graze the roadside verge.  Cropper 

approached.  Noses touched.  Then Cropper took the horse’s nose within his jaws.  The horse accepted 
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this as a gesture of friendship for it was repeated within 20 seconds.  Fearful of an irate horse-owner 

complaining of pinprick wounds on her horse I called a halt.  But two nights later Cropper gave the 

same treatment to the other horse.  Immediately afterwards he was euphoric!  So thrilled by his 

conquest, “I’ve shaken hands with monsters!” that he tore about, forgot the local geography, and fell 

down a deep hole of which he was fully aware for we passed it almost every night.  I hauled him out, 

but his excitement was undiminished. 

 A few days later we met the horse owner, and I told her what had occurred.  “They’re big 

enough to look after themselves,” she told me.  “If he wants to play with them, let him.”  So Cropper 

entered the field.  Both horses approached him.  But two monsters at once were a bit overpowering, 

and Cropper retreated. 

 His fascination with horses demonstrated his phenomenal night vision.  One totally dark night 

he stopped and stared into a field.  It was a huge field.  In the farthest corner were three or four horses 

under trees.  With my very powerful portable searchlight I could only just discern them.  But Cropper 

watched for a long time. 

The Bedroom 

Foxes can climb and elevated locations may be favoured.  The 

young fox Apple took up residence in our tumbledown old coach 

house -- used for junk storage.  A stack of wooden boxes reached 

almost to the ceiling and it was on top of them that Apple selected 

as his sleeping quarters.  Out of the rain and wind but far from 

secret. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

 

“. . .  lay down, curled its brush over its nose and closed its eyes.” 

 

 Friendship with humans is with individuals.  At one time we piled grass cuttings in a bay 

surrounded by brambles as one entered our meadow.  It faced south, was sheltered, tranquil, and 

foxes thought it an ideal spot to snooze in the sun.  As I entered the meadow two dozing foxes awoke.  

The first dived into the brambles before I could react.  The second was on the brink of departure when 

I called, “It’s me.  What are you running away for?”  The fox, a vixen called Emily, looked round at me, 

recognised me, and all tension melted.  It trotted across to me, said hello (touching my hand with the 

side of the jaw) then stayed with me for a few moments.  It then returned to the grass pile, scooped 

out a hollow, lay down, curled its brush over its nose and closed its eyes. 

 Just as people, interrupted by an unexpected visitor, will attend to the social niceties before 

excusing themselves, so had I been treated.  That the fox settled down to sleep with me stood a couple 

of yards away demonstrated that I was trusted.  Could there be a greater demonstration?  Yes, there 

could. 

 When Lulu’s first litter of cubs were just 13 days old she displayed them to me.  Her nursery 

was at the back of an old stable.  Because she had lost her partner, Evan, I was doing duty as dog-fox; 

delivering food to the stable – for no vixen will leave her babies for the first few days.   I put down her 

saucer of food.  Lulu stood up, stepped back, and pointed proudly at four little black cubs. 



My Friends the Foxes Chapter 9 

 

 
57 

 I then made a mistake for which I have cursed myself ever since.  I refrained from touching 

them.  Think of it from Lulu’s standpoint.  You have just displayed, to your very good friend, your latest 

and most prized possession.  And all he does is stare and make unintelligible noises.  Clearly, he’s not 

really interested.  Thereafter she kept them well out of my way. 

 With the benefit of hindsight I now suspect that her intention was that I should look after 

them whilst she stretched her legs for a bit.  Just as another fox would have done.  Regrettably, I got 

no second opportunity. 

 Foxes have a sense of humour.  I have already described how Lulu would disappear and 

reappear presumably just to tease me.  But two foxy friends, Skitter and Twitch, enjoyed practical 

jokes.  We called them “The Vandals.”  Nothing was safe.  A party of ramblers left their walking boots 

under an old pew in our porch.  By 11:00 p.m. they were arranged in a neat line down the drive.  We 

suffered with their pranks for one whole year.  Twitch was the chief vandal, Skitter her enthusiastic 

apprentice. 

 

Skitter following Twitch who has acquired a chick. 

 

 I should have been forewarned.  During their time in the pen Twitch escaped one night, and 

enjoyed about 16 hours of freedom.  I had neglected to close the door to our boiler room which houses 

a great collection of odd things.  During her night of freedom she did her best to empty it.  Car-washing 

sponges and leathers, old towels, odd tools, you name it – anything she could transport, she did.  The 

items, many ruined, were spread all over the grounds.  Some we never found. 

 She was having fun, and had no intent to be recaptured.  But she elected to explore the interior 

of a vacant pen just as I was passing.  I closed the door on her.  After a few hours “in solitary” I 
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transferred her back with the other youngsters.  But Twitch had acquired a taste for mischief.  After 

release it got worse and, as she got older, more elaborate. 

A towel was stolen from the washing basket as Renate hung laundry on the line – and she 

didn’t see it depart.  The next day they removed washing from the line to arrange it in a long trail 

across a lawn and into a conifer plantation.  It got dirty and in some instances torn.  This happened on 

several occasions. 

 I was constructing new fox pens and, to enable the use of power tools, laid a long wander-

lead to the site.  Twitch bit it through about five times.  That it was ‘live’ concerned her not in the 

least.  But tripping the safety circuit breaker plunged half the house into darkness. 

 We had a water feature comprising three wooden tubs of diminishing diameter mounted 

vertically one above the other with a fountain at the top so water cascaded from one tub to another.  

Beneath the water were pebbles and water-plants in pots.  Twice we discovered plants, pots and 

pebbles distributed over the nearby lawn.  It must have involved them in a lot of work. 

 One day I watched as Twitch encouraged Skitter to steal a potted plant (of which we have 

many) from near the front of the house.  Twitch crouched within a flower bed as Skitter crept forwards.  

Encouragement was verbal.  I could envisage the conversation.  “Yes, that’s the one.  Go on.  Yes, grab 

it and run.”  Which is just what happened. 

 The ultimate prank happened early one fine evening.  To look at Skitter and Twitch, butter 

wouldn’t melt in their mouths.  I was sat in the porch enjoying a smoke, Cropper on my lap, when the 

pair of them came and sat on the drive looking at me and wearing expressions implying that they were 

starving.  Well, it was feeding time.  Their food bowls were already prepared but not put out.  I got up, 

went around the side of the house to the boiler room (where fox food is kept) and put out their food.  

I must have been gone less than a minute.  But in that minute they had entered the porch, climbed on 

the table and stolen my pack of cigars and my lighter.  The latter was dropped, but I watched the cigars 

depart at high speed.  Three days later they stole the ashtray.  There was no animosity, they just 

enjoyed practical jokes. 

 

Twitch contemplating what might be done with an empty feeding bowl. 
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 They departed, of their own free will, after I released the next year’s bunch of orphan 

youngsters.  I presume they felt obliged to make room for the younger generation.  Although I couldn’t 

help liking them, I was not sorry to be free of their pranks. 

 One prank got Twitch into trouble.  One sunny summer day she thought it was time she 

investigated where we lived.  The doors were open, so she explored the house.  Unaware of her 

presence, I closed an internal door and Twitch found herself shut in a large living room.  She was not 

discovered until the following day.  During the night she had done her best to escape, causing damage.  

She had also urinated on an oriental rug.  I cannot blame her.  What would you do on finding yourself 

locked in a strange building?  Not until the following day did I discover that she had been upstairs, 

leaving “a calling card” on top of a table in a bedroom. 

 That is typical fox.  They will defecate in prominent, exposed positions to leave a message.  

That could be, “I was here,” “This belongs to me,” or “Thanks.”  It is placed with staggering precision.  

Centrally on top of a small tree stump or within a feeding bowl. 

 

Here are two stumps either side of a track on the same day. 

 

The pictures above are of two stumps on opposite sides of a track on the same day and 

presumably marked at the same time. 

The most remarkable placement occurred during my early days of involvement with foxes.  At 

that time I was feeding on the main lawn near to the house and I had not succeeded in developing 

friendship.  I could only observe from within the house.  Then I discovered that rats were enjoying the 

food prior to the foxes’ arrival.  So long as they kept out of the house I had nothing against the rats 

but feeding them was not my objective.  I would make things a bit more risky for them.  I placed the 

food bowl on a large tin tray balanced on top of an upturned bucket out in the middle of the lawn.  

Oh, a rat could still access it, but doing so entailed crossing the lawn then jumping up onto the tray 

which over-sailed the bucket on all sides.  It would place the rat at extreme risk from passing foxes or 

owls.  No problem for the fox who found his food at head height.  I was staggered to find the food 

replaced by defecation.  How a fox managed that without dislodging the tray remains a mystery. 

 Unless trodden in, fox defecation is no problem, easily removed without trace.  Urine is a 

different matter.  Add water and the smell becomes a stench.  The urine-soaked rug was cleaned by 

drying the urine out, first from one side of the rug, then the other – using an entire roll of paper kitchen 
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towels.  Right at the end I applied a fine mist spray of water and soaked that up immediately.  It all 

took a long time.  Several days airing the rug out of doors (Victorian carpet-beating frames have their 

uses) and ‘the damage’ was gone.  Rebuilding a window sash that Twitch had chewed and broken the 

glass took rather longer. 

 The foxes know my routine, and are excellent timekeepers.  Every night, as I returned Cropper 

to his pen, Echo and Little-ears would be awaiting my arrival – and food.  The day after the release of 

an orphan family they were conspicuously absent, only arriving after the cubs had the opportunity for 

‘first pickings’.  Indeed, Echo was nearly an hour late.  Another example of looking after youngsters.  

And Little-ears wanted food for her own offspring. 

 Renate adores potted plants.  Indoors and out, they are everywhere.  She bought a new one 

– a fine blue glazed pot about the size of a football and placed it on top of the bank opposite the 

kitchen window.  Just another one of many.  But that was during the time that Lulu was in the habit 

of coming there to look into the kitchen for me.  It terrified her.  She declined to go near it.  “It’s just 

a pot,” I said to her and tapped it.  She leapt back as if I might have been playing with an unexploded 

bomb.  It was months before she ceased to worry about it.  But it illustrates how much foxes dislike 

any change.  One method of discouraging foxes is to move the garden ornaments about from time to 

time. 

 Some people imagine that their cat may be at risk from foxes.  Such is not my experience.  

They will play together.  I watched Echo, a fine young dog-fox, chasing one of our cats around a tree.  

With his open jaws five inches from the cat’s tail most people would have feared for the cat’s safety.  

It culminated with them rubbing noses. 

 

Echo. 
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 In fact the cat instigates the play, which can be amusing to watch.  With Echo in hot pursuit, 

Sooty the cat suddenly ‘applied the brakes.’  They were running across ground ivy which tore up as 

Sooty skidded to a halt.  With his greater size and weight Echo had so much momentum that he could 

not avoid shooting past Sooty.  Did Sooty chuckle? 

 Echo and Sooty invented a game I called ‘peek-a-boo.’  They stood either side of a large tree, 

close to the trunk.  Neither could see the other, so they did not know in which direction the other was 

facing.  One would cautiously peer round the trunk.  If a tail was seen, go after it.  If a face was met, 

retreat.  Then came the dilemma, if you turn around to peer round the other side of the tree you 

should spot a tail, unless the other party has also turned to face the opposite direction.  Of course, 

Sooty cheated.  When chased he escaped upwards – leaving Echo frustrated on the ground, staring up 

the tree. 

 Foxes are non-aggressive, born pacifists in fact.  Our previous cat (also called Sooty) delighted 

in ambushing Warren and particularly Snapper (who earned his name).  Not once did Snapper 

retaliate.  When he got fed up with Sooty springing out at him he simply disappeared. 

 When I started getting involved with foxes Sooty was initially jealous.  Then, possibly on the 

basis of “if you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em,” he had to be part of the activity.  If I went for a walk with 

foxes, Sooty had to come too.  To this day I wonder what the occupants of a car thought when, having 

signalled them to slow, I ushered a cat and a fox off the highway. 

 One afternoon I was on the main lawn dropping clumps of grass cuttings for Warren and 

Snapper to ‘steal’ – a game they enjoyed – whilst Sooty lay beneath a plant, just his face visible, 

watching.  Suddenly, he marched into the middle of our play area where he deposited a mouse, then 

stepped back and lay down.  The mouse was unharmed, but – sensibly – played dead.  Less sensible 

was my attempt to rescue it.  It ran straight towards the foxes, was seized, tossed, caught again, and 

carried off into wilderness within Warren’s jaws.  But Sooty was unperturbed at losing his mouse.  If 

he hadn’t intended it as a communal plaything why bring it into the middle of our games? 

 At that time it was Sooty who chased foxes.  Now, it is the foxes that chase the cats.  But by 

invitation.  It’s all fun. 

 The first Sooty died in a tragic accident of his own making.  The current cats are twin brothers, 

a (younger) Sooty and Sweep.  Their introduction to foxes was interesting.  Sooty was calm but kept 

his distance.  Sweep was nervous.  Cropper came through the door and faced Sweep who barred his 

teeth, fluffed his fur, and hissed.  Cropper’s pace never faltered.  It must be terribly deflating when, 

having put on a scary display, the other party fails to react in any way. 

 It happened again a few weeks later when I was outside with Cropper, Sweep nearby, and 

Echo joined us.  Echo thought to introduce himself to Sweep, who again hissed and put on his “I’m 

scary,” display.  Again, Echo paid no attention and continued to approach Sweep – who fled.  I was 

treated to a streak of black and white fur tearing through the trees, with a streak of russet fur 

following.  Sweep delights in bullying smaller creatures, so he was getting a taste of his own medicine.  

I had no fear for his safety.  Echo had no intent to harm him.  It was just fun. 

 As the cats grew accustomed to the foxes, Sooty thought Cropper could make a good 

playmate.  But Cropper, by now ‘feeling his age’ was disinclined to romp.  Just occasionally, one of the 

cats might join Cropper on my lap. 
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 There can be no greater contrast than that between Sweep’s initial reaction on meeting 

Cropper and that of a few months later.  Then he might be greeted warmly.  I have seen each calling 

to the other, and Sweep rub his body against Cropper’s. 

 Probably no more than my imagination, but it crossed my mind to wonder if Sweep’s seeking 

friendship with Cropper might have something to do with an aggressive feral cat that terrorised our 

two and would attack the pair of them together.  Having a pal that is bigger and equipped with a fine 

set of fangs might be useful. 

 

Best of pals.  Cropper (left) and Echo (right) romping. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

So, foxes have a sense of fun, a sense of humour, and are social.  How about having a party?  

Yes, that has occurred.  Only once (thank heavens) but it happened, and I was the unsuspecting host.  

Maybe Cropper knew what was planned.  He, like me, did not enjoy crowds and noise.  That night he 

did everything possible to delay our return from our walk.  But when we got home it was to find not 

only my young released orphans waiting to be fed, but a lot of other young foxes.  I dished out food 

as never before (fortunately I keep a substantial stock).  One – isn’t there always one at any party? – 

had to show off, running around barking all the time.  I know not where they came from or who they 

were, and never saw the strangers again.  I can but assume that my lot had extended an invitation to 

another group. 

 Foxes can be quite good at 

climbing.  A huge old cedar tree in 

our meadow succumbed to old age 

and a storm.  It lay where it fell for 

over a year, the roughly horizontal 

trunk supported high up in the air 

on branches stuck in the ground.  

Young foxes thought it a wonderful 

playground, climbing the branches 

and running along the trunk.  I 

feared for their safety, particularly 

after one slipped and only just 

managed to cling on, but there 

were no accidents. 

 Fox claws are strong and if 

they can get a grip the fox is happy 

to climb.  No problem climbing the 

mesh walls of the pens, for 

instance, when the fox may hang 

on, up in the air, like a monkey 

(left).  To get down they just drop, 

and that they don’t do themselves 

an injury is remarkable.  Vertical 

tree trunks are usually beyond 

their climbing ability, but a leaning 

trunk with rough bark may be 

tackled. 

 Cropper’s lead intrigued 

other foxes.  It had to be 

investigated, possibly grabbed.  Playing with five released orphans in the meadow one fine afternoon, 

Flounder bit it through.  Fortunately, Cropper was engrossed with one of the others and I could grab 
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the end before he disappeared somewhere.  That now very short lead got a new use – permanently 

attached within my vehicle to prevent a fox getting under my feet whilst I’m driving. 

 Foxes have to be given names simply to identify them in conversation and records.  They never 

appear to respond to their name.  They may (if they feel like it) come when called, but it’s the sound 

of a familiar voice rather than the name that brings them.  Names generally have some relationship 

with the animal, the location where found, the person reporting it, or circumstances. 

 Cropper was rescued behind a hairdressers called “The Crop Shop.”  Flounder was rescued 

from a pond.  Twins were initially christened Jekyll and Hyde until the latter was discovered to be 

female when the name was changed to Heidi.  Pete came to The Fox Project via a Mr. Peters.  Rarely 

do I name the foxes.  I renamed Snapper, originally called Gudrun – which was a totally inappropriate 

name for a thoroughly English male fox.  And snap he did, everything and everyone – when he was 

first with me. 

 I named The Rector, who I rescued from being caught on the fence of a one-time rectory.  He 

had to have a rear leg amputated.  After being released where found, nothing was seen of him for 

many months.  Nor had he been seen there previously.  Then, someone about a quarter-mile away 

provided the news that they had a resident three-legged fox and was amazed by his mobility. 

 More recently I named Schoolgirl – who came from School Lane. 

 After treatment, most foxes are released back on their home territory.  The reasons for this 

are sound.  There, they know the geography and where to find food.  There, the other foxes will be 

friends or family.  Elsewhere, they are likely to be unwelcome trespassers on another fox territory and 

will face an uphill battle searching for food in an unknown environment.  To alleviate such situations, 

except when being returned to known home ground, foxes are kept within a portable “release pen” 

on the human-selected release site for 10 to 14 days prior to being given their freedom.  During that 

period they have some opportunity to observe the local residents, possibly communicate with them, 

before setting off to make a new life.  “Cold release,” just dumping an animal somewhere, can be 

illegal.  Yes, we do have some legislation protecting wildlife, even if people often choose to ignore it. 

 I enjoyed the account from a colleague of releasing a fox early one evening.  The site was a 

garden with an easily negotiated fence at the end, beyond being a field of scrubby grass bounded by 

a hedge.  The patient emerged from the transport box and headed straight through the fence into the 

field.  As he did so, two foxes hidden in the hedge leapt out and ran to greet him, delighted at the 

return of an old friend. 

  Some cannot be returned whence they came.  This may be because nobody noted the 

location.  Or maybe the home territory is too dangerous.  Not everybody likes foxes.  Plenty of people 

consider them a pest and desire their removal.  (Just feel sorry for such individuals who don’t know 

what they’re missing).  Spirit was one such, as was Firefly. 
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Firefly on the day of release. 

 

Firefly was lucky indeed.  Trapped by a pest controller who had either run out of ammunition, 

or forgotten his gun, or had a twinge of conscience.  Whatever the reason, he delivered the fox to a 

vet with the request that he “put it down.”  The vet saw no good reason to kill a beautiful, fully fit, fox.  

Although miles away from their normal catchment area, he rang The Fox Project.  Wildlife 

organisations co-operate, and arrangements were made with a local rescue organisation for Firefly to 

be collected.  But, looking after foxes costs money, and he was “a Fox Project fox,” so he was brought 

to me.  He was released here, but didn’t stay.  Well, this area ‘belonged’ to Echo.  I thought he might 

be accepted for he and Echo conversed through the mesh of his pen with no indication of animosity. 

 The above comment that the reason a fox cannot be returned home “may be because nobody 

noted the location” perhaps sounds as if wildlife rescue organisations may be stupid or lackadaisical.  

But it rarely happens like that.  Mr. Jones, driving home, picks up a road casualty fox and takes it to a 

vet.  (Good for you, Mr. Jones!)  “Where did you find it?” asks the vet’s receptionist.  “About half way 

along the road from this town to that town,” is the best description he can give.  Nobody notes Mr. 

Jones’ address or telephone number.  In any case, rescuing the fox has made him late; having done 

his duty he’s in a hurry. 

 The vet contacts a local wildlife organisation.  They may accept responsibility and, if he has 

treated the animal, pay his bill.  When the fox is collected the next day a different girl is manning 

reception and all the notes reveal is “along the road from this town to that town” – far too vague as 

an address. 

 The preferable practice is that the rescuer is present at the release.  Then the location can be 

defined accurately.  No, you do not release a road casualty in the middle of the highway where it was 

picked up, but somewhere safer nearby.  Somewhere that will be familiar territory for the fox. 

 Several people on a housing estate had reported a mangy fox before it was eventually trapped.  

I released it at 2:00 a.m. one night in the middle of the estate.  The vixen emerged from the transport 

box and looked around.  As she recognised familiar features, as it dawned on her that she was back 

home, you could see her delight by the way she moved, trotting off with a spring in her step. 

 If there are people averse to foxes, there are also many who are concerned about them.  

DeeJay was reported by the staff at a local radio station (hence that name) and also a nearby factory.  

He was suffering from mange and also having (by some means that only he knew) reversed at speed 

into blackthorn, his rear end being studded with thorns.  During his treatment and convalescence The 
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Fox Project received regular phone calls enquiring about his health.  He had human friends he didn’t 

even know about. 

 Another incident when a fox had more human friends than he knew about was Donut.  I was 

not involved; this account comes from Trevor Williams.  Donut regularly visited a large bakery where 

the night shift enjoyed feeding him.  Eventually the management heard about it.  A fox in a food 

factory!  This must cease immediately!  Call in the pest controller! 

 The night shift disagreed; seeing no good reason for a fox being killed simply because he was 

friendly.  They went on strike.  The day shift threatened to do likewise in sympathy.  The management 

had to think again, and contacted The Fox Project.  Donut was cage trapped and moved to another 

locality.  Not the kindest treatment but infinitely better than a death sentence. 

 There is another reason for not returning a fox to where it was rescued: if it has been in care 

for a long period its home territory will have ‘gone’ – been taken over by other foxes.  One such was 

a very sad case which deserves recording if only to evidence the stupidity of some people. 

 A man in Eastbourne kept a dog, a boxer I believe.  He didn’t like foxes so encouraged his dog 

to chase them.  That was fine if the fox ran away, but then came the time when it didn’t.  And this fox 

was a big, magnificent, specimen.  A battle ensued and, oh, dear, Fido got wounded.  That wasn’t 

supposed to happen, so the man joined the affray with a broom – attempting to beat the fox to death.  

Leaving the fox to die, he hurried indoors with poor hurt Fido and worried about what dreadful 

diseases Fido would have caught from that nasty fox.  To answer his concerns he rang the local wildlife 

rescue organisation.  Whoever took that call was no fool.  He got the full story and location of the 

incident before revealing that foxes are no more disease-carriers than are dogs, and Fido was at no 

great risk.  Then they went to find the fox. 

 

The fox from Eastbourne showing his fur-less flank (hair grew again). 
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It received veterinary treatment but was permanently disabled. East Sussex Wildlife Rescue 

have very limited facilities and asked The Fox Project for help – specifically to provide a pen for “a 

couple of weeks” to enable the fox to exercise which it was unable to do within their small cages.  Thus 

that fox came to me.  The “two weeks” extended to two months and beyond.  As well as extensive fur 

loss it had spinal injury causing the rear legs to let it down (literally) at frequent intervals.  The only 

remedial course was exercise and practice.  Eventually I saw no benefit in retaining the poor creature 

in captivity.  He was managing to stay upright and move reasonably fluidly, if with a staggering gait. 

 He was released here because his old territory would have gone; it contained an individual 

who should have been jailed, and here is a ‘soft’ site where support is available and many villagers are 

fox-friendly.  He succeeded in managing on his own for I received reports of “a big fox with an unsteady 

gait” for many months after his release.  He found a ‘tame human’ who named him, very 

appropriately, Braveheart. 

 Having foxy friends can facilitate meeting other wildlife.  Three young badgers were coming 

within our property every night searching for food.  They kept well away from the house but I would 

drop the odd morsel for them to find in the area they favoured.  If they noticed me they fled.  One 

night, out with three foxes, one of them showed great interest in something.  I switched on my 

portable searchlight to discover the fox sniffing a badger’s tail.  The badger, engrossed in extracting 

something from within the ground ivy, objected to interference with his rear end, turned round and 

complained, then continued with his operation.  I cannot believe that he was unaware of my presence, 

stood, talking, about six feet away and shining a powerful light.  I suspect that, the foxes being relaxed, 

he appreciated that there was no need to worry.  Having got the object of his interest he toddled off 

in a leisurely manner. 

 Within any community there will be “a pecking order,” and hierarchy amongst foxes is well 

defined.  When orphan cubs are released, those at the bottom will be the first to disperse – sometimes 

on the day of release.  Understandable, they are fed up with being bullied by the others.  The others 

will remain longer.  It may be many months, sometimes over a year, before they seek new territory. 

 Nor is the status of a fox necessarily fixed, or dependent on size or age.  Little-ears had a family 

and would permit me to stuff chicks between her jaws.  Her partner, White-tip, died – cause unknown.  

I found the corpse, but only by the time it was largely decomposed.  The next year she mated with I 

know not whom, and again came to load up with chicks.  But she would no longer come near me.  The 

reason was that Echo, only just a year old, now was boss fox.  Everything here belonged to him – 

including me.  He, and he alone, could take food from my hand.  No other fox, bar Cropper who 

enjoyed a special status, would be permitted too near to me.  No, he didn’t attack them.  He would 

simply chase them away.  His dominance stemmed from his commanding personality and physical size 

and fitness.  He was the quickest fox I have ever known.  He would steal food tossed to another fox 

simply by reaching it first although he might have to cover three or four times the distance.  Generally 

he didn’t want the food; he just wanted to prevent the other fox getting it.  A “dog in a manger” 

attitude which annoyed me – as he learned. 

 Little-ears still got food for her family.  She knew I intended to provide it, and lurked in the 

background awaiting an appropriate moment when Echo’s attention was elsewhere. 

  Both Echo and Little-ears would be waiting to be fed when I returned Cropper to his pen at 

night.  One night I discovered them engaged in a vociferous argument.  To my surprise it was Echo 

who turned away deflatedly, having lost the entirely verbal dispute.  From that moment on Little-ears 
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resumed (after nearly a year) taking food from my hand.  Echo could be close alongside but didn’t 

demur. 

 My interpretation is that initially Little-ears adopted a lowly status to boost the confidence of 

young Echo.  Then she got fed up with him forever throwing his weight about and told him it was time 

he grew up and behaved responsibly.  Certainly, he mellowed.  As with people, a few pointed words 

from a woman can have considerable effect. 

 

Echo has just accepted a chick from my hand as Little-ears approaches and Cropper watches from my 

shoulders.  Photo © Mark Hamblin. 

 

 But Echo saw no good reason why Little-ears should get eight chicks (to transport to her 

family) and then he was given just one.  Well, it probably does appear a tad unfair.  So he learned to 

take a pair from my fingers, exercising care that he didn’t nip me.  As recounted earlier, it is with the 

second chick that the greatest risk of that arises.  Much is dependent on how the first chick has been 

loaded.  One night his first chick was held ‘badly’ – positioned so that he saw no chance of grabbing 

the second without hurting me.  For a long moment he considered the situation, then up came a paw 

to tap the chick, asking me to drop it.  I obliged. 

 In general, foxes would make good insurance agents; risk avoidance is high on their list of 

priorities.  It appears that foxes appreciate the significance – to them – of man-made boundaries; 

realising that risk may increase as they cross from one property to another.  How this functions 

remains a mystery, and the attention paid to it varies from one fox to another. 

 The boundary to our property is about a mile in length and varies from stone walls through 

rickety fences to nothing greater than the edge of a tree-line.  Some foxes have been reluctant to cross 

that boundary which, nowhere, presents any great difficulty for a fox. 
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 One fine sunny November day I was out for a walk (within our property) with Warren and 

Snapper.  The other side of the fence is a meadow, a long thin triangle.  Both slipped through the fence 

to enjoy romping in the long grass.  On the opposite side of the meadow runs a bridleway along which 

a young couple were walking.  Both foxes noticed them when they were still some distance away.  The 

romping promptly ceased and Snapper returned to my side of the fence.  But Warren simply moved 

up to the boundary and sat down, watching the couple.  Intrigued to see what might happen, I stood 

by the fence and waited. 

 By virtue of the meadow being triangular, as the couple progressed, the distance between us 

diminished.  They were almost directly opposite before the girl noticed Warren.  Excited, her 

companion wished to share his joy at seeing a fox with me, and tried to shout quietly, “There’s a fox!” 

pointing at Warren.  I often wonder if they believed my response; “Yes, he’s out for a walk with me.” 

 Nor was that the sole example of Snapper declining to exit our land.  If I chose to lead my foxy 

friends outside, Snapper would turn back at the boundary, whilst Warren would accompany me. 

 Lulu declined to exit our property at the front, but would do so at the rear.  One night I had 

an envelope to deliver to the village school which is only about a hundred yards beyond our entrance.  

Lulu and her partner, Evan, happily accompanied me along the drive.  When we reached our entrance 

Lulu sat down.  Evan came with me, but stayed close by me.  Having posted my letter Evan had to 

inspect the letterbox as if to ensure that I had done the job properly.  We returned to find Lulu waiting 

for us.  I likened Evan’s behaviour to that of a fishing boat entering unfriendly waters – with a 

battleship (me) as escort.  It may be that the land beyond the drive entrance was another fox territory 

where they knew they would be unwelcome. 

 Once, I persuaded Lulu to go that way, along a footpath across fields.  But she was most 

unhappy, only developing a spring in her step when, appreciating her mood, I turned back. 

 By contrast, she appropriated the triangular meadow (on the opposite side of our land) as part 

of her territory.  There, she hunted something in grass tussocks.  I never discovered exactly what.  She 

would stick her nose into a tussock, then step back eating something that crunched. 

 Earlier in this chapter I mentioned that hierarchy is not necessarily fixed.  I have known it to 

reverse.  Two dog-foxes, both released orphans, remained here after release.  I watched Apple beat-

up Pale-chest by barging, thumping with the rear quarters.  And it’s quite some wallop; three times it 

resulted in a fox falling over the edge of the retaining wall to the four-foot high bank by our back yard. 

 But a couple of months later when Pale-chest appeared Apple would adopt a very humble 

stance and discreetly depart.  I have not the slightest idea what brought about this change. 
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Apple. 

Meeting badgers 

 Walking with Cropper through the village at the start of one of our nightly outings a car 

pulled up alongside us.  The driver, a pleasant man, was not from this locality.  During our chat 

he told me that there were badgers on his brother-in-law’s farm but -- to his deep regret -- he 

had only ever spotted one in the distance. 

 We parted and continued our walk.  That evening I saw four badgers -- two singles and 

a pair.  One trotted across the lane ahead of us, the others were shown me by Cropper.  He 

would stop and ‘point’ -- clearly directing his attention in a specific direction.  They were by no 

means close, out in a field -- and the couple must have been invisible to Cropper because they 

were out in a field on top of a bank -- above his eye level.  I lifted him up so that he could see 

the animals he had located by hearing. 

 That night he ignored them all; but often, when we came across a badger he would give 

chase and the badger fled.  This intrigued me because -- being twice the weight and ten times 

as strong as a fox -- no badger need let a fox boss it about.  I’m sure that Cropper had no 

malicious intent -- it was just fun.  Presumably the badger accepted that situation. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Foxes, like humans, can make mistakes.  Sat peaceably with Cropper on my lap one evening 

he emerged from his doze, made a soft purr then grabbed my lower arm – hard!  I yelled, dumped 

Cropper and grabbed a paper towel to stem the flow of blood, then unceremoniously dumped Cropper 

back in his pen.  What had made him attack me? 

 I thought about it.  There had been no reason for an attack.  There had been no warning – as 

foxes normally give, by stance or expression.  Had it simply been a mistake on his part?  A 

misjudgement?  A reaction to a dream? 

 Two nights later we were in the identical situation, and the same preamble occurred.  I 

expected another snap.  Instead, he gently licked my hand.  He was saying “Sorry” for what he had 

done.  Nothing like that has happened since. 

 

Cropper, enjoying a well-earned rest after exercising his tame human. 

 

 Once, fast asleep on the settee shown here, Cropper awoke to find me stood beside him.  He 

stood up, backed into a corner, and threatened me.  It was the basic instinctive reaction of a fox to a 

human.  As full consciousness returned the tension melted away.  How do I know what he had been 

dreaming? 

 Like most people I have things to do.  So, rather than just sit cuddling a sleeping fox, I will place 

him gently in an easy chair or on a settee and leave him to slumber.  That’s fine – for a while.  When 

he feels neglected he will get down and go looking for me, and bark to tell me that he is lonely. 
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 Jack, unlike Cropper, had no inhibitions about climbing – so he would run upstairs.  He knew 

that upstairs was ‘out of bounds’ and that he would be brought down.  So, when he thought it was 

time he had a cuddle, he’d run upstairs and wait to be picked up.  When I found him I’d point at him 

and say sternly, “What are you doing up here?” and he would promptly go ‘all shamefaced and coy’. 

 Whilst I enjoy the friendship of some wild foxes, others come for short periods for an enforced 

stay whilst they recuperate from surgery or complete a course of medication.  Characters and 

attitudes vary very widely.  One, called Spirit, was belligerent, objecting to my presence and adopting 

a threatening pose – even though I was delivering food. 

 Many mange victims come to stay for about ten days.  Mange is the principle scourge of foxes 

and is due to the unwelcome attentions of a tiny mite.  It burrows under the skin, breeds, multiplies, 

and dies – releasing toxins.  It irritates, the fox suffers major hair loss, and may become so unwell that 

it cannot hunt properly, making it weaker and possibly at risk of hypothermia.  Eventually, the fox may 

die.  A slow and miserable end. 

 Fortunately, it is easy to cure.  There are basically two methods.  If the fox can be caught then, 

after softening with vegetable oil and cleaning off the crust that may form over the infected area, and 

possibly treating with antibiotics to ensure that the patient can withstand the sudden massive release 

of toxins as the mange mites are killed, it receives a course of injections.  This is ‘sledgehammer’ 

treatment and will protect the fox against further infection for a period into the future. 

 Alternatively, slower but also effective, the suffering fox can be treated without capture by 

feeding with food laced with homeopathic medication.  Quite how or why a concoction of arsenic and 

sulphur achieves the desired result is something of a mystery.  But it does work, and accurate dosage 

is not critical.  Thousands of foxes benefit each year through concerned and helpful householders.  

The medication is available, free, from The National Fox Welfare Society who will not complain if, after 

seeing your fox regain full health, you send them a donation.  Alternatively it may be purchased 

(currently £8.50 a bottle) from ‘Helios’ in Tunbridge Wells.  To ensure that a fox consumes it, put it on 

something like a jam or honey sandwich which will not appeal to a cat.  It should be given daily for 

three weeks. 

 Not all patients are as difficult to treat as was Vodka.  Frequently the injection can be 

administered single-handed.  The fox is cornered and a towel draped over its head – when the fox 

becomes calm.  Leaving the towel in place, the left hand raises a fold of skin whilst the right gives the 

injection.  On removing the towel one once again has a highly active animal. 

 Nor are foxes scared of humans usually defiant like Spirit.  Pete, who had needed a rear leg 

amputated, was so shy that I hardly caught more than a glimpse of him.  Indeed, to be certain that he 

was well enough to be returned home we had to persuade him into a transport cage just to be able to 

inspect his wound.  All was well, and I released him on his old territory that night.  A fox devoid of one 

rear leg is just as agile as one with the full compliment.  He bounded off delightedly.  In the pen he 

had been terribly frustrated and destroyed whatever he could, including the ‘sunbathing shelf’ that 

had started life as a large coffee table.  Not a single mahogany leg remained.  I even gave him a 

cardboard carton to destroy – which he reduced to tiny pieces overnight. 
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Pete’s wrecked pen.  One frustrated fox! 

 Understandably, being confined in a pen can generate frustration and that may be vented by 

tearing asunder anything the fox can destroy.  The most outstanding example was Rufus. 

 

Rufus. 
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Rufus had enjoyed having his own ‘tame human’ for over five years.  A relationship that proved 

highly valuable for him, and highly costly for his tame human, when Rufus broke a front leg. 

Tame human Nigel is not involved with foxes generally and sought help from a variety of 

sources.  Sensibly, he wanted everything arranged before capturing Rufus.  The Fox Project provided 

a cage trap; Folly Wildlife provided an ambulance and driver (who lived nearby) and I offered a pen.  

Nigel contacted the veterinary practice that I use but they declined to treat Rufus – presumably 

because he is a wild fox.  (What difference does that make?)  Instead he went to a vet used by Folly 

Wildlife.  Rufus arrived here with his leg in plaster. 

 

Wounded Rufus. 

 

 He didn’t like the plaster.  He didn’t like being here.  Every other day the adhesive bandage 

closing the end of the plaster cast had to be replaced after Rufus had chewed it.  With a towel over 

Rufus’ head I held him on my lap whilst Renate or Nigel applied the fresh dressing. 

 Rufus elected to destroy the pen floor.  This is thick plywood and he succeeded in removing 

up to three veneers in various places, ripping one of his claws out in the process.  Eventually he pulled 

the entire plaster cast off – like a sleeve. 

 Back to the vet for more x-rays and a new plaster.  After that he was confined in a small cage 

at Folly Wildlife, then a few days in a pen there (which he also tried to destroy) before he could go 

home. 
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 His frustration may have had a good reason.  A little later Nigel discovered that he was feeding 

cubs.  The responsibility of parenthood may have been uppermost in his mind. 

 I was staggered to be told that on arrival at the vet’s the first implement used was a grasper 

– a noose on the end of a pole to enable an animal to be held at a distance – a horrible device.  Don’t 

vets know that a fox can be handled with a towel over the head? 

 Foxes in pens may become accustomed to the routine and watch what goes on around them, 

only hiding in the kennel when I actually enter the pen.  A few accept me close by and, vary rarely, 

one will permit me to touch it. 

 Pen cleaning is rarely appreciated by the inmates.  I am destroying their home!  Few stay long 

enough to become accustomed to this routine, but orphan cubs are an exception.  Whilst an adult, 

nervous in my presence, will generally hide in the kennel while I sweep, scrape and shovel; cubs may 

perceive the operation rather differently.  The broom, shovel and plastic refuse bag are clearly toys 

for their amusement.  Whilst one does battle with the broom as I attempt to sweep, another will steal 

and hide the shovel as others tear the refuse bag to shreds.  Cleaning a pen full of playful youngsters 

is a fraught exercise requiring a sharp eye, much patience and can take quite a time. 

 The thing that worries 99% of them is when I dump clean shavings on the floor.  They find the 

sheer size of the shavings bag intimidating.  Then, when I tip them out, that is scary.  The only cub I’ve 

known who looked forward to this was Lulu.  No sooner had I tipped a pile of clean shavings onto the 

pen floor then she plunged into it – like a child jumping into a paddling pool.  I had no need to distribute 

the shavings, Lulu did it for me.  When adult, Lulu would – with the same joyous abandon – plunge 

into a pile of ash from a bonfire. 

 Even Cropper, who, after years in captivity, learned to look on pen cleaning as a boring 

interlude, kept well out of the way as I distributed clean shavings. 

 The appropriation of toys can be fascinating.  When Lulu was a cub the water bowl in the pen 

was an old metal washing-up bowl.  Too large and heavy to be upset but that didn’t stop cubs jumping 

or falling into it so the water frequently needed to be changed.  I took fresh water to the pen in a 

yellow plastic bucket.  When empty, I stood the bucket on top of the kennel.  Lulu wanted it. 

 She would jump up onto the kennel roof and knock the bucket over.  Then jump down, reach 

up and grab the bucket handle or rim, then pull.  The bucket crashed down onto the floor.  Then it had 

to be brought into the pen proper (the kennel roof is only accessible from the porch) necessitating a 

struggle to get it over the threshold of the pen door.  Success.  Now hide it.  The bucket was too large 

to pass through the kennel entrance.  The tunnel was too narrow to accept it.  There was inadequate 

space beneath the sunbathing shelf.  And the sand pit was not deep enough for it to be buried.  But 

all were attempted. 
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Lulu collecting the bucket. 

 

 

“Ah, got it over that awkward threshold.” 
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 Sat in the pen with them one afternoon, I thought I’d have a smoke.  Only one cigar remained 

in the pack, so I offered the empty carton as a toy.  But it was strange, and smelt funny.  After much 

hesitation, eventually Lulu grabbed it.  She ran around, screaming “I’ve got a new toy!”  Immediately 

the other cubs wanted it and chaos reigned. 

 Cigar packs promoted so much fun that I commenced taking an empty one with me whenever 

I went to the pen.  Lulu soon learned that a pack was to be found in the left breast pocket of my 

overalls and would climb onto my lap and extract it.  Then the fun started.  The excited din from the 

cubs so loud that I would not have been surprised at a visit from the police or RSPCA thinking I was 

maltreating my vulpine family. 

 The cigar-pack game had one problem – Lulu always won.  Indeed, once I gave a second carton 

to one of the other cubs.  Within 20 seconds Lulu had them both.  Her supremacy meant that it wasn’t 

long before the others saw little point in competing.  So much so that she was reduced to tempting 

me with it – and I’m no competition for a fox! 

 One of the problems with keeping pens clean is the requirement for drinking water.  A small 

water bowl will be stood in, or tipped over, within minutes.  For my first years of involvement with 

foxes I used an old metal washing-up bowl filled with water.  The objective being that this was too 

heavy to be tipped over.  So it might be, but it could be jumped into – making the contents mucky – 

or dragged about which slopped water.  The latter only occurred with adult, stronger, foxes. 

 When the metal bowl developed a leak I replaced it with a modern, plastic one.  Within 24 

hours it was ruined for domestic use as the rim was pockmarked with teeth marks and it would clearly 

soon be destroyed.  I mended the metal bowl and sought a better system. 

 My initial idea worked with Cropper – and also did with Jack.  I bought a quantity of shallow 

stainless steel basins with a rim.  Then I made a timber “upturned box” with a hole to accept the basin, 

and attached the box to the pen floor.  No longer could the water bowl be dragged about or tipped 

over by standing on the rim.  Maybe, but bored foxes seeking amusement discovered that a claw 

behind the rim could extract the bowl, flooding the floor and providing a new toy.  Even better, the 

timber box was just asking to be chewed. 

 The result was the Mark II version.  This works!  Over the top of the original design is fitted 3 

mm thick aluminium plate.  A hole in the top gives access to the water but is too small for the bowl to 

be extracted.  The plate, hinged to the timber box at the rear, oversails to the left and is bent 90° down 

to cover the front.  On the side of the box beneath the oversail is fitted a small brass draw bolt which 

engages in a hole in the vertical aluminium front.  So far, no fox has discovered how to operate the 

draw bolt which is largely screened from view.  Cleaning water bowls is easy.  Open the draw bolt, lift 

the aluminium cover and remove the bowl. 

 Human logic is fine, but the conclusion frequently flawed.  We somehow fail to appreciate a 

glaringly obvious fact.  Take two aspects of normal fox behaviour; they make and follow paths, and 

like to move in cover.  Naturalists have assumed that the latter is for secrecy, and the former due to 

following the scent of other foxes.  Whilst those aspects may play a part, I would suggest a much more 

basic reason.  The world looks very different when your eyes are only a foot off the ground.  Paths are 

necessary just to see where you are going, and vision-blocking tall grass and nettles are absent 

beneath shrubs, low trees, and brambles.  Dim illumination within cover is no detraction to an animal 

with superb night vision. 
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 With their sense of fun, foxes love toys.  They acquire a huge variety of artefacts for 

amusement.  Our land gains many objects that have been transported here from some long way away.  

Even if we can guess their origin and rightful owner they are rarely in a condition permitting further 

use. 

 I recall seeing Warren march past proudly bearing a new leather gardening glove.  That was 

mid-afternoon.  I know not where he acquired it, but imagine some keen gardener searching vainly 

for a glove he knew he’d placed “just there” only a few minutes earlier. 

 Amongst the assortment of playthings brought here have been a swimsuit, a bobble hat, 

umpteen golf balls, tennis balls, the remains of a child’s football, and a collection of very large brown 

paper bags.  Toys are acquired from here as well, primarily plastic flower pots.  One of Renate’s gum 

boots disappeared for weeks and was well chewed when eventually recovered. 

 And the toy will belong to the fox.  I recall seeing Lulu scent mark a plastic flower pot – defining 

it as her property.  The following evening I picked it up and suggested that we play with it.  She calmly 

and carefully placed it deep amongst tree roots out of my reach.  I felt admonished.  It was her toy. 

 The pens are provided with toys.  Children’s soft toys are appreciated but may not last long.  

That all depends on the foxy occupants.  Cropper’s endured for years despite being played with 

regularly. 

 Balls are fairly obvious toys.  Golf and tennis balls are clearly “fox sized” playthings.  However, 

Cropper got into trouble with a tennis ball.  He enjoyed carrying it about, holding it so gently that I 

could spin it whilst he held it.  One day he carried it for ages, and failed to relinquish it even when I 

brought his food.  Only then did I realise that he couldn’t release it.  He had gripped too hard, 

punctured it, and it was impaled on an upper fang.  By virtue of being punctured internal air pressure 

had been released and the outer rubber shrank, gripping his tooth firmly. 

 It was a struggle for me to get it off and when it came it did so in a rush.  Having had his jaws 

held open for hours his automatic reaction was to slam them shut.  Unfortunately my fingers were still 

inside. 

 What makes a good fox-toy can be surprising.  Renate had bought a plastic football for our 

grandchildren to play with.  One fine evening it had been left on the main lawn.  Too big to be picked 

up and carried by a fox I thought it would be of no interest to Cropper but, as we walked by, I kicked 

it.  He shot after it, determined to be the vulpine equivalent of David Beckham.  He stopped it by 

landing on top, causing him to fall over.  Then he pushed it around with wide open jaws – the ball’s 

smooth plastic surface sliding easily against his teeth.  I moved in and kicked it, and he tore after it 

again.  Football games became a regular thing from then on.  Play would continue until I was worn 

out. 

 Left out at night, the football was found by The Vandals who devised some means of 

destroying it.  How they achieved it escapes me, but only the tattered remains were on the lawn the 

next day. 

  Since then we have had a succession of plastic footballs.  The only really successful ones have 

a perfectly smooth shiny surface which precludes gripping but permits pushing around with a wide 

open jaw – fangs sliding easily over the smooth surface. 
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Cropper playing football.   Photo © Neil Myers. 

 

 Cropper, despite his advancing years, still played from time to time.  But he grew to realise 

that there is no need to hurry after the ball when I’ve kicked it; it will come to a halt of its own accord 

eventually.  Jack, too, could enjoy this game.
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

No doubt you have seen TV nature programmes where some ornithologist declares, “Listen; 

that’s a mating call.”  So it may be; but it carries much more than the message, “I’m randy.” 

 I was a schoolboy when I discovered that the language of birds contains both nouns and verbs.  

I rescued a fledgling, unable to fly, from becoming a cat’s supper one evening.  The next day his parents 

found their offspring incarcerated in a cardboard carton with chicken wire over the top on the seat in 

our veranda.  I took him out, perched happily on my finger, and placed him out on the lawn.  Then I 

retreated and watched. 

 The parent birds flew in a circle of about six feet diameter and eight feet above him, twittering 

constantly.  He looked up and listened, following step by step instructions on how to take off and fly.  

“Sit on your haunches.”  “Now spread your wings.”  “No, you stupid child, sit back AND spread your 

wings.”  “That’s right.  Now jump up and flap your wings.”  Which he did, and was so surprised at the 

result that he stopped – falling to within a few inches of the ground before more frantic twittering got 

him going again. 

 It had all been entirely verbal.  But all I had heard was “Twitter, twitter, twitter,” with no 

discernible tone variation. 

 Our cat caught a fledgling.  I caught Sooty and rescued it.  Then I wondered if I had been 

foolish.  The tiny thing was in shock; but if it recovered from that I foresaw days of digging for worms.  

I would have to find a box to hold it, but first I showed it to my wife.  As we looked at the poor little 

bird it came out of shock and sat up; revealing that it was no fledgling, but a wren.  The next moment 

it took off to alight on a branch about a foot above my head.  It looked down at me and gave me a 

lecture.  Regrettably, I have no concept of the content; cursing me for handling it, or thanking me for 

rescuing it.  But there was no question that it was talking to me. 

 Getting involved with one species of wildlife brings contact with others.  Out with foxy friends 

I’ve encountered mice, badgers, owls and – naturally – other foxes. 

 A pub in a neighbouring village has seats outside – unoccupied on damp winter nights but 

providing somewhere for me to pause for a short rest without entering a building with mud-caked 

boots.  A local fox picked up Cropper’s scent and came to investigate.  It stood and stared, as if unable 

to believe the sight of a fox associating with a human.  Well, that must appear very odd indeed to the 

normal foxy mind.  What was equally noteworthy was that people entering and leaving the pub 

completely failed to notice Cropper.  As a species we are terribly unobservant. 

 In the car park of another pub we met a magnificent pale-coated fox who likewise stared at 

us in disbelief. 

 In the dusk of evening there appeared to be a plastic bag flapping in the breeze between the 

trees in a small conifer plantation.  The only problem being, there was no wind.  Investigation revealed 

a barn owl unable to take off.  It wasn’t caught on anything and all limbs appeared to function.  But 

every attempt to fly simply resulted in it falling over. 

 By the time I’d fetched a transport cage and my catching net the owl had moved some distance 

and attracted the interest of a young fox.  I shooed him away and captured the injured bird.  The 
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greatest problem was to transfer the owl from net to cage in almost dark conditions.  The problem 

with nets is that they catch on anything and everything, and the problem with owls is their talons 

which can inflict serious injury.  Barn owl talons are like long thin curved needles and a slash from 

them can rip flesh wide open. 

 But eventually I disentangled the net from the transport cage and got the owl safely housed.  

I am not properly equipped to look after birds so I promptly telephoned Annette Risley who runs Folly 

Wildlife Rescue and arranged to deliver the patient into her capable hands the next day. 

 Six weeks later I brought it back, fully fit.  Released in our back yard, it leapt up out of the 

transport cage, spread its wings, and flew off into the night – a beautiful silent ghost. 

 A few words regarding Folly Wildlife.  This was an amazing small charity.  They accepted 

practically any form of wildlife in need of help.  It was invariably crowded with patients and spotlessly 

clean.  Cleaner than some hospitals.  The largely voluntary staff worked hard – there was never time 

to stand and chat.  Whilst talking, some inmate would be being treated or fed.  But knowledge, 

expertise, and experience was available that would be difficult to find elsewhere. 

 As I write, they have recently moved into a wildlife hospital on a new site.  The local Planning 

Authority received not a single objection and around 200 letters in support of the proposal.  However, 

I cannot report on this new establishment (which I helped to fund) as Dave Risley has broken off all 

contact with me but declines to advise me of the reason.  In the past I have delivered patients to Folly 

and taken both birds and squirrels from them for release here.  I thought we had a happy, cooperative, 

relationship.  As I am unaware of having done or said anything that might cause upset; I can only think 

that Dave has been influenced by some fiction from a third party.  The last communication from him 

was an email asking if they could claim ‘gift aid’ on a recent donation as it would yield a three-figure 

addition to their funding. 

 Many people are aware that badgers like peanuts.  But they are of scant attraction if bread or 

– even better – minced meat is on offer.  And the amount of that which a badger will pack away is 

staggering! 

 One night, whilst Benji was dining from a bowl I was holding, another badger arrived in the 

back yard.  It stared in disbelief at its colleague consorting with a human, and departed. 

 Previously, I have commented that foxes are intelligent and thinking animals.  The following 

anecdotes may give some idea of the extent of their mental capacity. 

Another indication of foxes understanding human speech occurred.  A late April afternoon, cold, but 

fine and sunny, so I let Cropper run free in the grounds.  Then we were joined by Echo.  He, I knew, 

would be hoping I’d produce some chicks.  I left the foxes and went to fetch some.  Echo followed me, 

while Cropper – who treated chicks with disdain – trotted along behind. 

 Having accepted a chick from my fingers, Echo took it away along a cobbled path.  Then he 

realised that I had more chicks.  Putting his chick down, he hastened towards me.  “Oh, no,” I called, 

“you eat that one first.”  He promptly returned to his chick and devoured it.  Only then did he come 

to me for another one. 
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 A vixen was delivered to me to stay for ten days for treatment against mange.  But being 

incarcerated didn’t appeal to her.  On her first night she escaped.  The pen she occupied has the floor 

raised a good foot above the ground and was clad with 1” x 1” x 16g galvanized wire mesh.  16g is 

about 1.5 mm thick.  She bit it through.  Ten bites and she had a 3” x 4” hole.  But before wriggling 

through and dropping to the ground she bent every exposed sharp end of wire back 180° to prevent 

getting scratched. 

 

Escape route. 

  Since then my pens have been clad with ½” x 1” mesh to preclude foxes getting their 

teeth around the wire. 

 Echo invited Cropper to play.  It demonstrated that, no matter how enjoyable a friendship 

with another species may be, it cannot equate with one with another of your own kind.  Cropper was 

more ebullient than I had ever known him, tearing around and expending more energy than he had 

done for years.  Worried that I might lose him if the pair chased off into undergrowth, I caught Cropper 

and took him indoors.  He was still excited and simply tore from room to room.  I dressed him in his 

harness and lead and took him out again.  Echo was waiting, and the romp continued. 
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 But Echo was intrigued by Cropper’s harness and lead which simply had to be investigated.  

Twice he grabbed the attachment of lead to harness to see if it would come off.  I kept the thin line of 

the lead out of his way.  The wild foxes always were interested in Cropper’s lead. 

 As Cropper aged and lost his enthusiasm for long walks I started permitting him to run free on 

our property, although I was there to supervise.  This was clearly much appreciated.  As I have always 

let him go where he wanted it was not freedom of choice that was valued.  Rather, I suspect that he 

felt diminished by always being attached to a human.  If he wanted to roam further afield, as we exited 

our land I dressed him in his harness and lead.  Generally, he then promptly turned back. 

 He was normally very good.  If he wanted to exit the property but I didn’t have his lead with 

me, “No,” was adequate for him to turn back.  But one afternoon he was determined to persuade me 

that we could go outside without his lead.  We were in the meadow from which there are two exits to 

the wider world.  One is a track leading to a five-bar gate and the highway; the other a path through 

woodland which exits onto a public footpath leading to the church.  Twice, he tried both routes, “No,” 

on every occasion and he turned back like a good boy.  So, he hatched a plan.  It was clever, and 

superbly executed.  But it backfired. 

 For a while he played in the meadow, then he hastened towards the gate, leading me a long 

way down the track before “No!” stopped him.  He then raced flat out across the meadow and down 

the footpath – and was gone!  His logic was clear; if I wasn’t there to say “No,” he couldn’t be 

disobedient. 

 He guessed that I’d follow.  I imagine that he thought I would follow his scent.  When I reached 

the public footpath I could see a long way to the right.  No sign of him.  If he had turned left he could 

be in the farmyard adjoining the church, or he could have turned left again to enter a meadow behind 

our property.  I searched both to no avail.  By that time he could be anywhere.  I returned to the house. 

 No sooner was I indoors than a villager arrived.  “There’s a dazed-looking fox on the road 

outside,” she reported.  She drove me to him.  He was very ready to be picked up and taken home, 

and probably thoroughly perplexed that I approached from ‘the wrong direction’ and in a strange 

vehicle. 

 His ‘escape’ meant that he was once again dressed in harness and lead whenever I took him 

out.  Eventually, hoping that he had learned his lesson, I let him run free again.  Yes, I guess he 

understood.  He repeatedly returned to me as if to emphasise that he was still with me. 

 But he still hankered after going further afield devoid of harness and lead.  Aware of this, I 

contemplated if it might be feasible.  We trotted down the drive to the entrance.  A car was 

approaching so I put my hand on Cropper to pause him.  When the road was clear, “Go on then, but 

be good, don’t lose me.”  And good he was.  We only explored the environs of the village hall (virtually 

opposite) and he stayed with me the whole time. 

 A few days later he tried again.  This time he turned left and increased his pace.  “Where do 

you think you’re going?”  Instantly he ran down the lane.  I chased him, but my running days are 

history.  After about 200 yards I was in a state of collapse, I had to stop.  Cropper promptly stopped, 

too.  “See, I’m not running away -- just showing you that we can go out without a lead.”  At the time I 

failed to appreciate this prank, but later, with him on my lap grinning up at me, I had to chuckle. 

 We went out again, going further.  He was good, but it demonstrated one problem.  His normal 

gait is a rapid walk for me and I was soon ‘out of puff.’  The next time he spoiled things.  He decided 

to explore the school grounds – just when they wanted to lock up.  He led me a fine dance before I 
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captured him.  Unless he was prepared to submit to my control, granting his wish to run free was too 

dangerous – traffic being the greatest risk – so we went back to harness and lead again. 

 He did go out without a lead again.  Once.  Since his initial attempt backfired he had – for 

months – avoided the exit routes from the meadow.  Then one fine afternoon he led me along the 

path through the woods.  We reached the junction with the public footpath and he stopped. 

 There, at least, there would be no cars.  “Go on then.” 

 Cropper seemingly couldn’t – and didn’t – believe his ears.  He hesitated.  No, he must have 

misheard.  He turned back. 

  “Go on if you want to.” 

 He again approached the exit, again hesitated. 

 “Go on then.  Yes.  Go on.” 

Gingerly, still not really believing what he’d heard, he gained the public footpath.  He turned 

right, which leads to the highway, so I persuaded him to go in the other direction.  We trotted along 

the path to explore the redundant farmyard by the end.  Then we retraced our steps.  The only 

problem – I had to stop him slipping through a fence to explore a private paddock. 

 

Mutual affection.  Cropper with his tame human.  Photo © Mark Hamblin.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

I’ve mentioned foxes playing with cats; but what about dogs?  Yes it can happen; much 

depending on the dog.  Too many are aggressive, and that is not necessarily dependent on the breed.  

In the early 1800s the sporting parson Mr. Jack Russell developed a breed of dog specifically for fox 

hunting and they are assumed to be natural fox-hunters.  But not all are antagonistic towards foxes.  

A guest – having assured me that all would be well – brought his into the house and interaction with 

Cropper was harmonious. 

 On another occasion Cropper dragged me (against my better judgement) up a long, steep hill.  

I went up too fast and arrived at the top exhausted.  I had to sit down for a breather.  Everything was 

soaking wet after rain, but a pub offered what I sought.  We entered.  The barman knew me and had 

met Cropper previously.  “Keep him on your lap,” he advised.  “In the next bar is a chap with a Jack 

Russell, and he’s told us that it’s a ferocious fox hunter.” 

 News that there was a fox in the pub travelled from bar to bar and before long the man 

brought his dog through to us.  He was careful, keeping the dog securely held in his arms.  Did that 

ferocious hunter lunge at Cropper?  Hardly!  He washed Cropper’s face – which Cropper didn’t really 

appreciate.  I know not what tales that man had told about his dog, but never was a reputation so 

instantly demolished. 

 Two pairs of visitors brought their dogs with them (on separate days).  Friendly young foxes 

were running about and play commenced.  It was hilarious.  The dog would chase a fox who ran directly 

towards a shrub – only to dodge sideways at the last moment.  With probably the lightest bone 

structure of any mammal of similar size, a fox’s ability to change direction instantly is staggering.  

Devoid of such agility the dog would crash into the shrub, and the fox was gone – until the next game. 

 

New friends.  Harry meets Jack. 
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Friend Richard had a rather nice dog called Harry that was almost blind.  Indoors, aware that 

the fox Jack was nearby, it barked and barked.  Then we let them meet and the barking ceased.  Just 

as cats expect to be chased by foxes, so do foxes expect to be chased by dogs.  Not realising that Harry 

was virtually blind, Jack was totally perplexed that our visitor didn’t chase him. 

 Other friends generate smiles in other ways.  A long-standing friend of Renate came to visit.  

She is very much a ‘townie’ and when she heard that we have badgers running around had to warn 

us, “Do be careful, they are terribly dangerous!  Someone I know has a friend who . . . .” -- disaster 

story . . .  I didn’t listen.  That evening we were all in the kitchen when Renate looked out of the 

window; “Your friend is here,” she told me.  I went out to join Benji.  Our visitor watched, mouth 

agape, through the kitchen window as the badger dined off my lap and I stroked her.  Well, seeing 

something may have a greater impact than listening to some dramatic tale of woe. 

 

Benji dining off my lap. 

 

 There are a lot of such disaster stories, 99% fiction, because people love the dramatic.  You 

can’t have a nice friendly tiger; it has to be a man-eater.  You can’t admit that your dog is soppy and 

friendly, so you tell everyone that it’s a ferocious fox-hunter. 

Foxy attitudes can make one smile.  As Warren and Snapper grew up they became aware of the 

hereditarily implanted knowledge including that they should be wary of people.  Warren was the first 

to ‘go wild’, hiding when I approached.  He soon realised that the result was that Snapper (a 

‘bottomless pit’) got the majority of food, and amended his attitude towards me.  A few days later 

Snapper became shyer of me.  But his problem was a bad memory; he could easily forget that he ought 

to be scared of me. 
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 One fine sunny day I took a bowl of left-over cornflakes to them.  They were both dozing on 

the kennel roof.  Bleary eyes opened.  Tongues emerged to lick the milk-soaked cereal.  Half way 

through Snapper suddenly remembered that he should be scared of me, and he dropped behind the 

kennel to hide.  He still looked up at me, and I wondered if he felt foolish. 

 The crunch for Snapper’s ‘be shy’ policy came with the saga of the chicken.  Having been 

decapitated (by a fox, I was told) the carcass was given to me for my foxes.  Snapper, usually the one 

to get to anything good first, hung back as I entered the pen.  Thus it was Warren who graciously 

accepted the gift I bore.  It was rather as if he had suddenly, and unexpectedly, won the National 

Lottery.  He was delighted, overwhelmed, and didn’t know quite what to do with his huge prize.  But 

it was his, ALL HIS. 

 Snapper clearly thought they should share.  But sharing had never entered his head in the 

past, and Warren failed to agree.  The hen was far too big to be eaten all at once and Warren spent 

the day guarding it, even sleeping on it.  Snapper complained.  To pacify him I brought him a full bowl 

of minced meat.  That was welcome, but it did not compare with a whole chicken, and he was soon 

grumbling again.  The row went on and on. 

 It was so loud that late at night, in the workshop, I could still hear it.  I feared that it would 

disturb the slumber of those in the house who retire at more normal times.  I went to the pen to 

remonstrate with them.  I was met by two angelic little foxes – just like children who, on the arrival of 

an adult transform instantly from devils to sweeties.  Thereafter there was no more noise. 

 Just occasionally one finds a fox which is defective in some incurable way.  Maybe blind, or 

with a genetic disorder.  That does not necessarily mean that they are hopeless cases, like the cub 

which had to be ‘put to sleep’ because he had constant violent fits. 

 There was Bunny, a vixen cub that was physically perfectly fit and came to me as part of a 

group of five orphans.  In fact, Bunny was no orphan but had been rejected, twice, by her mother.  I 

suspect that the vixen knew something that we didn’t.  Bunny declined to compete for anything, 

eschewed romping with the others, and spent much of her time hiding in ‘the tunnel’ (a length of 

plastic gas main pipe).  I even had to feed her there.  True, her face would emerge to look for her 

saucer of meat approaching, and I taught the others not to steal from her.  Her problem was mental. 

 But she did provide an insight into just how socially caring foxes can be.  Whilst the other cubs 

were enjoying a rough and tumble, one would leave the romp and play a very gentle game, ‘pat-a-

paw,’ with Bunny.  Nobody, not even shy nervous Bunny, must feel ignored and left out. 

 Trevor asked that I take two extra orphans to release here as they were ‘special needs’ cases 

and he wanted them released on a site that was better monitored than most.  Thus Larry and Corgie 

arrived.  Both were very shy of people.  Trevor may view that as a good thing, but it probably 

contributed to Larry’s death. 

 Larry was blind in one eye; Corgie had legs half the length of a normal fox.  Otherwise they 

were perfectly fit.  For a while they ran around together, then almost disappeared.  Just occasionally I 

might catch a glimpse of one of them. 

 Then Larry returned – in a very sorry state.  His head was skewed to one side so that one eye 

faced the ground and the other the sky.  He had great difficulty finding food, and more in picking it up.  

I suspect that something – possibly a vehicle – had approached on his blind side and given him a severe 

wallop.  In care, he might have recovered.  I tried to catch him and failed.  When he hid in dense 

brambles I had to give up.  I never saw the poor little chap again. 
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 Corgie, by contrast is, so far as I know, fine – if still terribly shy.  He learned that I provide food, 

but that to get me to issue it he had to let me see him.  For a long time I thought of him as ‘phantom 

fox’.  He learned that I dump leftovers (from the foxes in pens) in a particular place.  The instant I was 

out of the way they disappeared.  Only by hiding and watching did I discover the identity of the taker.  

Later he would permit me to see him at the edge of the feeding site and wait for a chick to be tossed 

to him.  He also learned that if I whistled a second chick would follow the first, and waited for it. 

 Short legs have benefits and disadvantages.  With his jaws nearer the ground he might get to 

a chick quicker than another fox.  But if a tossed chick fell short and landed on the steps he ignored it.  

To pick it up would have meant lowering his head so far that he would lose sight of fearful me. 

 Nor was I his sole source of food.  A villager rang; “I’ve got a fox coming with exceptionally 

short legs.  I call him Corgie,” she told me. 

 “So do I,” I responded. 

 Some foxes make deep and lasting impressions.  Jack was one example.  Studs (also speckled) 

was another.  Studs came from Bromley, suffering with mange, and had her own ‘tame human’.  She 

was delightful and friendly but declined to let one touch her.  Then came the evening when, taking 

food to the other pens I glanced at her pen but saw no sign of her.  No doubt she was in her kennel. 

 I returned to the boiler room to prepare her food bowl.  As I did so, Studs joined me, looking 

up at me expectantly!  She had escaped and had no wish to be recaptured. 

 If Studs missed her final dose of medication – due in a few days’ time – that would be a shame 

if not a disaster.  But her ‘tame human’ was looking forward to her return.  I hated the thought of 

confessing that I had lost her.  This was most embarrassing. 

 I blocked the hole in the mesh that Studs had made by finding a poorly attached wire and 

tugging it free, giving her the opportunity to bite through the adjacent wires.  Then I put the word on 

the village grapevine that I sought, “a small, scruffy-looking, friendly fox.”  I set up a cage trap, but 

Studs declined to enter. 

 One evening a village friend, Malcolm, called.  “Your little scruffy fox was by your gate as I 

drove in,” he announced.  I grabbed a box of chicks and a towel.  As we were on the point of leaving 

the phone rang.  It was my visitor’s wife.  “I’m at the entrance to the village hall and I’ve got your 

friendly little fox beside me.” 

 We hurried there.  Studs, I was sure, would be hungry.  I was right.  But whilst chicks were 

welcome she took care to evade capture.  Then I had an idea.  “We’ll walk back to the house.  Studs 

knows that I’ve got chicks, so she will follow.  Just don’t look behind you.”  On reaching the house we 

went to the feeding site.  Studs had followed and I tossed a chick.  Then another – in the entrance to 

the cage trap.  She got it.  In front of her were more chicks (the bait) and she couldn’t resist them.  The 

trap closed and she was captive once more. 

 A couple of days later, her treatment successfully completed, I returned her to her Bromley 

home to the delight of her ‘tame human’. 

 Having written a short feature which appeared in the Parish Magazine, I got an immediate 

response.  A man in a neighbouring village rang to enquire if I could help their fox which “has 

something wrong with its mouth and finds picking up food difficult.”  I went to look. 
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 Fortunately that fox had regular habits so he could tell me when it would come for food.  We 

watched through the kitchen window as the fox struggled to pick up the dog biscuits he had put out.  

I had taken a quantity of chicks with me so that fox enjoyed repeated gifts as I struggled to determine 

exactly what was amiss.  There was some deformity.  The fox needed to be trapped and treated 

although this was not an emergency.  I would arrange for a cage trap to be provided as soon as one 

was available. 

 Saturday evening a cage trap was delivered to me.  Sunday afternoon I took it to where it was 

needed, set it up and instructed the householders to keep an eye on it and once the fox was caught 

to cover the whole thing with a blanket (to calm the fox) and telephone me to arrange collection. 

 As I arrived home about five minutes later my wife met me with the news that the fox was 

caught.  I promptly phoned The Fox Project and within half an hour the wildlife ambulance arrived, 

the fox was transferred to a transport cage and driven away for treatment. 

 Note the speed with which everything happened.  This was a Sunday, remember.  Wildlife can 

get treatment quicker than you or I on the NHS. 

 The fox had suffered severe impact with something, probably a vehicle, which had cracked his 

jaw and left one lower fang protruding sideways and impacting the upper lip.  Monday he received 

dental treatment and the offending tooth was removed.  Tuesday he was delivered to me for a period 

of rest, recuperation, and a diet of very soft minced meat. 

 I helped the ambulance driver lug the transport cage into the pen, and then waited to watch 

the fox emerge.  “You want to stay in the pen?” the ambulance driver enquired, “This one growls,” he 

cautioned. 

 But a growl from a fox does not carry the same message as that from a dog.  The driver might 

be nervous, but I wasn’t.  Within an hour that fox happily accepted food from my fingers.  About a 

week later I took him back to his home territory.  Ten minutes after arrival he was coming to his old 

feeding site to dine. 

 

Having a fine rough and tumble.  Jack topples Cropper – twice his weight. 
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 Jack wanted to play with Cropper.  I would fix both pen doors open so they had the run of two 

pens.  They would have a fine rough and tumble which both appeared to enjoy.  But whilst Jack was 

‘a young lad’, Cropper was ‘an old boy’.  So, to preclude Jack pestering Cropper until he became 

irritated, I restricted their time together to about half an hour.  The invitation to play is to face the 

other party with the jaws open – incorrectly described in other books as ‘fighting’ or ‘establishing 

dominance’.  Maybe those authors were not close enough to notice that one party may have its eyes 

closed. 

 Then came the time when I returned to the pens to find a very different scenario.  I have no 

idea what had occurred, but Jack had seriously upset Cropper who was patrolling, ears flat, head 

down, belligerence personified.  I had never seen him like that: he scared me!  Meanwhile, Jack – 

normally never still for more than ten seconds – was stood like a statue.  I picked up Jack and shut 

them in their respective pens; after which the charged atmosphere gradually cooled.  But thereafter, 

although Jack would – more tentatively – invite Cropper to romp, he invariably declined. 

 Note that, despite his ire, Cropper – much bigger than Jack – actually did Jack no harm.  Play 

fighting may be fun, but real fighting is avoided.  It can happen, although I have never witnessed it.  I 

suspect that it arises after one fox has accidentally hurt the other and matters then escalate. 

 

 

Gone but not forgotten. 
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 Death catches up with us all, and Cropper could not escape.  He passed away peacefully in his 

pen.  We had enjoyed a wonderful relationship for nearly seven years.  He had been showing his age 

for a couple of years.  When he appeared unwell I took him to the vet to be told that he had fluid in 

the lungs and abdomen and would die.  She wanted to ‘put him to sleep’, but he was in discomfort, 

not pain; so I brought him home to enjoy his simple pleasures for another few days.  He is buried here 

in a marked grave.  He had been a major part of my life and his passing marked the end of a wonderful 

era. 

 Jack is no longer with me and I must presume that he is also dead.  He simply disappeared. 

 Because he had no desire to roam, never explored our nine acres in its entirety but stayed 

within about 100 yards of the house 99% of the time, he was permitted to run free with only minimal 

supervision. 

 10th August was a warm, balmy, evening – all the doors and windows open.  As usual, when I 

took Jack out of his pen his wild chum Apple was waiting to greet him.  The three of us played football.  

When that game palled the foxes went off to romp with other young foxes and I went indoors.  From 

time to time Jack would find me just to maintain contact.  At around 10:30 p.m. he dashed in through 

the back door and found me making coffee in the kitchen.  He was excited, and I was delighted to see 

him clearly having a lot of fun.  He stayed with me for a long moment, then tore off to – I presumed – 

rejoin whatever game was being played. 

 That was the last anyone saw of Jack. 

 We searched, we delivered leaflets.  Various people reported having seen him, but 

investigation revealed that the fox they had seen wasn’t Jack.  His chum Apple didn’t know where he 

had got to for the next evening he was waiting by Jack’s pen for me to take him out as usual. 

 

Jack (on left) and Cropper share the settee. 
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 Only after he was no longer there did I realise the extent to which Jack had become a part of 

me.  Over a year later I was still dreaming of him returning. 

 Both Jack and Cropper managed to make a lot of people happy and amend perceptions.  So 

many people were intrigued by meeting a tame fox that I published a little booklet ‘Just About Me’ 

telling Cropper’s story.  In an attempt to boost sales I sent a copy to each of our local TV broadcasters 

with a note asking if they would be interested in interviewing both the subject and the author.  Both 

responded with alacrity resulting in Cropper and me appearing in both ITV and BBC local news 

broadcasts. 

 That then generated interest from local newspapers and many freelance journalists.  They 

descended in a steady stream and I discovered that capabilities varied enormously.  One keen young 

man was here for about 1½ hours and took hundreds of photos.  He got nothing published.  Whilst he 

was here a young lady reporter from a local newspaper arrived, took pictures and interviewed me and 

was gone 20 minutes later.  She produced an excellent feature with superb photographs. 

 Another freelance journalist sold a very short item and photo to both ‘The Sun’ national daily 

and also to a major German newspaper. 

 But Cropper appeared in ‘The Sun’ for entirely different reasons. 

 I was telephoned one morning; could I provide a fox for photography?  Yes, but why should I?  

Good reasons – like “£100 per hour” for a two-hour session were offered.  Thus Cropper and I drove 

to London to find a photographic studio in Islington. 

 The object of the exercise was a feature promoting the use of artificial fur to appear in the 

‘fashion’ section of the paper.  They wanted a model clad in artificial fur (not that she wore much of 

anything) to be photographed with a number of fur-bearing animals.  The organisation was 

commendable in that it was realised that animals will not pose to order and each species was allotted 

a 2-hour ‘slot’.  Ours was scheduled to be from noon to 2:00 p.m.  We arrived a few minutes early and 

were asked to wait as they were not quite finished with the previous session.  At about ten past twelve 

we were invited inside. 

 The journey there had been long and tedious and my bladder was demanding urgent 

attention.  As we went in I enquired the location of “the little boys’ room” and asked “Who wants to 

hold Cropper?” 

 I was met by a sea of horrified faces.  One appeared less terrified than the others so I dumped 

Cropper in the arms of a man (who turned out to be the photographer) and hurried to the toilet.  

When I returned, as nobody had lumps torn out of them by this ‘vicious wild animal’ the atmosphere 

was calmer.  I suggested that Cropper be permitted to explore for a few minutes to remove any 

questions in his mind.  They agreed, and he trotted around investigating all the odd corners he could 

find. 

 Photography commenced.  Cropper was cooperative.  I suspect that the model may have been 

apprehensive, but if she was she didn’t voice the matter.  Well, in her occupation you do as you’re 

told or you don’t get another job.  Her only question was regarding Cropper’s weight when I suggested 

that she wear him around her shoulders. 

 Less than an hour later they declared that they had adequate good photographs, were 

thoroughly satisfied, and we were free to depart. 
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 One young lady there confessed that whenever she saw a fox she was scared.  Hopefully, 

Cropper and I convinced her that her fears were unfounded. 

 On Saturday, 9th December 2006, Cropper, with the model crouched behind him, appeared 

across 1¼ pages of ‘The Sun’.  All the other animals were in tiny (by comparison) pictures. 

Feline 
 

           On the edge of the village 
lives a man who enjoys hobby 
farming.  By that I mean no more 
than that the extent of his 
agricultural activities is inadequate 
to support his lifestyle.  His wife 
telephoned; “I know you like foxes, 
but we’ve just lost a lamb.”  I drove 
there to see the evidence; and was 
staggered! 
 
            It hadn’t been a new-born 
lamb, more of ‘a teenager’; and 
the corpse had been cleaned out.  
All that remained being the tail,  
rear legs, and the pelt.  “That’s not been done by a fox,” I exclaimed, “No fox would eat that much!” 
             

“Brought his friends and family,” responded the aggrieved farmer, determined to blacken 
the fox reputation.   
 
            But if it was not a fox; what then?  A badger?  Badgers can consume vast amounts of meat 
but somehow it still didn‘t look right.  Perplexed, I took a photograph and departed. 
 
            Months later another villager, to whom I had shown the photo, asked for a copy.  The 
previous evening he had attended a lecture by Neil Arnold who studies strange animals in the UK, 
and something had rung a bell in his memory.  He emailed the photo and received a prompt 
response -- “Definitely a large feline; an animal with a rough tongue.”  And now that picture made 
sense to me. 
 

I contacted Mr. Arnold, pointing out that one lamb would not sustain a large predator for 
long and there had been no other reports of livestock loss.  He suggested that the cat could live 
off rabbits -- plentiful and easy to catch. 
 
           For years there had been rumours of ‘a puma’ in the locality.  I had been sceptical, but now 
I had a little hard evidence. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Cropper tolerated a lot of things that were probably no fun for him, possibly considering them 

fair exchange for the pleasures I provided.  At short notice I was asked to give an evening talk to a 

group of children – a church organised ‘youth club’ who had been let down by the planned speaker.  

The kids all wanted to touch him and chased him around the hall. 

 He was also invited to appear in ‘Prime Suspect’ to be filmed on Hampstead Heath.  We duly 

attended, along with rats and other animals.  Cropper was supposed to discover ‘a body’ in a shallow 

pond.  He declined to show any interest in the artificial corpse, but got himself soaking wet and filthy 

dirty.  Thankfully, the animal sequences were omitted from the finished film.  ‘Thankfully’ because – 

as I learned later – whoever wrote the script imagined that a fox would eat a corpse.  I can’t swear 

that it wouldn’t happen, but consider it most unlikely. 

 Filming produces onlookers.  Seemingly all armed with mobile phones with cameras.  I now 

know how celebrities must feel when pursued by the paparazzi. 

 Jack, too, did a little modelling.  Again at short notice I got a phone call requesting a fox; this 

time to appear with Kate Humble in Radio Times promoting the ‘Springwatch’ series.  With misgivings, 

I agreed. 

 The misgivings were due to the location being in Wales and Jack’s aversion to motoring.  

Generally the complaints commenced after the first mile-and-a-half.  To take him to Wales would 

involve three hours pounding along motorways.  Well, if he became too obstreperous I could stick him 

in a transport cage. 

 In the event he lay, good as gold, on the passenger seat beside me throughout the entire 

journey.  When paying the toll to cross The Severn Bridge the young lady in the toll booth looked down 

at Jack, “That’s a fox!” 

When we left home it had been raining, but as we drove west the weather improved.  The site was 

superb.  Mature woodland on a hillside; the ground thickly carpeted with bluebells.  Kate, attired in 

an evening dress and gum boots, was sat on a log holding a barn owl.  The intent was to produce a 

surreal picture so a smoke machine was at work in the background. 

 I’m sure the photographer was highly skilled in his art, but he hadn’t a clue about 

photographing wildlife.  He expected the animals to pose.  They didn’t.  He wanted the owl and Jack 

to be looking at Kate, but Jack wasn’t interested in looking up and the owl was much more interested 

in Jack than in Kate.  The owl’s lady owner was worried that a fox might harm her owl.  In reality, the 

owl would be more likely to harm the fox.  If a fox approached out of curiosity the owl, possibly fearful, 

might slash with its talons. 

 In the end, Jack was photographed stood on a large rock.  Later, Kate was photographed with 

her foot on that rock and the images digitally edited and combined.  Jack had to be on his leash the 

whole time as so many people were milling around and if he’d headed off I’d never have found him. 

 The complete contrast came the next week when wildlife photographer Mark Hamblin 

brought his cameraman friend Andrew Langley to photograph and film Jack.  He was filmed in as many 
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different scenarios as we could dream up.  Being cuddled, tearing around the garden, going to sleep 

in my arms, being showered, playing football, playing with me indoors. 

 Although the object of their visit was to film Jack the fox, there was also the opportunity to 

photograph and film Benji the badger interacting with me.  Andy subsequently presented me with a 

short DVD which I “might find useful when giving lectures.” 

 

Jack asleep in my arms.  Photo © Mark Hamblin. 

 

 The Fox Project being short of funds, Jack’s Small Business was founded.  Anyone wishing to 

get close up and personal with a fox could call by appointment to meet and be photographed with 

Jack – for a fee.  And it was a great success.  He had a steady trickle of customers who were universally 

delighted.  Because they came at intervals each could have ample time with Jack and neither he nor I 

felt pressured.  Of course, his customers were offered other goodies whilst here, including various 

‘foxy’ books and copies of Andy’s DVD.  Jack contributed over £400 to The Fox Project.  Many 

customers planned to return, but it all came to a grinding halt when Jack disappeared, leaving some 

customers utterly distraught. 

 How, do you wonder, does the fox or other wild species look on the matter of having 

association with a human?  Clearly, we don’t know with any certainty; but there are clues.  Having a 

tame human can be beneficial in a variety of ways. 

 Firstly, you are less likely to go hungry, and with food provided the necessity to hunt for it is 

reduced – which leaves more time for fun and socialising.  You only need to hunt for those tasty items 

– such as worms and beetles which you enjoy but Human doesn’t provide. 
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Jack running flat out.   Photo ©  Mark Hamblin. 

 

 Socialising – playing games etc. – with Human can be pleasurable. 

 If a trusted Human is with you he may keep you out of trouble with unfriendly humans and 

aggressive dogs. 

 A human friend may help sort out problems with other wildlife.  Two examples:- 

 As already mentioned, when Brock the badger shouldered Lulu away from her food, I moved 

in and she regained it. 

 The second example also concerns Lulu.  After her partner Evan disappeared, the vixen Lulu 

became a beautiful rich widow.  Beautiful she certainly was, and rich because she had a superb 

territory.  Naturally, she acquired suitors.  One night I spotted her with a dog fox that was doing his 

best to woo her.  It was apparent that she was not impressed but he declined to accept “No” as her 

response.  She was getting fed up with his advances but had no wish to be objectionable.  Then she 

spotted me in the distance.  She trotted directly to me, secure in the knowledge that the visiting fox 

would not approach a possibly dangerous human.  She didn’t want anything from me and once the 

other fox – no doubt perplexed that she preferred my company to his – had departed, headed off 

about her own affairs. 

 Lulu also appreciated the help I provided with looking after her first two litters. 

 An indication of how I was viewed by Cropper arose in our early days together.  At that time 

we went for a walk every night.  I would go to his pen, sit in the porch on the kennel roof, open the 

door to the pen proper, he would join me, I would dress him in his harness and lead, then I would 

open the door to the outside and off we’d go. 
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 One night I failed to close that outside door properly and Cropper was out before I had any 

chance to dress him.  He had escaped. 

 I chased after him, but a fox is infinitely quicker than any human.  He followed a normal route; 

across the lawns, across the meadow, and down the track through woodland leading to the lane that 

runs past the property.  I lumbered after him. 

 At that time we were planning to install a five-bar gate at the end of the track but it hadn’t 

arrived.  To preclude strangers driving in that entrance it was blocked with a pile of twigs and branches.  

When Cropper and I went that way I would pick him up and carry him over the obstruction.  And there 

I finally caught up with him – waiting to be carried over. 

 So, he wasn’t running away, just happy to be free of the restraint of the lead. 

 Unfortunately, the lead was necessary to preclude my losing contact with Cropper.  He, 

naturally, failed to appreciate that my night vision is – by comparison with his – nonexistent; and I am 

totally unable to follow his scent. 

 To add to those difficulties, once dusk arrives a fox melts into invisibility.  To simply avoid 

falling over him necessitated using my lantern all the time.  As the rechargeable battery was depleted 

after half an hour the duration of our outings had to be restricted.  This unwelcome curtailment was 

overcome by fitting a little flashing red LED to his lead; a device that was developed by an electronics 

engineer friend.  Thereafter I needed the lantern much less, for there was generally sufficient light for 

me to see my way. 

 The initial LED device was less than 

perfect.  It had a push-button switch 

which might be operated if Cropper 

knocked it against something.  Also, it 

was attached to the lead with a spring 

clip and could get knocked off.  Came 

the time when that happened and I 

was quite unable to find it, so the 

Mark 2 version was devised.  That had 

a shielded toggle switch and was 

bolted to the webbing at the end of 

the lead.  The only problem then was 

that gravity ensured that the LED was 

beneath the webbing and screened 

from my view.  Thus we now have the 

Mark 2a model with the LED above 

the webbing. 

 

Cropper adored being showered … 
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… and dried. 

 

 I was given a collar with a series of LEDs around it.  A wonderful idea that proved impractical 

as his fur screened the LEDs except when looking at him from the side.  From behind him, nothing 

could be seen. 

 Cropper certainly came to view me as a source of help and pleasure.  Averse to paddling, 

whenever we came across a puddle that he couldn’t circumnavigate he would wait for me to carry 

him across.  He delighted in being cuddled and being showered was even better. 

 Sometimes, out for a walk on a fine summer night, we would take a break and lie down 

together.  Total harmony. 

 Some people refuse to believe what they are told.  In Chapter Eight I mentioned the gentleman 

who didn’t believe that he would see a fox close up.  He was not the only one.  One sunny afternoon 

a couple arrived.  Across the lawn a fox was exploring.  The husband grabbed his camera.  “Wait,” I 

told him, “it will come much closer.”  But he declined, taking picture after picture.  He had no telephoto 

lens; the fox would be no more than ‘a pea on an elephant’ in the finished print.  I told him again, but 

he wouldn’t listen.  Two minutes later the fox walked right up to us.  “I’ve run out of film,” he moaned.  

Sorry, but I have little sympathy for such people. 

 I had a lot of sympathy for the man who Cropper and I caused to nearly jump out of his skin.  

We were heading homewards along a country lane on a very dark night.  There was just enough light 
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for me to find our way, guided by the darker hedges to either side.  Cropper suddenly stopped and 

pointed.  A couple of nights earlier he had pointed at a badger.  I switched on my very powerful 

portable searchlight – to blind a man walking towards us.  He let out a yell of surprise and switched 

on a ‘glow worm’ torch.  We had each been totally unaware of the other.  I apologised, explained, and 

we parted as friends.  But he had suffered a considerable shock. 

 Does close association with wildlife bring problems?  Yes, of course it does; just as does almost 

any interest or activity.  First of all one has to contend with neighbours.  Never caring much about how 

others think about me, I make no secret of my activities.  Immediately my involvement with foxes 

became known the complaints started.  Grumblers always have the loudest voices.  But I also received 

secret confessions, “We feed foxes, but don’t tell anybody in case neighbours object.” 

 Then came the day when the parish magazine reported that the Parish Council had received 

a complaint about the amount of fox-defecation in the village.  I compiled a tongue-in-cheek response 

which was published in the next issue – with the sharpest barbs omitted due to ‘lack of space’.  That 

generated reaction from both dog owners declaring that they always cleared up Fido’s deposits (so 

how come there were 12 piles on the pavement outside our property?) and from others applauding 

the fact that at last someone spoke up on behalf of foxes.  As time has progressed my activity has 

become accepted and I’m known as ‘the fox man’. 

 However, all foxes are considered to be ‘mine’.  So I get phone calls, “One of your foxes is 

dead beside the road at ... ”  To preserve harmony I remove the corpse. 

 We have to contend with practical problems.  Clearing up defecation and repairing unwanted 

excavations.  With foxes most are minor, where cached food has been recovered.  But they will also 

attempt to build earths which involve major excavation and have resulted in the collapse of the lawn. 

 I have already described the acquisition of toys and practical jokes with which we have to 

contend. 

 Badgers bring different problems.  They can easily ruin a lawn and when they dig for 

something they create a larger hole.  A badger excavation is quite distinctive because they dig 

vertically and the hole may be rectangular. 

 On the plus side, badgers destroy wasps’ nests.  And they know exactly what they are doing.  

There was a leak in the workshop roof.  To repair it I lugged a ladder though the jungle alongside the 

building discovering a neat rectangular hole about 6” x 8” x 6” deep in the ground.  One side of the 

hole comprised the white flaky side of a wasps’ nest; with wasps flying in and out constantly. 

 Having effected a repair I left my ladder in place, just in case the next bout of rain showed my 

work to be ineffective.  A few days later, all being well, I retrieved the ladder.  The hole was now larger, 

the wasps’ nest gone.  The sole indication that it had once existed being a scrap of the white flaky wall 

nearby. 

 Presumably, the badger wanted grubs.  Half the nest contained some, so he destroyed that 

but left the remainder until the next generation of grubs hatched. 

 On another occasion we had a wasps’ nest beneath the lawn.  The sole evidence being a hole 

of about 1” diameter with much wasp traffic in and out of it.  That nest was also destroyed by a badger; 

but he didn’t attack the hole.  He dug down about a foot away, right on top of the nest. 

 Like most wildlife, wasps are basically non-aggressive.  What shook me was to discover that 

they have social feelings.  One lovely sunny summer day I came home to discover that friends were 
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visiting and my wife was entertaining them in the garden.  I joined the group, sat around a garden 

table with a white melamine top.  Yes, please, I would like a glass of wine. 

 But the bottle had been open a little while.  When my glass was filled it contained two wasps; 

one drowned, the other drunk and disorderly.  I fished them out and onto the table.  The one that was 

drunk staggered about falling over his own feet.  Gradually he recovered.  His wings were sticky with 

wine.  He flew about 4”, then back again; two or three times.  Then he went to the corpse of his 

colleague and – to my astonishment – gave it ‘the kiss of life’. 

 Wasp nostrils are on the underside of the abdomen.  He rolled the corpse over and mouthed 

it repeatedly.  Moreover, it worked.  The corpse regained life.  Understandably, that wasp was even 

more inebriated than his friend.  It took him longer to recover.  But the first wasp remained with him 

until they could fly away together. 

 Without deliberately watching insects I haven’t been able to help noticing things.  A beetle of 

no great size was climbing the face of an old brick wall when a fairly large spider thought he had 

spotted lunch, and attacked.  A battle ensued and continued for several minutes.  I saw little chance 

for the beetle who had to ward off a much bigger, faster, more agile predator, whilst maintaining his 

grip on a vertical surface.  But it was the beetle who won, the spider eventually retreating, defeated. 

 More impressive was when I discovered where flies go during the winter. 

 At that time we lived in an old farmhouse built in Victorian times but in Georgian style.  A 

room in each corner with a corridor hall and landing running from front to rear.  A slate roof sloped 

up from all sides producing a cone with a short ridge because the house was rectangular, not square.  

Up in that cone were two small rooms; my daughter’s bedroom, and a ‘box room’ – in reality an 

oversize cupboard devoid of a window and with a sliding door.  It also had a hatch to permit access 

into the little bit of roof above.  The majority of the roof, following the perimeter of the building, was 

accessed from the floor below.  It was a fine, sunny, winter’s day and I was intent on rewiring the 

lighting in those top rooms.  To that end, armed with a wander-lead lamp I squeezed through the 

hatch into the top of the roof. 

 There was only space enough for me to lie across the ceiling joists and fiddle with electrical 

connections in some discomfort.  Matters were not helped by a fly that repeatedly crashed into the 

lamp and bounced off into my face.  Eventually, I’d had enough and fetched a can of ‘fly spray’ 

insecticide.  Stood on the steps I aimed the spray into the roof and, naturally, was looking upwards at 

the time. 

 The black roofing felt beneath the slates moved!  I wasn’t looking at felt, I was looking at 

millions of flies, packed tight together and hibernating on the felt.  They descended en masse and I 

fled.  There was no time to close the hatch, but I did shut the sliding door to the box room behind me. 

 The majority of the flies exited between the rafters into the lower roof space.  From there 

they could slip between the rafters into the outside air.  Some found the open hatch.  Some of those 

discovered the gap under the sliding door and headed for the open window.  Many died en route.  

With a vacuum cleaner, three times I cleared a carpet of dead flies between sliding door and window. 

The lower roof area had yellow glass-fibre insulation spread between the joists.  When I next went 

into that area it resembled a current bun with black specks, dead flies, liberally distributed over the 

surface. 
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 I do not know how many flies had congregated together to over-winter in that tiny section of 

roof, but probably a few million.  The interesting aspect is that we did not live in a fly-infested area.  

The agriculture around us was arable.  Clearly, flies from some considerable distance away had joined 

others.  Because access to that roof was tortuous it is unlikely that so many would have discovered it 

by chance.  That implies communication. 

 There’s a lot we don’t know, mysteries waiting to be solved. 

 I often wonder if that house still harbours hordes of flies each winter and the occupants are 

(as we were) blithely unaware. 

 

Injured Vixen 
 

 The landlady at one of our village pubs liked foxes and regularly provided food -- well, 

with people dining there would always be ample leftovers. 

 She telephoned me.  Her fox appeared to have contracted mange, could I help?  Yes, I 

could.  That evening I took a cage trap and the fox obligingly entered almost immediately.  I 

brought the vixen home.  But she wasn’t suffering from mange, she had a physical wound and 

would benefit from a course of antibiotics, which I lacked.   

 The following day The Fox Project attended.  In daylight it was easier to see things -- and 

we discovered that we had a lactating vixen.  To retain her for treatment would cause her cubs to 

suffer.  Only one answer -- utilise a ‘slow release’ antibiotic injection only available when 

administered by a vet.  A telephone call and an appointment was made for that afternoon.   

 The same evening I returned the vixen.  I had expected her to rush off to attend to her 

family, but no, she took her time about deciding to go. 

 The landlady had offered to pay for treatment, but when the invoice came through it came 

as a nasty shock. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

A few words about wildlife rescue organisations.  There are hundreds, if not thousands, of 

organisations dedicated to animal rescue.  Clearly, anyone interested in or involved with wildlife 

cannot avoid contact with some of them.  Most are small enterprises run by a few dedicated people, 

generally volunteers, and often specialising in a particular species.  That has a major benefit as 

expertise relating to that species may be available that does not exist elsewhere.  Although the 

dependence on charitable donations and voluntary labour places restrictions on resources for all 

rescue operators, these smaller ones have one common factor, care for the animal is the driving force. 

 At the time of writing, with an economic recession, many rescue organisations are struggling 

financially and having to curtail their operation.  They may cease treating certain species or reduce 

their catchment area.  The result is additional workload for other organisations – or animals going 

untreated. 

 There are a few larger ‘animal rescue’ bodies, the best known in the UK being the RSPCA.  

There is one aspect of their operation in which the RSPCA really excels; their PR, their image creation, 

is magnificent.  Unfortunately, the reality can be very different.  Although they may do sterling work 

in respect of domestic and farm animals the best any wild species that falls into their hands can hope 

for is to be passed into the care of a dedicated wildlife charity. 

 When writing about the RSPCA I would far prefer to recount incidents of co-operation with 

happy endings.  Unfortunately, when our paths have crossed such has not been the case.  But let me 

tell you about what has happened, and you form your own opinion. 

 During the war, an area of woodland had been an army camp.  The huts and other main 

structures were long gone, but some things, drains for instance, remained.  The Alsatian dog, out with 

its owner for an early morning walk, discovered a fox cub in a hole in the ground.  It was a man-made 

hole; brick lined, and no doubt had once been fitted with a cover or lid.  The dog-owner realised that 

the cub was unable to climb out and needed help.  On returning home he telephoned the RSPCA.  They 

asked the location.  He could tell them the general area, but to describe the exact location was 

impossible.  “I’ll have to take you there,” he explained; “when will you be coming?” 

 “I don’t know.  Some time tomorrow.” 

 Disappointed, he had to go to work.  Lunchtime, he returned home and went to look at the 

cub.  It was still there, still alive, but no doubt hungry and thirsty.  Who knew how long the poor mite 

had been trapped down there? 

 Back at his desk that afternoon he expressed his disgust at the RSPCA’s tardy response to a 

colleague, who suggested that he ring The Fox Project.  No doubt he had a similar conversation with 

them to that with the RSPCA, with one exception – they would get a rescuer to telephone him and 

arrange to take the cub into care. 

 The Fox Project phoned me.  I phoned the man, a desk-bound policeman.  “Can you come this 

evening?” he asked me, hope in his voice. 

 “Well, I suppose I could,” I replied. 
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 “When were you thinking of arriving?”  His tone implied ‘does nobody care?’ 

 “In the next ten minutes.” 

 That response clearly shook him.  A total contrast to the RSPCA’s approach.  He asked me to 

hold the line.  A moment later he happily informed me that he had permission to get off work and 

would meet me at a nearby junction in 15 minutes. 

  He was absolutely right.  To describe the precise location of that hole in the ground was 

impossible.  Having seen the situation I returned to my vehicle to fetch a transport cage and towel to 

catch the sorry little animal.  That was only about 150 yards distant, but I would not have found my 

way back had not the policeman been standing by the hole. 

 With the cub rescued and on his way to care we stood by my van chatting.  A car pulled up, 

and the lady driver called, “Need help rescuing the cub?  I couldn’t come straight away because I was 

in the hairdressers.” 

 “You from The Fox Project?” asked an astonished policeman.  On receiving an affirmative 

answer; “Goodness!  You people are everywhere!” 

 Because she lived nearer she had been asked to attend before I was telephoned.  But both of 

us were unpaid volunteers – providing a better service than the paid employees of a large 

organisation. 

 I have already recounted how, early one Saturday morning, a villager out with his dog 

discovered a young vixen, injured after having been hit by a vehicle, on the roadside verge.  He hurried 

home and rang the RSPCA but got no reply.  Frustrated, he recalled having heard that someone in the 

village was involved with foxes, although he didn’t know who or where.  Anxious to help the sorry 

animal lain amongst the grass beside the road, he rang his friends and acquaintances until someone 

provided my number. 

 I was asleep in bed when he phoned, but picked that vixen up about twenty minutes later.  

From the site I phoned the Fox Project and arranged to deliver the young fox to ‘The Unit’ (where 

intensive care is provided) within the hour.  Just as with people, speed in getting medical attention is 

highly important.  A week later I returned a healthy young fox. 

 Here we have an example of the big organisation simply being unavailable when required. 

 But by far and away the most regrettable incidence involved an orphan badger cub that I was 

looking after. 

 I wanted to emulate with a badger the sort of experience that I enjoyed with the vixen Lulu – 

where I was a valued human friend but she remained wild and lived a wild lifestyle.  Although I enjoyed 

various degrees of friendship with resident local wild badgers I never gained the degree of rapport 

that I sought.  To achieve that would require association commencing when the animal was very 

young. 

 Of course, I faced a similar problem to the one I encountered when I first commenced close 

association with fox cubs.  “You would produce a tame badger;”   “Badgers are social they need to be 

in a group,”  “Your local badgers will reject a stranger,” and, naturally, “We know how to look after 

orphan badgers.  Our way is the way to do it.” 

 The adopted policy appears to be to group orphans together, move them to an artificial sett 

for a week or two around September, then remove the fencing and let them find their own way in the 
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big wide world.  OK, it ‘works’, but I wanted to try something different.  If you don’t experiment you’ll 

never learn. 

 My idea was to gain trust with an orphan cub then integrate it with the local badgers.  It 

wouldn’t ‘just arrive’; I would be there and personally introduce it.  The fact that the stranger cub was 

associated with Friendly Tame Human would make it much more welcome. 

 At long last I was offered a badger cub by a lady who had brought it up from very small, bottle 

feeding it.  When Bracken arrived he had only been weaned about three weeks previously.  Fed up 

after the journey, he didn’t want to know me, didn’t want to have anything to do with anything or 

anybody.  He managed to pack himself along with his soft toys (they came with him) into the kennel.  

It must have been rather cramped accommodation.  For several days he displayed fear and aggression 

whenever I visited him.  Then, the ‘penny dropped’ that I was benign and he wanted to play with me.  

Super!  If we could develop a relationship quickly, I could soon introduce him to my friendly badger, 

Benji.  She knew about him – possibly more than did I – for badgers convey information via scent, and 

Benji had thoroughly sniffed my shoes and trouser bottoms shortly after Bracken had been wriggling 

about all over my feet. 

 

Badger cub Bracken greeting me. 

 

 It all came to grinding halt with the arrival of the RSPCA in the form of Inspector Andrew Kirby 

with a female colleague.  “You have a badger here,” he told me.  It was a statement, not a question.  

We went to Bracken’s pen.  The badger was on his back, fast asleep, but awoke on our arrival and 

peered at us, bleary eyed.  “That’s much too tame!” declared Inspector Kirby.  How anyone arrives at 

such an instant assessment eludes me.  I promptly formed the opinion that he had negligible 

experience with wildlife. 
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 He then informed me that I was breaking the law and he would have to seize the badger from 

me.  Pointing out that the cub was too young to be running free fell on deaf ears.  I had thought that 

I was not breaking any rule, but belief is not knowledge.  I assumed that a representative of the RSPCA 

calling specifically in relation to a badger would be fully conversant with the legislation he accused me 

of transgressing.  So, I would have to part with Bracken. 

 Inspector Kirby fetched a transport cage from his van.  I noted that it was a totally bare cage, 

no hay, straw, old towel or newspaper to provide a minimum of creature comforts for the inmate.  It 

was a top-opening carrier.  Kirby went to pick up this ‘too tame’ young badger only to discover that 

Bracken wanted nothing to do with him and was prepared to take a lump out of him.  Kirby, sensibly, 

retreated. 

 Now, my pens are designed to enable inmates to be transferred into transport carriers without 

handling, but end-opening carriers are needed.  Such was not part of the RSPCA’s equipment.  To 

reduce stress for Bramble I fetched an old end-opening carrier, stuffed some hay into it and persuaded 

Bracken to enter it.  I was livid.  I told Kirby that I was ‘not worried’ about the carrier, but he insisted 

that it would be returned in the next day or two. 

 But if I had broken the law I wanted to know the severity of my offence.  So, I studied The 

Protection of Badgers Act – and discovered that I had committed no offence whatsoever. 

 The carrier was not returned until twelve weeks later when, no doubt because I was 

complaining, it was simply dumped just inside the drive entrance, in woodland.  Invisible from the 

house but highly obvious from the road – an invitation for a thief. 

 I wrote to the RSPCA Head Office complaining that my cub had been stolen by deception.  Two 

days later I wrote again after I was informed that Kirby had told others that I am a naughty boy with 

no respect for the law.  That is slander. 

 I received an acknowledgement of my letters, along with a form detailing their ‘complaints 

procedure’.  The letter stated that my correspondence would be forwarded to the relevant local 

member of staff who would reply “in due course.”  The form advised me that I would receive a 

response within 28 days.  Nothing materialised.  It would appear that one can put little faith into 

statements issued by the RSPCA. 

 It’s tragic; it should be a good, worthwhile, organisation; but I can only speak as I find.  Perhaps 

you can understand that I cancelled the direct debit in favour of the RSPCA as I decline to help fund 

the employment of ignorant, arrogant, incompetents who feel that a smart blue uniform gives them 

the right to trample roughshod over others, and a management that appears to condone such action. 

 Recounting this, to ensure that I present an accurate picture, I studied my notes from that 

time and the evidence that I hold.  It revealed the basic approach of the RSPCA which they may apply 

as a general policy.  Consider these facts:- 

1. Kirby had never visited my home previously.  He didn’t know me, and I’d never met 

him previously. 

 2. He had no knowledge of what I do, or how I do it. 

 3. Some person had told him that I had a badger. 

4. Without any proper investigation he assumed that I was proposing to tame the 

badger. 
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5. Based on that assumption he charged in to ‘rescue’ the cub; and didn’t care that to 

achieve that objective he lied. 

6. Offered evidence (a video of interaction between myself and a fully adult, fully wild, 

sow badger to which I proposed introducing the cub) Kirby derided -- snorting “Hand 

reared!” -- and dismissed it.  He was only interested in removing the badger cub from 

my care. 

7. When he eventually responded to my complaint, Kirby’s superior, Superintendent 

Paul Stilgoe, suggested that with my proposals I might have infringed the Animal 

Welfare Act.  Well yes, I might have.  Pure supposition.  I might be planning to rape 

the vicar’s wife.  The point being that in the whole matter the RSPCA had NO FIRM 

EVIDENCE.  Their actions were based entirely on hearsay and supposition. 

8. Stilgoe provided ample comment on badger release from other organisations -- all 

singing the same song.  This is prevalent in many fields; everybody agreeing in order 

to preserve harmony regardless of the veracity or otherwise of the belief.  Ironically 

he sent me ‘The Protocol’ on releasing badgers in which is deplored the paucity of 

information regarding releasing individual cubs -- the very matter on which I would 

have been able to provide data. 

9. Stilgoe wrote that “Taking a cub to meet an established group in my opinion would 

cause great distress to the cub and the established family of badgers, I have no doubt 

that they would react in a violent way.”  He is entitled to his opinion, based -- to judge 

by additional comments -- on no more than watching badgers.  My opinion is based 

on close association with wild badgers and observing their interaction including with 

other species.  If an animal was known to be associated with me it was accepted -- 

would even be permitted to steal the badger’s food.  Because my activity was 

unknown, and they couldn’t be bothered to find out, they happily precluded gaining 

more -- new -- information.  Clearly, Stilgoe has no concept of the influence a human 

friend can have on a wild mammal. 

(I’m not the only person to enjoy such relationships.  Read ‘The Darkness is Light 

Enough’ by Chris Ferris). 

10.  He did admit, “I agree that it looks like you have not committed an offence under the 

Badgers Act.”  So, what authority had Kirby to seize the cub? 

 

 The little matters of lying to me, and about me; of deceiving me and destroying my project, 

and any suggestion of compensation were totally avoided. 

 My impression of the RSPCA may be summed-up as arrogant, ignorant and incompetent.  Sad, 

isn’t it? 

 The above are incidents in which I have been personally involved.  But, over the years, I have 

been told countless ‘horror stories’ about the RSPCA.  As I cannot substantiate their veracity I refrain 

from recounting them; and bad news always travels fastest.  Sadly, I cannot recall a single ‘good story’ 

to counter them. 

 There is one further feature about the RSPCA that should ‘ring warning bells’ with anyone.  

Any ethical organisation is ‘open’ – with easy access and communication.  Not the RSPCA who operate 
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like a secret police force.  Yes, Inspector Kirby gave me his card – the sole line of communication it 

provided being the head office telephone number.  I still have no address for any local office.  Prudent 

people should beware of dealing with those who ensure that you cannot reach them when you want 

to. 

 When the RSPCA sent ‘The Protocol’ on releasing badgers I noted that the content was 

endorsed by the RSPCA; Secret World; and The National Federation of Badger Groups.  Since the NFBG 

had changed its name to The Badger Trust some years ago, clearly ‘The Protocol’ lacked recent 

information.  Indeed, I doubted if the NFBG could have provided much input since they were, and are, 

simply a bureaucratic central liaison organisation for all the local Badger Groups dotted around the 

UK.  I doubt if anyone in that organisation has practical hands-on association with badgers.  At one 

time, on their internet site, they advised against feeding meat to badgers.  When I enquired why they 

considered that one should not give meat to a carnivore they responded that, were it not taken, it 

could become a health hazard or attract vermin.  Nothing to do with badgers, but with ‘health and 

safety’. 

 For a few years I belonged to the West Kent Badger Group.  Basically, it comprised a 

committee wanting to be a committee, a clique.  A badger in trouble was reported 400 yards from my 

home, but I was not involved in its rescue, not even told about it, until permission was wanted to enter 

the farmland for its release and my local knowledge was needed.  That was the only live badger that I 

saw through my several years’ active involvement with WKBG.  I saw many more through my 

involvement with foxes.  If they are typical of Badger Groups generally, NFBG won’t get much useful 

information, certainly in respect of handling badgers. 

 An animal sanctuary in Essex was forced to close after twenty-five years.  OK, intimate details 

were not directly available to me, so the following is based on hearsay and conjecture.  I only became 

involved because they sought someone to take three foxes which they had in care.  The story I heard 

being that the RSPCA rescued a fox in a very sorry state.  I do not know the details of what afflicted it, 

but it was, and looked, ‘a mess’.  It was taken to a vet to be treated, but the vet declined as the RSPCA 

had not paid his last bill.  The fox was then taken to the sanctuary who accepted it into care.  A day or 

two later a volunteer helper, having seen this dreadful-looking fox, went home and telephoned the 

RSPCA to report ‘cruelty’.  Early the following morning the RSPCA arrived, took photographs and 

commenced ‘an investigation’. 

 The site was rented from the local council.  The next thing that happened was that the council 

terminated the tenancy, forcing closure.  It is difficult to believe that – after twenty-five years – the 

site, tucked away and awkward of access, was suddenly required for an alternative use.  It is much 

easier to envisage influence from the RSPCA persuading the council. 

 I went there to collect the foxes – three fine, fit, well cared-for animals.  It was a large site 

with masses of sheds and animal pens – all being destroyed. 

 The real losers are the local animals.  This sanctuary may have been far from perfect, but 

anything is better than nothing, and now there is no source of help for many miles – apart from the 

RSPCA which is of highly debatable value. 

 But, watch television and the RSPCA appear wonderful. 

 Enough doom and gloom; what about GOOD organisations.   I have had association with Folly 

Wildlife Rescue; basically because they were relatively local.  Annette and Dave Risley were dedicated 

carers and would take in pretty well any ill, injured or orphaned wild creature.  The service they 
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provided was superb.  Maybe it still is.  They now operate as the Broadwater Forest Wildlife Hospital 

-- a project that I supported in various ways including funding.  However, having achieved this 

objective Dave Risley has declared that he wants me nowhere near his property yet declines to state 

any reason.  Despite refusing to so much as reply to an email he nevertheless continued to accept 

regular donations from me.  If nothing else, that says something about his ethics.  In the end I closed 

the financing.  And I still am totally unaware of what he considers me guilty.  All I can assume is that 

this situation has arisen through his association with RSPCA’s Inspector Kirby, who -- to my knowledge 

-- lied about me to Trevor Williams of The Fox Project. 

 I’ve already mentioned The Fox Project.  They, as the name implies, are primarily concerned 

with foxes.  If another species falls into their hands it will be passed to some other wildlife rescue 

organisation better equipped to deal with the problem.  Many years’ involvement as a supporter and 

volunteer has taught me that despite limited resources they provide a magnificent service.  No, they 

are not perfect; no organisation is – but they have been, and are, consistently good.  Over the years 

they have developed, systems have changed, premises moved.  They function for 12 hours each day, 

and – because nobody knows what the day may bring – detailed preplanning is almost impossible.  

Nowadays, using mobile phones, the day is organised literally when ‘on the move’. 

 Regrettably, The Fox Project, having joined Folly Wildlife at their fine new hospital and Dave 

Risley of Folly declaring that he wants me nowhere near his property, I am precluded from visiting The 

Fox Project and they appear to prefer to avoid contact with me.  Thus I now offer the facilities I can 

provide to other wildlife rescue organisations. 

 They are not ‘all the same’.  All will operate in line with some policy or other, dependant on 

the owner’s or manager’s attitude, and thus the basic approach to caring may vary widely.  You may 

find that passing an animal into the ‘care’ of some organisations is simply hastening its demise. 

 Wildlife Aid at Leatherhead declines to utilise that which I can offer but unlike Folly Wildlife 

also decline to accept funding from me.  Fair enough, we disagree on basic policy.  Wildlife Aid only 

release animals that are ‘fully fit and ‘properly wild’.  They are averse to any ‘bonding’ with carers (I 

am told that they even decline to name patients in an attempt to reduce association with people).  

Any less-than-perfect (according to their perceptions) animal is “put to sleep”. I prefer to give any 

creature a second chance, and favour close association.  We are both entitled to adhere to whatever 

policy we favour, but I liken their uncompromising approach to that prevalent towards people in Nazi 

Germany under Hitler.  Had I not enjoyed tame foxes and wild friends much of the information in this 

book would have remained undiscovered. 

 Other organisations have very different attitudes.  Take Riverside Animal Centre in Wallington, 

South London.  A volunteer there put a blog on the members’ area of the National Fox Welfare Society 

internet site asking why someone has not found a cure for toxoplasmosis because she was fed up with 

seeing otherwise healthy animals euthanised.  I responded that it need not be ‘the end of the road’ 

and the next time she got one, instead of sending it to oblivion, send it to me.  But she was cautious; 

I could be anybody, maybe an agent for The Foxhounds Training Association.  She asked searching 

questions.  But before I could respond she told me not to bother as she had ‘researched me’ and was 

totally happy that I was a genuine foxy person.  In the fullness of time they supplied me with Rory, a 

‘toxo’ case that sadly only lived nine months.  But at least he had an enjoyable nine months that he 

would have otherwise been denied.  An urban fox, when I took him out he found the countryside 

perplexing but rather pleasant.  He passed away peacefully indoors, in his favourite easy chair, 

knowing that he was loved and wanted.  Riverside also sent me a very friendly vixen, called Aleisha, 

to release here. 
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 More recently they provided me with a very sorry patient named Sweetie-Scarface -- 

describing his nature and appearance.  Most organisations would have euthanised Sweetie because 

he was clearly ‘hopeless’.  His body was covered with wounds.  We do not know with what he battled 

but it would appear that he lost.  On top of that he had contracted toxoplasmosis so was constantly 

confused.  He had little appetite, scant energy, hardly any interest in doing anything -- ‘utterly 

hopeless’.  But, three months later I had a very different Sweetie.  Improvement had been slow -- so 

slow that one hardly noticed it happening.  But I gained an animal with some interest in life, some 

enthusiasm.  Gone were the scabs and areas devoid of fur, ‘Scarface’ no longer applied.  I also gained 

trust and affection. 

 Riverside also provided five orphan cubs for release here.  In the pen they wanted nothing to 

do with me, ‘Horrible Human’.  But after release characters change; suddenly I became ‘good to know’.  

Before long some would take food from my fingers.  A sixth orphan, Rusty, joined the others after 

release.  His story follows shortly. 

 Hart Animal Rescue in Medstead, Hampshire, found favour with what I do and can provide 

and in a previous year they provided a group of orphan cubs for release and also a pair of friendly 

orphan squirrels.   The next year they got a little problem; a small orphan cub, needing daily treatment 

and because of that, and its diminutive size, it could not be placed with the rumbustious bigger 

orphans.  In a pen by itself it was desperately lonely.  I got a request from Juliet to borrow one of ‘my’ 

orphans as a playmate for the lonely cub.  Attempting to ‘match’ people is difficult, with animals much 

worse.  In an attempt to make a better selection I would visit the lonely cub. 

 

Rusty the cub. 



My Friends the Foxes Chapter 15 

 

 
110 

 Part of taming an animal is teaching it to ride with me in a vehicle.  So, when I drove to 

Hampshire I took Sweetie with me -- good as gold on the passenger seat beside me for the entire 1¼ 

- hour journey.  Just to see what would happen we let Sweetie into Rusty the cub’s pen.  Initial shyness 

-- so we left them together and went indoors for refreshment.  But that pen was monitored by CCTV 

and we couldn’t believe what occurred.  They bonded, and within ten minutes were snuggled together 

for a snooze.  It was such a delightful, moving, scene that I hadn’t the heart to break it up and agreed 

to leave Sweetie there for a few days. 

 But the next day Juliet brought Sweetie back to me as he appeared to be upset by my absence.  

The following day she came again with Rusty the cub as he was distraught without ‘uncle’ Sweetie.  

The pen they occupied here has an old shower tray set in the floor (intended as a ‘sand pit’, but not a 

good idea).  The following morning it contained a lot of shavings, one big fox, one little fox, and three 

soft toys -- all snuggled together and fast asleep. 

 Being given the cub Rusty to look after produced vast changes in Sweetie.  He ‘woke up’, took 

more interest in things, became more active.  Suddenly he found that he was ‘useful’, could serve 

some purpose in life.  Psychology is as important with animals as with people. 

 To me, this sort of combined effort amongst those concerned with animal welfare can be of 

enormous benefit for all parties.  Unfortunately, the human ego, the “we know the best way to do 

everything” attitude which often manifests itself, frequently precludes it. 

 Rusty the cub grew up and departed to make his own way in the world, but because he had 

contracted toxoplasmosis Sweetie would always need to be in care.  He is now almost completely 

tame; but he has yet to become properly ‘house-trained’.  It takes time for such concepts to be 

appreciated by the foxy mind.  He may not understand the reason, but he does realise that ‘messing’ 

indoors does not please me.  At the same time he values my affection and gives me his, so he tries to 

behave.  Realise that less than a year ago he was a wild adult fox.  He now shares my bed. 

 ‘Toxo’ foxes can find some of their ‘lost marbles’ but it is a terribly slow process.  Cropper had 

an aversion to climbing and descending so never ran upstairs.  Sweetie was similarly afflicted but 

overcame it after eight months here. 

 Another ‘fox organisation’ is the National Fox Welfare Society.  Although I support it, our paths 

cross but rarely.  I suspect that Martin Hemmington (who runs the NFWS) tries to do too much with 

too little.  Attempting to operate nationally cannot be easy and offering (as they certainly did at one 

time) a 24-hour service presents practical problems.  But so doing undoubtedly can benefit foxes as 

evidenced by the incident (recounted elsewhere) when Martin telephoned me at 11:30 p.m. to attend 

a young fox hit by a car. 

 Martin has also provided me with orphans to nurture and release.  The saddest was Ice (so 

named because when found he was covered with frozen water).  He grew into a magnificent fox with 

exactly the character I favour -- would have nothing to do with strangers but was happy in my 

company.  On the day he was released he was hit by a car and died. 

 If I’ve been successful in rejuvenating Sweetie the same cannot be said of Edward -- a truly 

magnificent fox but suffering from some undefined complex.  OK, I just haven’t yet discovered the 

route to solving his problem.  Physically, he’s in fine health, but he’s inordinately nervous in a strange 

way.  He’s friendly in that I can touch his nose, rub the side of his jaw and he may gently grip me.  But 

any attempt to touch him elsewhere and he jumps like a startled hare.  We can play -- battling for 

possession of a soft toy.  The RSPCA handed him in to Wiltshire Wildlife Hospital.  They kept him for a 
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month but failed to determine his problem and asked if I would take him as they are not really geared 

for dealing with foxes.  So far I’m equally perplexed.  His favourite food is cat-biscuits; most odd! 

 

Ice just after release. 

 

 Willow Wildlife at Beckenham is a small rescue organisation run by a husband and wife team.  

They are firm believers in homeopathic treatment -- on which I have an open mind.  Most wildlife 

organisations cooperate and my second delivery of orphan cubs came from Willow.  When I opened 

the door to Eddie Williams he promptly dumped a very friendly cub called Bella in my arms.  It was a 

lovely moment that I’ve never forgotten. 

 Bella had been rescued by someone who thought a pet fox might be fun.  She was handled 

and played with.  Then a neighbour’s dog attacked her.  Injured, she was taken to a vet and treated.  

It was then decided that she would be better off with a rescue organisation.  In the fullness of time 

she came to me along with four other orphan cubs. 

 Bella was loving and loveable and wanted human contact.  If I went into the pen and bent 

down to pick up something she was promptly on my back.  If I sat on a stool in the pen she was on my 

lap straight away.  She and a male cub, Warren, became friendly and I had visions of them becoming 

partners and producing a family.  It was not to be.  Bella died, cause unknown, as related in Chapter 

Three. 
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 It is my hope that this account may cause readers to appreciate that other species have needs, 

desires, fears, pleasures and concerns very similar to our own.  That they are thinking, caring creatures 

with communication skills.  That they possess abilities that we lack and which they would use to our 

benefit if only we would amend our attitude and cease our determination to control everything.  That 

we could, by changing our approach, exist in harmony with other species, just as they do amongst 

themselves. 

 

 

Bella on arrival.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

I am sometimes asked for tips on gaining association with wildlife.  It is difficult to generalise 

and there are a variety of approaches.  Some eschew my preferred route of gaining acceptance as 

they feel that the animal will no longer behave ‘normally’.  What is ‘normal’? 

 My impression is that wild species look on people as unpredictable, potentially dangerous, 

and therefore best avoided.  But they prefer harmony, and if they find an individual who can be 

trusted, enjoy friendship with that one person.  They are not tamed.  Their reaction to everything else 

will be ‘normal’. 

 Gaining acceptance is not easy, requires much patience, and still may not succeed.  But how 

it can work, how it did work, is best illustrated by the account of my making friends with Benji, a fully 

adult, fully wild, badger. 

 Corgie, an inordinately shy fox with ultra-short legs, would lay in wait for me to dump leftovers 

from foxes in pens.  He tried to avoid being seen but this night I spotted him lain by the base of a large 

larch tree.  To my surprise, when I returned a few moments later, he hadn’t moved.  Then I spotted 

the reason – a badger was consuming the leftovers.  Dumping leftovers was a regular routine and I 

foresaw Corgie going hungry in future.  How to persuade the badger to go elsewhere? 

 Badgers enjoy peanuts.  So, I laid a trail of peanuts from ‘the dumping spot’ towards the back 

yard.  I got some food into Corgie by tossing chicks in his direction.  Indeed, he eventually learned that 

by letting me glimpse him he got fed.  But Benji followed her trail of peanuts every evening.  I stood 

in the back yard, watching.  I didn’t hide, I didn’t move; I was just there, part of the scenery.  After 

some days I let Benji see me deposit more peanuts.  Gradually she came closer and closer.  After two 

months she took the risk and ate peanuts off the palm of my hand. 

 

Taking peanuts from my hand. 
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 Within the next few days she was coming to the back yard to be fed and discovered that I 

could be persuaded to issue petmince – more desirable than peanuts. 

 Typically English, we had a very wet summer.  That may not have worried Benji, but I did NOT 

enjoy getting wet.  So, I invited Benji into the boiler room, an invitation she accepted.  Our relationship 

was growing. 

 

Benji in the boiler room. 

 

 Then came the night when, whilst she was dining from a hand-held bowl, Renate charged into 

the boiler room, almost falling over Benji, who fled in panic.  I thought this would terminate my 

friendship with a badger; but the outcome was rather different.  I was still acceptable company, but 

Benji declined to go anywhere near the boiler room.  I just had to suffer getting wet. 

 As time progressed the weather improved and I could sit on a rustic seat in the yard.  There I 

taught Benji to reach up, forepaws on my knee, to dine from a bowl on my lap.  And there I discovered 

that she permitted me to stroke her – just so long as food was involved.  I also discovered that badgers 

are very strong but very gentle.  She sometimes gripped a finger in her paw which curls around similar 

to a human hand.  I was held very firmly. 

 Once, in our early days, she gripped my wrist in her jaws.  She didn’t break the skin and I 

wondered if this was a ‘friendship bite’ as utilised by foxes and squirrels to express appreciation. 
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 Each winter Benji disappeared only to reappear in the spring.  On the first two returns she had 

difficulty remembering if I really was that nice human she used to know.  On the third return, after an 

absence of 110 days, there was just a little hesitancy on the first night.  Thereafter we were back to 

normal interaction.  Other badgers came, but fled at the first sign of me. 

 The most important thing about wildlife watching is to portray total disinterest.  We used to 

offer Bed & Breakfast and often guests would suggest coming with me to meet my wildlife friends.  I 

learned to tell those few who might do so successfully, and the majority who might just catch a glimpse 

of the rear end of a fleeing animal. 

 But, regardless of how adept you may be of becoming ‘just another part of the landscape’ it 

is of scant value if the creature you want to watch is half a mile away.  Fortunately, many wild creatures 

have regular habits and routines, so it is possible to determine roughly when and where the subject 

of your interest is likely to appear.  For example, my first fox-watching determined that Foxy would 

arrive at the same time each evening within a latitude of 15 minutes either way.  I discovered this by 

putting food out and noting when it had disappeared.  Once I knew when I might expect Foxy’s arrival 

it saved me much boredom waiting for him to appear. 

 Some people use night-vision equipment.  I’ve tried it.  Yes, it really works, but there’s a down 

side.  Looking through any optical device your field of view is limited.  I was concerned that a fox, 

difficult to spot at the best of times, would melt into obscurity when viewed as a green image.  No, 

that was not a problem, but I spent too much time searching for an animal that slipped behind a bush 

and might emerge anywhere.  And, on top of that, it’s another bit of kit to be carried.  Instead, I carry 

a powerful portable searchlight.  No creature enjoys being dazzled but only a few object to being 

illuminated. 

 To enable Benji to be filmed I installed a 1,000 watt halogen floodlight over the back yard.  It 

didn’t worry the badgers but the foxes were concerned and only made fleeting visits.  Probably 

primarily due to it being different and their aversion to change. 

 After Jack vanished his wild chum, Apple, remained here; then disappeared for twenty weeks 

only to return to ‘pick up where he left off’.  He was an enigma.  He would accept food from my fingers 

but physical contact was totally avoided.  He would not so much as place a steadying paw on my thigh 

to reach up and gain a chick.  Yet he would happily curl up and doze by my feet if I sat outside; and 

that Benji would dine off my lap whilst he was there influenced him not one jot. 

 Fox friend Apple was in the back yard, hoping that I’d arrive and issue food.  I entered the 

boiler room (where food is stored) and Apple waited in the doorway.  The next moment Benji the 

badger was beside him – also hoping to be fed. 

 Normally, the food Apple craved above all else was dead day-old cock chicks, whilst Benji’s 

favourite was ‘petmince’.  I gave a chick to Apple and a bowl of petmince to Benji.  But that night Apple 

wanted ‘petmince’.  Before I had time to fill another feeding bowl he stole from Benji – taking from 

right under her nose.  To my surprise (and delight) Benji didn’t demur. 

 Meanwhile, Apple got his own bowl of ‘petmince’.  Once Benji emptied her bowl, she stuck 

her snout alongside Apple’s to eat from his bowl.  To my astonishment harmony reigned. 

 Where food is concerned, badgers tend to grab all they can and no consideration is given to 

other species.  With twice the weight and ten times the strength of a fox, a badger simply shoulders a 

fox off a meal and takes over.  Sensible foxes don’t argue.  So, why this unexpected tolerance?  Well, 

neither was stupid; and both knew that I looked after both of them.  I can only think that they realised 
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that to object, in any way, to the presence of the other might adversely affect their relationship with 

me.  Better by far to be all pals together – then maybe nice friendly human will issue more lovely grub.  

Which, of course, is exactly what happened.  Animals are far from stupid! 

 Even more remarkable was that Benji learned to not only trust me but to also trust my 

judgement.  She would flee from any stranger UNLESS I was with her and I accepted them.  But I had 

to be close by her, not just nearby. 

 This was starkly illustrated when my wife’s family came to stay.  My sister-in-law Magdalene 

and her adult daughter Bettina both wanted to see Benji.  The first night when Benji arrived I could 

only find Magdalene.  She accompanied me to the back door.  Benji was devouring whatever food was 

remaining in the yard.  Leaving my sister-in-law I crossed to Benji, greeted her by giving her my hand 

to sniff, and then entered the nearby boiler room to prepare a bowl of petmince for Benji.  But 

Magdalene had seen a nice friendly badger and would emulate my actions.  She took two paces into 

the yard and Benji was gone!  She did not return for about five hours. 

 The following night my niece Bettina was to hand when Benji arrived.  I followed the same 

routine but told Bettina to stand in the open doorway, not enter the yard.  Having got Benji’s bowl of 

petmince I crossed to the rustic seat, sat down and invited Benji to dine off my lap.  Now Benji likes to 

finish her meal with a large, uncooked, pork sausage.  Strangely, I generally manage to have one with 

me.  As her petmince got consumed I invited Bettina to join us.  She stood close alongside, and Benji 

was happy to accept the sausage from her fingers. 

 The previous night I had not been with Benji when Magdalene approached. 

 Nor did Benji simply accept a single stranger.  Three young adults joined me in the back yard 

when I was with Benji and accepted food from two of them.  One commented, “I can’t believe this.  

I’m six feet from a wild badger and Mike’s petting it!” 

 

Benji, photographed just outside our back door – asking for a sausage.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

-- Odds & Ends -- 

This book was compiled over years as ever more information was revealed, then edited and 

re-edited.  But at the end there are a few interesting or amusing anecdotes which managed to get 

omitted.  But, as they are worthy of recording here they are:- 

================================================== 

1. It was soon after I got involved with foxes.  A neighbour called; “I see there’s more in the paper 

about foxes being vicious predators,” she told me. 

 I know the power of the written word, but I also know that more powerful is experience.  The 

next day we had an election, the Village Hall was a Polling Station, and I knew that my neighbour would 

be outside ‘telling’ for a political party. 

 So, the following afternoon I joined her, sat alongside her – with a fox on my lap.  “Here’s your 

vicious predator,” I told her. 

 In her case I was ‘preaching to the converted’ but some of those coming to vote held stronger 

views.  One man in particular berated me with, “You should see the carnage that occurred in my 

brother’s chicken run.”  For him, the fox was entirely to blame.  To have suggested that his brother 

was foolhardy would have been considered insulting. 

 But if I can build enclosures to keep foxes in, poultry keepers could build enclosures to keep 

foxes out.  They don’t because to do so costs more than a flimsy ‘chicken run’.  I wonder if, when thy 

go out, they can’t be bothered to lock the house’ and are astonished on their return to discover that 

a burglar had visited. 

================================================== 

2. Out for his evening walk, Cropper and I were strolling through the centre of the village.  At a 

place where roads meet, there is a small village green, and a well illuminated pub provides plenty of 

light.  A car drove past, only to turn around and return.  The middle-aged couple in it had argued – the 

husband refusing to believe that the wife had seen a man taking a fox for a walk.  To settle it they had 

returned, and I introduced Cropper to them. 

================================================== 

3. Nor was that the only instance of vehicles returning after passing Cropper and me.  To teach 

him that traffic is dangerous, on the approach of a vehicle I picked up Cropper.  The car came from 

ahead, zoomed past us, only to return a moment later.  “Is he hurt?  Can I take you to a vet?” enquired 

the concerned driver.  Aren’t some people nice? 

================================================== 

4. Cropper and I were off for our evening walk when a car pulled up and reversed to enquire the 

way.  But in reversing a rear wheel went over a very large rock so that to drive forward was impossible.  

Only one answer: get all the passengers out of the car and apply muscle power to lift the car over the 
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obstruction.  Husband remained to drive while wife, son, and two daughters disembarked.  The 

mother, son and I would heave and shove.  I asked the elder daughter to hold Cropper, which she did. 

 With the car clear of the obstruction I went to retrieve my fox.  I thought that possibly the 

younger daughter would feel that big sister got to do things while she was ‘left out’.  So, I asked if she 

would like to hold Cropper.  Her reply shook me. 

 “Oh, no!  I’m scared.  He might eat me like he did The Gingerbread Man.” 

 She was completely sincere, her fear was genuine.  All due to some silly children’s story. 

================================================== 

5. There were times when a young fox – a teenager – wanted to accompany Cropper on his 

evening walk.  Cropper wasn’t really keen but there was little he could do about it.  On one outing we 

managed to lose our tail.  But as we returned it managed to succeed in picking us up again.  What 

shook me was that the youngster had seemingly followed our scent a considerable distance along a 

tortuous route.  It could not have seen or heard us because that route involved a tunnel beneath a 

motorway. 

================================================== 

6. On another outing Cropper amended his behaviour.  There were no pauses to savour 

interesting smells, no detours to investigate anything.  He stopped only once, when we were about a 

quarter in into our circular route, to hold a conversation with our young companion.  Apart from that, 

Cropper strode out purposefully the entire distance until we were about 100 yards from home.  There, 

a noise from nearby caused us all to halt.  But nothing happened; nothing appeared, so we should 

proceed.  But Cropper couldn’t.  He couldn’t take another step.  The constant fast pace had taken its 

toll.  I carried him home. 

 I know the problem.  In my case it was cured by major heart surgery. 

 I can only guess why Cropper behaved so stupidly.  It had something to do with the youngster 

that accompanied us.  Maybe he wanted to impress it in some way.  The route we he followed was 

one we took fairly frequently, but never in such a short time. 

================================================== 

7. The route under the motorway took us through a sand quarry and crossed quarry roads.  The 

lorries lost part of their load en route resulting in the quarry road being well covered with sand.  It had 

been raining heavily, and the lorries had churned the wet sand up into a soup.  I had reservations 

regarding the stability of the road surface.  Cropper thought it looked OK and jumped off the footpath 

onto the sand. 

 He sank until he rested on his tummy, all four legs buried in soft wet sand.  I hauled him out 

and carried him over, jumping with him in my arms to the centre where no vehicle wheel had stirred 

things up, and from there to the far side.  Tame humans can be useful. 

================================================== 

8. Mother and small daughter stood in our hall, waiting for the husband to hump luggage to their 

room.  They had endured a long and tedious journey and the mother drew the child’s attention to one 

of our cats.  Then Cropper ambled through from the back of the house.  I was in the hall and watched 

as the mother grabbed her daughter to her, terrified by the arrival of ‘a vicious predator’.  But seeing 
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the householder stood, watching, totally unconcerned, her horrified expression turned to one of 

perplexity. 

 I picked up Cropper and carried him to them, explaining that he was tame and foxes are not 

dangerous.  The lady was shaken; this was at total variance with her impression of foxes, but the hard 

evidence was in front of her, and she wanted to learn more.  I warm to people who are ready to amend 

their views.  They had to depart as they had a table booked for an evening meal, but on their return I 

was bombarded with questions until after midnight. 

================================================== 

9. Walking through the countryside one night Cropper and I fell in with a couple also out for a 

walk.  Cropper’s presence ensured that the conversation revolved around foxes.  “We had terrible 

trouble with a fox.  It persisted in breaking into the chicken run,” they told me.  “But it wasn’t after 

the hens; it wanted the bread we had put in there for them.” 

 This was music to my ears; the first independent evidence in support of an impression that I 

had been gaining – that a fox is reluctant to kill if an alternative food source is available. 

================================================== 

10. My first tame fox, Cropper, died of old age and has a marked grave on our property.  He had 

been a major part of my life for over six years.  My second tamed fox was Jack – much younger than 

Cropper -- who simply vanished one balmy August night.  Only after his disappearance did I realise the 

extent to which he and I had become ‘one item’.  For over 18 months I yearned for a fox companion 

and then along came Rory to relieve my misery. 

  Rory came from Purley where he was rescued in January and passed into the care of Riverside 

Animal Centre who treated him for an infection.  But he displayed symptoms of toxoplasmosis.  A lady 

volunteer at Riverside looked after him at her home and considered that he was not suitable for 

release, would not survive in the wild.  She hated the thought of having to end his life just to be kind.  

I persuaded her that ‘toxo’ need not be the end of the road, that given care and tamed a fox may find 

most of his ‘lost marbles’, and thus Rory came to me. 

 

Rory in his pen, soon after arrival in April 2011. 
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May 2011.  Rory exploring the garden. 

 Sadly, unlike my previous tamed foxes, Rory failed to shake off the toxoplasmosis and slowly 

and steadily declined during the nine months he was with me.   In hindsight I can only think that my 

assumption that he would have been given ‘Antirobe’ to halt the ‘toxo’ was unfounded.  Due to my 

ignorance I let him die.  Strangely, while both Cropper and Jack had displayed typical ‘toxo’ symptoms 

when they first arrived, Rory only did so shortly before he died. 

 

Rory on his favourite hall chair. 
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 But Rory showed that a difference does exist between urban and rural foxes – exactly the 

same as exists with people.  I looked up his old home territory on ‘Google Earth’ to discover that it was 

an up-market concrete jungle.  To Rory, arriving in our very rural environment – where the concrete, 

bricks and asphalt to which he was accustomed were replaced by grass, trees, hedges and fields of 

grain – was akin to landing on the moon.  When I first started taking him out he repeatedly grabbed 

my trouser legs.  I was the one familiar, and he was behaving like a child clinging to its mother’s skirt. 

 He viewed tall vegetation as an impenetrable barrier, like a concrete wall.  But 

experimentation – with human encouragement – revealed that one can simply push your way through 

it.  Having made this stupendous discovery he – like a child with a new toy – dragged me through a 

four-foot high bed of stinging nettles. 

 He discovered that your paw goes right through the surface of a muddy puddle.  And horses 

– aren’t they HUGE! 

 One of the down-sides of associating with wildlife is that one must become accustomed to 

‘saying goodbye’. 

 But I hope this screed may open minds to the realisation that we can share the world with 

other creatures and gain much pleasure when so doing.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

-- The Latest: September 2015 -- 

(Sweetie & Molly) 

The fox had lost the battle.  He was alive but not much else.  His body was torn and bleeding 

all over, large areas of fur had been ripped off, one lower fang was broken and one of his feet was 

injured.  On top of all his physical injuries he was suffering from toxoplasmosis. 

 Toxoplasmosis causes memory loss – not all memory, just significant bits.  It is an ailment 

which, in the UK, primarily afflicts foxes although cats, and very rarely dogs, may also catch it. The 

effect of toxoplasmosis varies from one animal to another but appears to initially target that section 

of the brain containing implanted information, frequently described as instinct.  Thus fear of people is 

forgotten along with multiple other things such as that soft fruit is edible.  Over time – quite a long 

time -- a proportion of the defects may recover. 

 Thus it was that one badly wounded and ailing animal was rescued in South Croydon in mid-

April 2013 and passed into the care of Riverside Animal Centre in Wallington, South London, who did 

their best to help it.  The injured foot was successfully cured but a month later the fox still displayed 

battle scars and was far from a happy creature.  It ate little, was decidedly underweight and inactive. 

 Wildlife rescue organisations do sterling work but not infrequently face difficult choices.  

Many rescue organisations consider such cases as ‘not viable’ and the animal is euthanised.  Yet it 

need not be ‘the end of the road’. 

 Rosy, a volunteer at Riverside, christened this fox ‘Sweetie Scarface’ describing both his nature 

and appearance.  Hating the thought of destroying an animal for which there might, just, be some 

future, she persuaded Ted – who runs Riverside – to let Sweetie Scarface come to me, as I have 

nurtured other foxes in similar states with a degree of success. 

 

Sweetie showing his Scarface. 
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I am well aware that there are those involved with wildlife rescue who view my approach with 

disdain, possibly even horror.  But I believe in helping less fortunate creatures by whatever means will 

best benefit them.  Foxes with toxoplasmosis are highly unlikely to ever regain the caution necessary 

for survival in the wild world and therefore require permanent care.  Life in a pen is ‘no life’; fed and 

watered but the same outlook, the same routine, day after day, year in, year out – that’s no life, that’s 

merely an existence.  For them to enjoy a decent quality of life they need to be tamed – relatively easy 

due to their memory loss.  A tamed animal may be taken out, go places, do things, meet other 

creatures.  Generally they acquire wild friends. 

 My basic approach also differs from that of many carers.  After over fifteen years associating 

with foxes I’ve learned a lot about fox psychology, which bears comparison with our own.  Thus my 

first priority with Sweetie Scarface was to make him believe that he had a future; that he could find 

enjoyment, that he might be useful, that he was wanted.  If the animal cannot see any hope for himself 

he’ll simply ‘give up’ and wait for death. 

 So, in the middle of May 2013, I collected this sorry creature and brought him home.  On 12 

June I told of this animal in a letter stating:- 

      “The fox is a sad case.  No energy, poor appetite, favourite occupation going to sleep on my lap.  

The multiple wounds all over his body are healing nicely, but on top of toxoplasmosis he also has a 

chest infection.  I do wonder how long it may live.  But it appears to be reasonably happy.” 

 When he arrived with me Sweetie ate just about enough to hold body and soul together.  He 

really didn’t want to go anywhere, do anything.  No spark, no sparkle.  So lethargic that he might fall 

asleep almost anywhere – see photos. 

 Just two-and-a-half months later he was a changed animal.  He devoured a sensible volume 

of food, he’d put on weight, his scabs had fallen off and his fur was growing nicely.  But over and above 

such physical aspects, I now had a happy fox: a fox that looked to a future.  On 29th July we went for 

our first proper walk together, a shared outing. 

 The route to these improvements was unusual and sometimes surprising.  The first great leap 

forwards came through him becoming surrogate uncle to an injured, orphaned cub.  Suddenly finding 

that he was useful to another fox, was wanted by that cub made a terrific change to his outlook. 

 

Lethargy.  After ten minutes walking he lay down to rest for an hour. 
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 It occurred more or less by accident.  Because learning to ride with me in a vehicle is part of 

the taming process, I took Sweetie with me when I went to visit another fox-carer, Juliet, who had a 

cub that she could not place with her other orphans because it was hurt, needed care, and was much 

smaller. 

 

Lethargy indoors. He could fall asleep anywhere. 

 

 The cub was lonely and Juliet hoped to borrow an orphan cub from me as a playmate.  Just to 

see what might happen we let Sweetie in with the cub.  Initially they were shy, so we left them 

together and went indoors for refreshment.  But that pen is monitored by CCTV so we could observe 

whatever occurred.  They bonded and within ten minutes were snuggled up together.  I just couldn’t 

break up this blissful scene so would leave Sweetie there for a few days. 

 The following day Juliet brought Sweetie back because, she claimed, he was missing me.  But 

she brought me a changed fox: Sweetie had more energy and enthusiasm for life than he had 

possessed previously. 

 The next day she came again, bringing Rusty the cub because he was distraught without Uncle 

Sweetie.  The following morning an old shower tray set in the floor of the pen contained a mass of 

wood-shavings, one large fox, one small fox, and three soft toys all snuggled together and fast asleep.  

Utterly sweet! 
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Cub Rusty. 

 Indirectly, Rusty is responsible for Sweetie eating more.  Sweetie is a very slow diner, he just 

nibbles at food.  I suspected some jaw injury but examination by a vet revealed nothing amiss.  Food 

delivered to the pen was appropriated by Rusty.  He didn’t eat it all, he didn’t really want it all; but he 

declared ownership and cached it – buried under shavings.  Now, no adult fox will steal from a 

youngster, so Sweetie went hungry.  Realising the situation I started feeding Sweetie by himself in our 

kitchen.  It might take literally hours before a feeding bowl was empty, but at least the food got inside 

him.  It had the desired effect, his body ‘filled out’ and he gained more energy.  Still not a lot: but a 

welcome change in the right direction. 

 

Leisurely dining in the kitchen. 

 Slowly, steadily, Sweetie developed into a better and better fox.  By early September he was 

physically fit and displaying a high degree of intelligence. 



My Friends the Foxes Chapter 18 

 

 
126 

Permitted to run around indoors he delighted in wriggling through the most awkward routes 

he could find – under chair legs, behind settees, beneath occasional tables.  This was deliberate and I 

can but assume that he enjoys the challenge of moving in restricted space.  Yet, when out on a lead 

with me, he made no attempt to select a route where I might not fit.  Other foxes might dive beneath 

parked cars or under pens, but not Sweetie. 

 He would run.  Again, not when on a lead.  But when we came indoors and I unclipped his lead 

he shot off like a rocket.  He might tear round and round the kitchen – his legs a blur beneath his body.  

A sight that did my heart good when I thought of the lethargic, listless, depressed character he had 

been just twelve weeks previously. 

The sole medication he had received was a course of ‘Antirobe’ which, if not a cure, appears 

to halt the progression of Toxoplasmosis. 

 By the end of September Sweetie continued to improve.  He would race around indoors as 

fast as any fox could, skidding around corners.  Remarkably, there have been no accidental breakages.  

When I put him on my lap he might snuggle up and purr loudly.  I had a fit and happy fox.  Totally 

unrecognisable as the ‘hopeless’ case he was when he came to me. 

 Improvement continued. 

 That Sweetie made no attempt to go upstairs did not surprise me.  For over six years the first 

‘toxo’ fox that I tamed avoided climbing or descending any steep gradient.  Clearly, just another result 

of contracting toxoplasmosis.  But on 22nd January 2014 I lost Sweetie; he was nowhere to be found – 

until I went upstairs and discovered him dozing on a landing corridor.  He had disposed of whatever 

climbing phobia he had acquired through his infection.  It had taken over nine months, but evidences 

the statement made at the end of the second paragraph. 

 And the bond between us grew.  It had become routine that he came on my lap every evening 

and we dozed together.  Occasionally, I fell asleep and the intended twenty minutes became two 

hours.  It resulted in my getting to bed ever later and Sweetie clearly did not appreciate being returned 

to his pen, outside.  It struck me that I was being daft; why not take Sweetie to bed with me?  So I did. 

 

Exploring indoors. 
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 Initially, there were unexpected problems.  Sweetie talked too much preventing me from 

sleeping.  That soon ceased, but we are both still learning, discovering how to share our lives.  If a cat 

shares your bed it sleeps on top of the covers; Sweetie prefers to be with me, under the duvet.  Before 

he understood what it was all about, getting him into bed was a struggle.  Now that he knows what 

the end result will be he is much more amenable; and, once we are snuggled up together, purrs his 

appreciation.  It’s akin to having a constantly warm, soft, fur-clad hot water bottle to cuddle.  

 

In the morning, after I’ve got out of bed. 

 

 Molly is a beautiful vixen.  She was rescued by Riverside Animal Centre when in very poor 

condition, given rest and recuperation, and when fit released.  But a few weeks later she was rescued 

again, this time from Brixton bus garage, covered in oil and once more in poor health.  Clearly, she just 

wasn’t managing to look after herself.  Riverside wondered if she might fare better in a rural 

environment so sent her to me. 

 But Molly lacked the reactions of a normal fox.  I doubted if she would manage better in the 

countryside.  Physically she was in fine condition – her problem was mental.  Unfortunately, due to 

the poor health of both my wife and myself I was unable to devote the time to study Molly, to 

determine – if I could – what ailed her and what might return her to normality. 
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Molly. 

 

 Then both Renate and I became seriously unwell – she with dementia, me with a rare disease 

that the medics failed to identify for four months.  Eventually Renate had to go permanently into a 

care home and I was reduced to a wheelchair.  Unable to look after animals they all had to go.  Molly 

and Sweetie went to stay with a kind fox-carer in Hampshire until I might be fit enough to resume 

caring for them.  They are fine and happy, together in an enormous pen in woodland and -- I’m told – 

have fallen in love. 

 At the time of writing I HOPE to fetch them back within the next few weeks. 

 

 

==  THE END  ==



 

 

 

 

 

 Some years ago, wildlife photographer Mark Hamblin described the author as “a man with a 

mission”.   And this book is the result.  For over twenty years Mike Towler has been learning – 

discovering THE TRUTH about wild species. 

 He set out to discover the hopes, fears, ambitions and attitudes of foxes by becoming 

acceptable company amongst them.  By adopting an unusual research approach he dismayed some of 

the established ‘wildlife people’ but revealed some almost unbelievable truths.  He discovered that 

foxes are probably the most misunderstood wild mammal, and that they have the most pleasant 

nature imaginable – when mankind permits. 

 Other species intrude – revealing that there are common attitudes throughout all wild 

creatures. 

 Now this wealth of information – much of it new, and backed by photographs – which he 

discovered has been set down to be available to all.  If Mike Towler’s mission is – through education 

– to facilitate harmony between people and foxes; then maybe he has achieved it. 

 

================================================= 
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