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Introduction
During my twenty-three years of living in wild, remote places, one of the
wild creatures that has most fascinated me has been the Scottish wildcat.It
is rare, ferocious, and reputedly untameable. When,in 1974, I returned to
my Highland homeafter tracking wild cougarandgrizzly bear in Canada
and heard my friend Allan MacColl had found two abandoned wildcat
kittens in a ditch and wanted meto look after them, I was somewhat
dubious — to say the least. However, as I hastily read about them, |
realized howlittle was known.Scientific observation was scant.

I took the two little spitfires home by boat in late July, and soon
understood they were too fierce and intractable to be raised as pets. They
had to be approached with caution, could usually only be handled when
wearing thick gloves. Both being females, I named them Cleo and Patra,
and they made their quarters in the woodshed behind the cottage; I
allowed them freedom to come andgo. From there I was able to observe
their dawn and dusk forays to learn to hunt andestablish territories. If
ever they stayed away too long, my gentle Alsatian Moobli could locate
them byscent.
By the autumnI felt they might not be hunting well enoughto earn their

ownlivings, and offered them to London Zoo for breeding purposes. To
my surprise, the zoo did not want them as more space was needed for
making bigger, more natural enclosures for the larger mammalslikelions,
tigers and gorillas. In fact, the zoo had a large wildcat tom for which they
weretrying to find better accommodation.
The upshot wasthat instead of losing two wildcats, I acquired another

— a spitting, growling malevolence, who never once in his ten years of
captivity had showntheslightest liking, or even tolerance, towards those
who fed him. Sylvesturr, for so I named him, had only one form of
greeting — attack! Even if one was approaching with food, he would leap
from his bed, slam downa front paw, and emit a loud spitting PAAAH!
which soundedlike a small charge of exploding dynamite.
As I laboured to makethe wildcats strong wild enclosures, my hopethat

Sylvesturr would one day mate with one of the females seemed a faint one
indeed. I gave the tom the largest enclosure, complete with natural rocky
den. To the end of this I built a smaller run for the two females, and as
Sylvesturr was much larger than they were, I made a hole between the
pens just large enough for them to get through to him but too small for
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him to get into their quarters. (I had read that male wildcats will
sometimeskill kittens.) All the time the females ran free, returning to their
pen to be fed andto sleep in their den box.
From this accidental and shaky start, my wildcat breeding experiment

began, and the detailed personal adventures were told in my book Wildcat
Haven. Ultimately three litters were raised and nine pure wildcats were
released into the wild, after Sylvesturr returned from hisfirst winter in the
wilds to mate again with Cleo.

It is on these studies, more recent scientific research, and a great deal
more observations in the wild than I have hitherto recorded, that the
information in the bookis based.

Mike Tomkies
June 1990
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What 1s a wildcat?
This is not so foolish a question as it sounds, for more controversy
surrounds the wildcat than any other memberof our fauna. Oncecalled
‘the British tiger’, its reputation for ferocity is legend. However, having
bred and released two wildcat families to the wild, I found it is ferocious
only when cornered and in self defence or, of course, when making a
hunting kill. Otherwise,it will always avoid man, andhis dogs,if it can.It
maylooklike a large tabbyatfirst sight but it is genetically different from
the domestic cat. The Scottish wildcat, Felis silvestris, is descended from
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the extinct ancestral species Felis lunensis, which was rather like a
primitive panther or puma.
The precise origin of the domestic cat is not known for certain but

consensussaysthatit originated from the African wildcat, Felis lybica and
the south-west Asian Felis ornata. It is possible that mixtures also came in
from other small wild cats such as Felis margarita and cafra. Such cats
found small prey common near man’s dwellings and it is believed they
werefirst domesticated by the Egyptians, prior to 1600 BC, who esteemed
their tamed cats as being sacred to the goddess Pasht — from which the
name ‘Puss’ is said to derive. In Dutch and also Gaelic the word ‘Pus’ also
meanscat.
The tamecats spread in popularity throughout the Mediterranean area

and are believed to have been brought to western Europe and Britain by
the Phoenician traders to keep rats and mice downin their ships’ stores.
Later, the Romans brought them overtoo for the same purposes, and the
first mention of cattus in literature was made in AD 350 by Palladius who

 
Egyptian catfigure.
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described them as being ‘useful in granaries’. The Romans took them all
over their great Empire. From the large number of domestic cat breeds
that exist today,it is clear that they evolved from a large genetic pool. Our
household and farm cats have long been valued and wayback in the tenth
century the Prince of Wales promulgated lawsthatset the value of cats —a
kitten before its eyes were open was worth one penny. From the time they
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were open to whenit caughtits first mouse, it was worth two pence, and

after its first mouse its value was four pence. For killing a cat, a person

could be fined, made to forfeit a milk ewe, or ‘pay’ into the courts enough

grain to cover the cat’s body when hungupbythetip ofits tail!

No such love was bestowed upon the wildcat, however, and, although

it’s hard to believe, it was not given full protection by law until as recently
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as 1987. Yet in the Scottish wildcat Britain has an indigenous mammal as
truly wild, independent and magnificent as any animalin the world. While
lynxes, leopards, lions and even tigers can become amenable to man’s
discipline in captivity, the wildcat does not.
The main controversies surrounding the wildcat are: Can the wildcat,

like the domestic, have more than one brooda year, and does it do so in
the wild? Can it be tamed at all? Does the wildcat interbreed with feral
domestics? Is it related to the ‘new’ species, the big golden-eyed wild black
cats that have been found in recent years? These are just a few of the
questions answeredin this book.



 

What’s the difference
between a wildcat
and a domestic one?
The wildcat is generally bigger and stronger than a domestic tabby, its
mostdistinctive feature being a thick, bushy, black-ringed tail which ends
in a very bluntblacktip.
The fur is a fawny grey andis longer andsofter than in the domestic cat.

The guard hairs, some over twoincheslong,are generally whitish grey or
dark browny-black, with the flank stripes formed by concentrations of
dark hairs. Beneath the guardhairslies a thick-growing fine wool-like fur,
varying from yellow-grey to orangey buff, the latter especially marked on
the insides of the thighs and the lower inside of the front legs. The belly
fur, sometimes frosty white betweenthefrontlegs, is short and greyish but
lined below the flanks with ochraceousbuff and there are dark grey stripes
or patches on the underbelly which varies with individuals.
The toe pads, pink at birth, are almost completely black in the adult,

and are surrounded by thick short black hairs. These black hair patches
extend an inch or twouptherear ofthe front feet, and sometimesright up
to the ‘heel’ bone onthe rear feet. The clawsare light horn coloured and,
like the feet, are larger in proportion than the domestic cat’s. The short
hair covering the top of the feet is a light buff and in the sun has a
gleaming velvet look. Two broad browny-black bands often partly
encircle the forelegsin front of the ‘elbows’. The wildcat’s limbs are longer
in proportion to its body than the dometic’s, just as the skull is stronger,
broader and morerobust.
Edward Hamilton measured wildcat skulls in the late 1890s and found

they varied between 3 and 31% inches (78.5 and 89 mm)in basal length,
compared with domestic cats’ between 23/4 and 31 inches (73 and 85
mm). In mature wildcats, particularly in males, there is a high nasalarch,
giving the animala slightly convex ‘Roman’ profile. The teeth are also
longer and stronger, particularly the canines; the upper two can be almost
three-quarters of an inch long and in mature toms protrude even whenthe
mouthis closed.
The wildcat nose is a bright orangey salmon pink in a prime animal,
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though the colour fades in old age. The nose and inner nostrils are edged
with a fine black line which extends down to the mouth. The fur of the
front upper lips and chin is pale and sometimes there is a small white
throat patch. The chin is thicker and more ‘determined’ looking than in
the domestic cat. I believe the animals can signal to each other with their
white lips and chins because I often saw my animals opening and closing
their mouths when in sight of each other at dusk without emitting a
sound. The whiskers are stiff, white, grow in greater profusion than the
domestic cats, and often extend far beyond the head width. They are used
as ‘feelers’ when the animal is in narrow places in pitch dark. The lip
membranesare black but the inside of the mouth and the rasped tongue
are a far brighter red than in the domestic cat. The large eyes have yellow-
gold irises which seem to grow paler with age, and no British animal’s eyes
are more expressive of mood — from rage and ferocity to peaceful
relaxation and pleasure whenbaskingin the sun. I noticed the pupils stay
rounder longer than those of domestic cats in similar light conditions.
They also expand to full roundness in bright daylight when they sense
danger, are afraid orin the last stages of a hunt. This tendency to greater
roundness may perhapslink wildcats more closely than domestics with the
big ‘cats’ like lions, tigers and pumas, whose pupils do not contract to
verticalslits.
On the wildcat’s forehead is usually a distinct but unjoined ‘M’ (the

inner ends not meeting in the centre) and a pair of dark lines extend from
the eyes to below the ears. The widely spaced ears, held down rather than
back when angry,are light tawny, front-edged with dark brown, rimmed
with yellow buff, and sometimes end with longer dark hairs at the tip,
though this could hardly be called a tuft. From the crown of the head and
downthe napeare four, rarely five, dark lines which peter out before the
shoulders. Between the shoulder blades are usually two, rarely three,
strong dark parallel dashes and from them, about an inch away, a dark
line runs along the spine to the tail. Occasionally this line breaks into three
though the lowerlines are often not joined and consist of paler dashes and
indistinct spots. The wildcat undergoes an early spring moult to a lighter
summer coat (pelage), which helps disguise it better amid the herbage in
the increased light. There is anotherslighter moult in late summer, before
the darker pelage of winter, which grows from the end of October,
through Novemberand early December.

Thetail is often described as short but my research proved that in the
finest specimens it usually exceeds half the head and body length;it is,
however, shorter than the domestic cat’s. Its broad black or blackish rings"ABE
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Wildcat and pawprint.

vary in number, usually between three and five, though in multi-ringed
animals the rings nearestthe root are usually indistinct. The wildcat’stail,
with its distinctly separate rings, contrasts greatly with the thin, tapering,
unevenly striped or blotchedtail of the domestic tabby.

In 1943, J.C. Kirk and R. Wagstaffe published the measurements of 107
wildcats, of which only five were females. The average head and body
length of the males was 231% inches (589 mm) (smallest 14°inches/365
mm, largest 251 inches/653 mm; the average tail length being 12%
inches/315 mm) (shortest 81/4 inches/210 mm, longest 1314 inches/342
mm). The figures for the five females — average head and body length
2214 inches/571 mm;average tail length 12% inches/311 mm — reveal a
similar picture, and also confirm they are generally considerably smaller
animals than the toms.
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The biggest wildcats

The heaviest recorded wildcatin
the British Museum ofNatural
History in Londonis a 1934 tom
from Ardgay, Ross-shire, which
measured 24°/s inches (63 cm) head
and body, plus a 14 inch (36 cm)
long tail, and weighed 15 |b 10 oz
(7 kilos). However, there are four
longer cats whose weights were not.
recorded, including a 1925 male
from Spean Bridge, Inverness-shire,
with a 3014 inch (77 cm) head and
body, and a 13" inch (33 cm) tail.
My own tom wildcat weighed

16 lb (7.25 kilos) and measured
42'/ ins (108 cm) from noseto tail
tip; but being captive (up to the
time I measured him) he had more
fat on him than he would have had
in the wild. Kirk and Wagstaffe
published in 1943 the weights of
102 male wildcats between 1919

 

and 1939 and found they varied
greatly, from 6'2 to 15lb (3 to7
kilos). But much larger wildcats
than any ofthe above have been
recorded, including one noted by
Millais which was 46 inches (117
cm) long in October 1899at
Kinlochmoidart, Inverness-shire.
One monster weighing over 32 Ib
(14'/ kilos) has been recorded
from the East Carpathian
mountains in Rumania. The
historian Berwick recorded a
wildcat ‘upwardsoffive feet’ from
Cumberland long before they were
extinct in England. Wright’s
edition ofBuffon describes the
Wild or Wood Cat as measuring
‘two feet round the body and,
including the tail which is about
halfa yard long, is about fourfeet
in length.’

 



 

The wildcat in Britain
Wildcats co-existed with cave lions, mammoths, bears, wolves and
reindeer for thousands of years before the domestic cat was introduced to
western Europe around 1200 BC. They formerly lived all over England,
Wales and Scotland, though they never inhabited Ireland, and their
fossilized remains have been found in Pleistocene era deposits up to two
million years old. Bones have been unearthed atplaces like the Weald at
Ightham in Kent, Grays Thurrock in Essex, the Bleadon caves of the
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Mendips, the Creswell Crags in Derbyshire, and Ravenscliff in Glamorgan.
Widespread in England and Wales up to the end of the 15th century,

wildcats had various nicknames, like ‘cat of the mountains’ (it is still
called the Gato Montesin Spain), ‘the woodcat’, ‘the British tiger’ or ‘the
Bore Cat’. Around 1127 their thick-furred skins were being usedforlining
clothes. Kings John, Richard II and EdwardII andIII all granted licences
for hunting wolves, foxes, martens and wildcats in many English
countries. Edward Hamilton recorded that someparts of the wildcat were
used as medicalaids, the flesh being ‘helpful to the gout’. Its fat was ‘hot,
dry, emollient, discursive and anodyne’, and ‘mixed with palm oil andoil
of aniseed, it dissolves tumours, eases pain, prevails against nodes on the
skin and the cold gout’. As if that was not enough, ‘certain excrements
made into a powder and mixed with mustard seed, juice of onions and
bear’s grease enough to form an ointment, cures baldness and the
alopaecia.’ I am not sure how rubbing powdered wildcat shit on one’s
head as a cure for baldness would go downtoday!
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The wildcat’s independence and ferocity were well known even in those
distant days and in 1606 Shakespeare, playing on the word ‘cat’ in The
Taming Of The Shrew, had Petruchio say to Katherina, ‘Thou must be
married to no man but me for I am he and born to tame you Kate. And
bring you from a wildcat to a Kate, conformable as other household
Kates.’

Slowly, increasing human population and the felling and burning of
forest cover from the Iron Age to the 19th century for timber and grazing
land drove the wildcat north toits final fastnesses in Scotland. In England,
wildcats were extinct in Northampton by 1712, considerably diminished
in Cumberland by 1790(the last one killed near Loweswater in the Lake
District in 1843), and extinct in the Hambleton Hills, Yorkshire, by 1881.
In Wales, they were almost extinct by 1826 but one was trapped in
Montgomeryshire in 1864.

After their extinction in England and Wales, and after the notorious
Highland Clearances, the industrial rich of the 19th century travelled
north to Scotland on the new railways to their freshly acquired estates to
pursue the sports of hunting grouse, deer, rabbits and hares. The estates
employed thousands of gamekeepers who regarded all predators as
vermin; the final and direct persecution of the wildcat had begun. They
were snared, trapped and shot in huge numbers. Keepers, regarding
vermin as their own‘perks’, could get a sovereign a time for a wildcathin
taxidermist shops. Later the cats were also persecuted for alleged
predation on lambs and occasional raids on unhoused poultry — mK
which some folk wouldstill shoot them today.

In 1881, naturalist Harvie Brown recorded the wildcat as then extinct
south-eastof a rough line from Oban, up the Brander Pass to Dalmally,
along the Perth border, including Rannoch Moor, to the junction of the
counties of Perth, Forfar (Angus) and Aberdeen, then north-east to
Tomintoulin Banff, then north-west again to Inverness. By the turn of the
century many naturalists were predicting its extinction all over Britain. By
sYmmarizing the notes of Edward Hamilton, James Ritchie, $.F. Harmer,
Edward Step and Harvie Brown,the picture in the early 1900s emerges as
follows:

Aberdeen surviving Glen Tanar until 1875 but almost
extinct in county by 1891

Angus(Forfar) almost extinct by 1850

Argyll last one killed at Loch Awein 1864; one
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after 1881 ‘Fy Pre-historic records

)Last records in England
F:” and Wales

0 () 1. Northamptonshire

2. Montgomeryshire

3. Yorkshire

. 4. Lake District

1843

  

  
   

  1
1712

 

Ravenscliff Grays Thurrock
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Points and dates ofwithdrawalofwildcat from England and Wales into

nineteenth-century Scotland.

  



 

Banff

Berwick

Dumfries

Dumbarton

Elgin

Inverness-shire

Kincardine

Kirkcudbright

Moray

Nairn

Perthshire

Ross and Cromarty

Stirling

Sutherland

Wigtownshire

appeared Glen Orchy 1899,butstill rarely
found around Ardnamurchan, Sunart, Ardgour
and Morvern.Virtually extinct in south Argyll
by 1864

almost extinct by 1850

last border wildcat killed near old Cambus 1849

extinct by 1832

extinct by 1857

practically extinct by 1850

last wildcats killed at Glenmorein 1873, by
1882 very rare but not extinct in south and
central areas, though north and west wasits
main stronghold in Scotland

a pair killed at Glen Dye in 1850 by which time
practically extinct

extinct by 1832

one killed 1860 nearForres, but a few still
existing

almost extinct by 1850 (one killed at Cawdor,
undated, measured 3 ft 9 inches)

last killed at Atholl 1857, Ben More 1864 and
believed extinct in south by 1870. A wildcat
killed twelve miles from Perth in 1925 was
believed to have been part of a new spread south
from LochsEricht and Laggan,Inverness-shire,
whereit had re-appeared 1912

last one killed in east Ross 1873, believed
extremely rare in west. One killed Dornoch Firth
1912

extinct in most parishes by 1842

dwindling by 1880

extinct by 1832
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Through the early 1900s the wildcat clung onin its last remote areas in
north-west Argyll, Kintyre, Stirling, west Inverness-shire and western
Ross. A few of the moreintelligent landownerslike the Earls of Seafield,
realizing so rare and fascinating a mammal was worththeloss of a few
brace of sport grouse, afforded it some protection. But the Great War was
its main saviour, just as it helped other persecuted creatures like pine
martens and golden eagles, for many keepers were away after human
targets.
The plantings by the new Forestry Commission after World War I gave

the wildcat population,still endangered, a further boost, for not only were
they tolerated for their predation on rabbits, voles and groundbirds which
ate seedlings, but the woods gave them new shelter and encouraged an
increase in a large variety of prey. World War II also provided some
amnesty, and in recent years the growth of private forestry has further
helped. The wildcat was also tolerated on deer hunting estates for its
feeding on voles and rabbits which ate the grass, and hares whose sudden
scatterings from hunters spoiled deerstalks.
Not until a 1961 survey was another attempt made to assess wildcat

populations. This was conducted by Dr David Jenkins from Aberdeen
University, who received 135 full replies to 248 detailed questionnaires he
sent to estates in Scotland. A brief summaryofhis findings:

Aberdeen wildcats uncommonbutpresent in upper
Deeside, in smaller numbers in upper Strathdon
and reappearing in Glen Muick. No increase

Angus commonlocally, particularly in Glen Clova, but
spreading into Glen Lethnot, Glen Esk and
possibly Glen Prosen after 1955

Argyll still rare but perhaps increasing in the newly
forested areas

Ayrshire none known

Banff a few on low groundbutcould be widespread
over higher ground

Caithness uncommon,butsix killed by oneestate in 1960

Inverness-shire widely distributed and quite plentiful in woods
and moors. Probably increased during World
WarII but reduced again when keepers returned
from service. (One estate, Glenmazeran,killed
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86 wildcats in the years 1950, 1953, 1955, 1958
and 1960: 35 of them in 1958)

Kincardine, Kinross rare or absent

Morayand Nairn few wildcats over low ground but there was a
sudden remarkable increase on some moors
around 1957 to 1959

Perthshire widely distributed over moors but in low
_ numbers. No widespread increase

Ross and Cromarty uncommon,no recent change

Stirling Dr J.D. Lockie reported four wildcat sightings,
and onebeing trappedatFintry, a notable
extension to their south-eastern range

Sutherland uncommon,noevidence of recent change

This was the information ontheslightly improved wildcat status that
could be best obtained up to 1961. After that the MammalSociety and
Biological Records Centre both collected information on distribution of
wildcats up to 1977. From this it was clear the wildcatstill had a long way
to go to reach its previous southern range before 1900 — whereit was
found eastwards from thetip of Kintyre, Ayrshire, Renfrew, more rarely
in Lanark, Dumfries and Berwick. The map shows that there were
populations between 1900 and 1959 in north Kintyre, central and north
Argyll, south-west and north-east Perth, with scattered remnants widely
distributed over Inverness-shire, and a few individual sightings in south-
east Aberdeen, western Ross and south-east Sunderland. But where
wildcats depended on rabbits in the north-west generally, a surge of
myxomatosis in the mid 1950s set back their recovery considerably. Even
so, sightings up to 1977 showed a spread to areas where they had been
rare for well over a century. At that time the greatest numbers were in
north andcentral Argyll, south-west Perth, north Stirling, south Aberdeen,
north Angus, south and north-east Inverness-shire, with a great increase in
Moray and Banff. Ross and Cromarty now had fair populations, widely
distributed, which hadspread into south and central Sutherland.

In 1983 the Nature Conservancy Council took on the difficult task of
surveying the wildcat, and concluded that while the animal had re-
colonized moreof its former central-areas, the spread hadlargely ceased.
Also a complication arose: the discovery of the extent of hybridization.
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Wildcats worldwide
The wildcatis a creature ofthe
northern hemisphere butis not
found in America or Canada —
where the bobcat and the Canadian
lynx occupy its kind ofterrain and
niche in the animal kingdom. The
European wildcatis found in
France, Spain, Germany, most of

south and central Europe and
Pyrenees (but not Scandinavia or
Finland) including Czechoslovakia
and Rumania, and then across west
and south Russia. The Scottish
wildcatis usually larger and
darker-coloured than the types in
south and central Europe.



 

 

Senses

The wildcat hunts its prey principally by sight but it also uses its acute

hearing. Several times I saw my wildcats locate slow-worms, lizards and

even shrews tunnelling through grass roots, by the sounds they made.

Sight was the final confirmation before the death pounce. Their hearingis

paramount for warning of danger. Sometimes when I was watching my

cats sitting outside the cottage in the sun, I would see their heads turn

round suddenly to look up the loch, then they would flee back to their

open pen. When I went outside I could hear or see nothing but almost a

minute later I would hear the sound of a boat engine heading our way.

Their hearing wasfar moresensitive than mine.
Some naturalists believe wildcats disdain carrion, unlike foxes and

badgers. But while they will not feed from ‘high’ carcasses like those of

winter-dead red deer as will fox, crow or raven, my wildcats proved they

could scent such venison (or meat I put out for them) from at least 50

 
  



 

 

yards. Sometimes, if the wind was steady and strong enough, they could
locate such food up to 250 yards away. Their olfactory abilities are most
important; naturalist Lea MacNally once saw a wildcatstalking a rabbit,
on the far side of thick herbage, entirely by scent.
Sometimes I have watched wildcats at night on the Ardnamurchan

peninsula by theaid of a powerful torch on a long lead that works from a
_ car battery. Oddly, the animals seemlittle put out by a sudden brightlight,
and will even work a zigzag route towards you if you blow on oneof those
rabbit squeakers designed to attract foxes. While doing this one nightI
just caughtsight of a large tom heading for a rabbit burrow, down which
he doubtless hopedto find a fresh dinner. Just as he reached the entrance
he stopped,andseveral times poked his head into the hole and withdrew
it, before finally disappearing. It was clear he was using those
exceptionally long white whiskersas feelers in so dark and narrow a place.
A wildcat can get through anywhere its head can, and, as I found out
occasionally to mycost, is an accomplished escapologist.

 
 



 

Howferociousare they?
The renownedferocity of the wildcat is purely defensive. Far from being
‘utterly fearless’ or likely to ‘spring at your throat like a tiger’ as one
naturalist wrote in a national paperin early 1977, the wildcatis afraid of
man and dogs and will do its utmost to avoid or escape either. Whenitis
at bay, it does not arch its back, fluff out all its fur with upraised tail,
presenting as large as possible side view to bluff its opponentas toits size,
as a domestic cat does. It fluffs its fur certainly, but usually backs into a
corner, against a rock, tree or bush, keeps its tail down andrears as high
as it can to present a ferocious frontal aspect. With ears down, fangs
bared, deep low growls punctured by violent spits at every movementof
the enemy,it is here that its extraordinarily long ulnae (top foreleg bones)

   

 

   

t }1
/
0
N
E

B
A

h
\'

=
a
a

»)
SN

f
t fs

Wa
t

!
a
y

 

  
  
          

 

  

    

  

  
iN

al

   

      

 

   

 

   A Ay

4

iy ", t

YYMf ‘we
a ty afiAON ie, ‘1 TM ASS,

L ‘ ‘ \. G WW

VAN )KM y)
“Sf aytt

Nh VW

aes El

 

=
e

R
ENal

i
1

\

/ \ ‘Ned VY N)

yy) Hit iN "

  
ier é this

ft
fyify
Lriinfr 3
yi! ‘

   



 

comeinto play. It seemsto raise its front and head to twice normalheight,
its big claws ready to rake andslash at anyattacker.
Only if it is cornered or surprised at close quarters where it feels it

cannot escape, or caughtin a trap, will it set up this devastating frontal
display. Even then its main aim is to shock the enemy back ontoits heels
so it can makea lightning spring past and escape,still avoiding contact.
Onlyif bodily contact is made, or dog or mantries to preventits escape or
kill it, will it actually fight. Then, indeed,it will fight like a tiger.

Charles St John, who described how he stumbled upon one and killed
it with a staff and the aid of three Skye terriers, wrote, ‘I never saw an
animal fight so desperately, or one which wasso difficult to kill. If a tame
cat has nine lives, a wildcat must have a dozen.’ St John was one of the
best of the early hunter/naturalists and wrote superbly about the
Highlands, but whyhefelt he had to bash to death with his staff a wildcat
which already had three dogs, each heavier than itself, also intent on its
death, he did not explain. They did many foolish things to wildlife in the
1830s and 40s — he even admitted shooting golden eagles.
The wildcat is a redoubtable opponentandits thicker skull, bigger jaws

and longer teeth enableit to give a harder bite than any domestic cat. But
it is no worse than that from a corneredotter, and nothinglike the terrible
bite that the much-loved badger can inflict, powerful enough to crack a
terrier’s skull.
The wildcat mother is aggressive and fearless in defence of her young.

When my first female had her secondlitter of kits, I saw her once face
downa fox that had come prowling nearby. She advancedstraight out of
her den, fur and tail bristling, and with loud growls advanced slowly
towardsit then stopped, glaring straight at it. And the fox wilted before
her savagestare, andretreated.

Pioneer naturalist Seton Gordon recorded how an eagle was seen to
stoop several times down upon a wildcat on a rock with legs and talons
outstretched but twice the wildcat leaped into theair, striking out with its
claws. This deterred the eagle for although it stooped somethirty times it
did not go close afterwards. A watching keeper traced the wildcat to her
den, and felt it odd the cat should exposeitself to the eagle’s attacks when
as far as he could see the kittens were not out in the open. Perhapsit was
trying to deter the eagle from coming that wayagain!
“The late photographer Geoffrey Kinns was given an eye-witness

account of a wildcat springing onto the back of an eagle after it had
snatched oneofits kittens, both being shotin the air by a watching keeper.

It appears male wildcats tend to avoid each other for I have never
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It can fight offa golden eagle.



 

 
Speedy at escape.

knownof a wildcatfight in the wild, which would be a noisy affair. When
wildcats are kept in groups in zoos or safari parks and there is more than
one male,fights are seldom seen.

Perhaps one reason why an animal so capable of war does not actually
fight very often, is because it is so fast on its feet. Once, when we were
tracking after my young wildcats in high bracken so I could check their
welfare, my Alsatian cornered a seven-week-old male kit, which promptly
wentinto the defensive display. Carefully, I knelt on the hem of myjacket,
then threw it over the hissing bundle and pinned it down. But when |
peeled back the jacket there was nothing there! We had heard nothing,felt
nothing, seen not one stem of bracken quiver, yet that young wildcat had
shot awayso fast neither mine nor the dog’s eyes had beenableto follow.

  

 



 

 

 

 

The wildcat menu
The wildcat’s food consists of rabbits (for whichit will wait patiently near
burrows) and mountain hares; in the rare instances when wildcats are
found in places without rabbits, small mammals such as field voles and
mice form an importantpart of the diet. Field voles can do great damage
in young forestry plantations as their populations can cyclically grow ta
‘plague’ proportions whentheyeatall the young seedlings andstrip tender
bark from babytrees. Voles can also be hosts for the early stages of a tick
that transmits the ‘loupingill’ disease to hill sheep. Most medium-sized
predators do notlike shrews because of the distasteful scent glands along
their flanks, but wildcats will certainly eat them when hungry — without
hesitation. They will, however, often rake out and leave the dark green
gall bladders of small rodents.

Also taken are birds up to the size of woodpigeon or occasional game
birds (8 per cent of the diet in the East Carpathian mountains, Romania)
and infrequently eggs and nestlings of ground-nesters. Mostprey is taken
on the ground but my females three times brought chaffinch eggs back to
their quarters, which must have entailed a climb.
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Wildcats will hunt the edges of lochs and burns where ground birds take
their young to drink in summer; ducks, mergansers, and other water and
marshbirdsall fall victim to them. I once found the remains of a barn owl,
far from its natural habitat and probably weakened by its winter search
for a home in sparse woodland, that had been killed and eaten by a
wildcat. I knew this, not only by thetell-tale tracks and scratch marks on a
nearby birch, but also because the feathers had been raked out — a
wildcat hallmark. A fox usually clips them off.

Squirrels, frogs, slow worms, lizards, rats, moles, water voles and even
occasional weasels are taken. Certainly they like eating eels. Sometimes an
eel would get caught up in the wrong end of my 100-yard-long water pipe,
and there was no way I could getit out alive. I would nail the carcass to a
stump outside the wildcats’ quarters and within minutes one would catch
its scent and come outto getit. Eels fill their gills with water and travel
like snakes overland in dewy grass when they wantto go from lochsto
ponds or burns to higher lochans, or to negotiate sheer waterfalls in the
burns, and they become easy prey for wildcats at such times. Fish
travelling over shallow rockyriffles can also be caught by both foxes and
wildcats.

Beetles, grasshoppers and otherlarge juicy insects are not despised, nor
are larger moths which are sometimes chased and swiped down bythe

 
Wildcat fantasy.
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paws, especially by youngsters. One of my females knocked down a rare
giant wood wasp once, which ended up in the collection of the British
Museum of Natural History, London! Carrion, of red deer or old sheep
that have died in thehills may bea fairly important food item in winter,
especially as the suspicious fox tends to leave a new carcass alone for
several days. The wildcat is quite capable of standing its front feet on a
carcass and rendingthe skin upwardsalthoughit has relatively small front
teeth, but it seems to prefer to take time to cut and chisel away the skin
instead, far more neatly than a fox.

I have found wildcat scats in the wild containing vegetation. The
intestinal canals of wildcats can be up to a third shorter in proportion to
those of domestics. They probably get sufficient roughage from prey (fur,
feathers and bones) without the need for vegetable matter. But they have
been knownto eat grass, dry hay or even old dry bracken stalks.
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Are they a danger
to livestock?
Reliable reports of isolated individuals taking very young lambs have been
made — butthey are rare. When theseparticular individuals are removed,
the lamb killing has ceased. However, one wildcat I was trying to tame
wasactually afraid of an injured lamb that I was looking after. When the
lamb, hefty and about two months old, sought the shade in the gap
between the woodshed andthe cottage wall on hot June days, the wildcat
refused to enter the shed which was her main quarters.

Occasionally an old or hungry wildcat, especially in the cold months,
will leave its home territory and haunt outlying farmhouses andcrofts if it
finds loose poultry the owner does notshutupat night in a predator-proof
hut. Usually it removes just one to eat but can return for more of the easy
prey until the irate owner traps or shoots it, or, better, looks after his
birds.
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One crofter shepherd not far from whereI lived decided there were too
many rabbits on his land and they were eating the grass intended for his
sheep. Instead of shooting some for the ‘pot’, he journeyed to an area
where a new outbreak of myxomatosis had occurred, obtained an infected
rabbit and shovedit into his biggest warren. The disease caught, spread,
and by winter most of the rabbits were dead. He was outraged when a
wildcat came to raid his hen-run and poultry house each night, yet it was
his own fault for thus depriving the cat of its natural and favourite prey!
He called in a keeper, who trapped the wildcat(later letting it go). That
spring the crofter also lost some lambs to foxes, for they too were short of
rabbit prey.

Predation by wildcats on red deer calvesis rare; the calf can run fast at
only two days old. Occasionally one of the usual twins born to roe deer
may be taken after a chance meeting in the woods, but it would be most
uncommon. Indeed, I have never seen the remains of red deer calves,
lambsor roe deer kids outside wildcat dens.

In the winter of 1976, a wildcatkilled a large goose at Kinlochmoidart,
and, unable to carry it away, ate part of it on a nearby path. But such
losses are as nothing comparedwith thoseinflicted by feral domestic cats
or the occasional sheepdog on the loose (which is commoner than
suspected).



 

 

 

How they hunt
One misty dawn on a Scottish moornear the sea I was lucky enoughto see
a wildcat tom hunting rabbits. Using almost every sense he possessed,
prowling slowly and warily through the rushes andtussocks, his tawny,
grey-striped body looked almost as large as a roe deer’s and appeared to
mingle with the background. He worked his way upwind towards a small
green pasture where the rabbits were grazing.

Every so often he paused with a paw upraised, scenting the air and the
nearest rabbit, and listening hard with pricked ears. As he approached he
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flattened his ears and peered throughthe grasses, appearing to locate his
victim by sight. Then, keeping even lower, his bushy, striped tail just
brushing the ground, he crept slowly closer, keeping out of sight behind
the last tuft. Gathering his long hind legs beneath his belly, he launched a
lightning attack.
The rabbit saw the wildcat coming but seemed paralysed by his

devastating speed and in three bounds the cat was upon it. The cat
appeared to deliver a stunning smashto the rabbit’s head with his right
foot, hooked bothsets of claws roundits body, then sank his teeth into the
neck. He hit the rabbit with such force that both animals rolled over twice,
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and I fancied I heard brief low growls as the cat also delivered raking
slashes with his hind legs. Then in a trice the wildcat lifted the now-dead
rabbit in its jaws and loped heavily off into the undergrowth. This rare
sighting showed mejust howefficient this animal’s hunting skills are. It
uses this technique withall its larger prey, like hares and the bigger birds,
stalking behind cover as muchaspossible, keeping low, until it is several
yards away, then it bounds forward making the attack asterrifying as
possible. With smaller prey like voles or mice it approaches carefully,its
tail not twitching like a domestic cat’s, until within a yard or so. Then
with a lightning bound it pounces, clutches the prey with its claws and
holds it down or hauls it back for the death bite, usually in the skull or
neck area. It never plays with its victims when they are alive (as does a
domestic cat), probably not because of any compassion but because, in the
totally wild situation, it does not wantits prey to have a chance ofescape.

Several times I observed that if my wildcats missed with their first
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pounce at a bird, they would leap high into the air after it, making
lightning strokes with both sets of claws, often knocking the bird down
from mid air. Certainly the powerful smash of the clawed paw also helps
stun victims and whenthe cat kicks with its hind claws against a larger
victim’s body it is probably designed to disembowel. This activity
constitutes quite a large part of kitten play although they do not exertfull
force.

In dense undergrowth, in woodland or hill heather andtall tussock
grass, wheresightis restricted, the wildcat relies more on scent, and also
hearing — a rustle instantly alerts it to prey presence. J.G. Millais wrote
that wildcats occasionally make a loud scream when hunting which causes
the prey to squat downandsobeeasier to catch. I have knownfoxes use a
similar technique whereby they give a sharp ‘yak’ bark, and the pocket of
warm air expelled by the suddenly squatting bird or mammalhelps the fox
locate it by scent. I have not seen this myself with the wildcat, though it
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may be possible. Sometimes they will wait in ambush for prey, behind
grass or heathertufts near small trails or burrows.
On several occasions I saw my wildcats run into thick herbage, then

smite down moths, grasshoppers and other large insects they had
disturbed. The one I tried to tame would come to mylighted window at
night, attracted by the mothsthat flew to the lamp’s glare, then catch them
and chompthem uplike cornflakes.

Wildcats can catch small fish in the shallows, and also water voles,
usually when they are swimming to shore. They will swim readily
themselves if there is a good reason — to cross a river, a small sea inlet, or
to reach an island where they think or know thereis prey. One early
summer dawnin sea loch near my home, I saw someterns screaming and
constantly diving upon the rockyislet where they had their young. As my
boat drew near, I was astonished to see a wildcat leap into the water and
swim rapidly away, its head and shoulders well abovethe surface, ears flat
as if ensuring water would notget into them. It swam fifteen yards to the
main island, then bounced off into the woods without even pausing to
shakeitself. It had certainly been after the nestlings which were walking
between their nests and would havebeeneasyto spot.
One June a pair of rare black-throated divers I was watching from a

hide on a fresh-waterislet did not return to their nest. They were paddling
along offshore, showing ‘bereaved’ behaviour — constantly setting their
heads behindtheir wings. Eventually I went over to the nest — to find the
eggs had been chewedup nearit, only shell fragments remaining. A pine
marten would havecarried the eggs away and onthe rockyislet’s shore no
footprints showed. The mainland was only somefifty yards away so I
boated over, searched the shore, and soon found evidenceof the culprits.
There in the sand were the unmistakeable four-toed prints of big

wildcat feet; as the cat had almost reached thetree line, it had broken into
a run, for the last two prints were deeper, splayed out and the claw marks
showed clearly. Knowing the wildcat’s ability to swim, I had little doubt
that it had spotted the divers going to and from the nest, for these birds
share incubation duties, and had deduced there would be big fat eggs
there! One very rare creature preying upon another may seem tragic, but
such is the way ofthe wild.
The wildcat is solitary by nature and hunts alone. There is some

published evidence that they will occasionally hunt together but I suggest
this springs from brief sightings of male and female together in the
breeding period, late February to mid March. I feel it unlikely they would
hunt as a team,as dolions.
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In summer, during one of my freed wildcat tom’s visits to my wood,the
nest of a collared dove had been robbed of one egg and the bark of the
slim oak tree, up which no fox could have climbed, had been deeply
scratched. There were a few feathers scattered about which lookedasif
they had come from a dove’s belly plumage. I reconstructed the whole
scene in my mind’s eye. On visiting the wood, the powerful old tom had
perhaps seen the bird fly in at dusk, had waited in a thicket until near
dark, hatching his plan of attack. Then, stalking slowly, silently, towards
the tree, he had gathered his long powerful back legs together, had sprung
like a lightning tawny blur onto the trunk, made a couple of scraping
scrabbles on the bark with his thick talons, and hadseized the dozing bird
before it had known whathit it. Whether he had returned anothertime to
take the egg I do not know but crows would have taken both eggs. As I
said earlier, the other wildcats brought chaffinch eggs back to their
quarters. All this is not sufficient evidence to prove that wildcats will raid
tree nests but they have been known, as Millais records, to make their
homesin large deserted bird’s nests and, being excellent climbers, it is
possible.

 

 

    
The wildcat is usually described as a nocturnal hunter, but I feel

crepuscular would be more exact as all my wildcats were most active for
an hour or two after sunset and an hour before dawn — coinciding with
the main movementsof their small mammal prey. However,they will also
hunt by day, especially in the autumn whenstarting to grow their thick
winter coats, and to lay up fat to help them through the harsh Highland
winter. Myfirst wild sightings were of wildcats hunting in open patches
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between heather sprigs a good two hours after dawn, thoughit is rare to
see them hunting by day in summer after 8.30 am or before 8 pm; they
spend most of the day resting up. They sometimes bask in the sun on
mossy boulders or on broadtree branches, rather like leopards. They even
seem to like to prop up their heads in forked twigs, which looks most
uncomfortable!
They hunt, depending ontheir individualterrains, in woodland, among

rocky cairns and mountain slides, and on open moors, with great
adaptability. They also huntin light rain or on crisp snow but not during
heavy storms or windsunless driven out by hunger; they distrust waving
foliage and fear noise and falling twigs and branches. Most of their
intendedpreyis undershelter anywayat such times.

Wildcats cover uneaten remainsofkills, often hauling them under long
heather clumps or small bushes, and arranging debris cover to resemble
the surrounding terrain. This not only hides carcasses from other
predators such as crow, raven, buzzard or fox, but also reduces the scent,
helps to keep the meatfresher andalso protects it from spoiling slugs and
insect scavengers. Females with kits old enough to accompany them take
great pains to cover up uneaten food, to return to it next evening from a
temporary den.

 
 



 

 

Territory and dens
The figure of 150 acres (60 to 70 hectares) is often quoted as being a
wildcat’s normal territory but this seems too simple a generalization.
Much must surely depend on the type of terrain (woodland, treed burn
and gorge, open moorland,sea coastare all acceptable to the wildcat), the
density or availability of prey, plus the age and ability of an individual cat
to huntefficiently. On open moorland, for instance, the range could be as
much as 500-600 acres. My observations suggest that wildcats are not
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Droppings on a prominentplace.

particularly territorial but until a research team works full time on
individual cats and families with light radio-tracking equipment over
several years (and this would be extremely difficult in the rocky hilly
Highlands) information uponterritory will be largely guesswork. Males
wanderwidely in spring, as did my freed tom, during the breeding period,
but females with youngare naturally compelled to stay in smaller areas.
Males that are not paired up, or do not know ofa particular female,
probably wander for miles to try and locate one, and certainly one that
will accept them!

Droppings, dark grey, grey-green or brown, are usually covered on
snow,sand, gravel or shingle but seldom ongrass or beds of broken-down
bracken. Sometimes they are found, fox-like, on a prominent place, a
mossyrock or old stump,asif left deliberately. P. Bang, P. Dahlstrom and
W. Lindeman suggest that marking with faeces and urine define the
outskirts of territory; and that inside the territory scats are buried. This
seems feasible, and it has been estimated that wildcats bury only about 9
per cent of their faeces, far less than are buried by domestic cats —
though, being well fed on the whole, and so needing smaller territories,
these may just be keepingtheirlittle gardens clean andtidy!
Male wildcats spray urine, which is scented by a special rear gland, onto

(Right) Typical wildcat den.
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vegetation, rocks and trees, to mark territory. Females also squat and
release scent from anal glands along with their urine. It is clear all these
signs have many uses — to warnoff other males, to avoid other males, to
inform females of a male’s presence (and maybe status and sexuality or
state), and by females in heat (oestrus) to inform males of the fact and
their presence. I do notbelieve that wildcats stay in pairsall through the
year, for both sexes are solitary by nature. However, their coming
together when the female is in oestrus surely cannot be left to chance
meeting by sight and body scent alone. Cougars (pumas) in North
America and Canada makespecial ‘scratch piles’ of debris mixed with

Wildcatterritory.
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their faeces and urine for these purposes.
Claw ‘sharpening’ marksare occasionally found on small tree trunks,

usually hard birch; although the animals do have scent glandsin their feet,
I do notfeel the primary purpose ofthis is to mark territory, though it may
have that secondary effect. Cats’ clawsare retractile, which prevents them
being blunted from constant rubbing on rocks, earth and the hard wood
of trees. When they dig them into hard surfaces the purpose is not to
actually ‘sharpen’ them butserves to clean away excess horny outer sheath
from the claws, which growsharp naturally. Having watched my wildcats
perform this action manytimes, I believe that the exercise — when they
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Scent marking.

haul down heavily on the dug-in claws and scratch deeply — is also to
strengthen the sinew and muscle that control the claws, not to mention the
arms and shoulders, so the entire forelimb weapons stay strong for
hunting. Ratherlike weighttraining in humans.

Wildcats tnake their breeding dens in natural chambers and crevicesin
ancient rockfalls, small caves, hollow standing or fallen trees, under dry
root clusters of stumps or windfalls, in old fox earths or the larger rabbit
burrows. Usually they choose dense deciduous or mixed woodland,or the
steep treed sides of ravines above burns andrivers. They also have
temporary short-stay dens around their territory. Rarely they may use
large birds’ nests in trees but would not rear young in them.In the extreme
north and west where tree cover is scant, they den amid therockyslides
and cairnsof the open hill, living and hunting beyond the height to which

 
 



 

feral catswill range. In the worst of winter, however, even these ‘high’cats
will come downto forest coverif there is any within reasonable reach.

Wildcat tracks have been recorded at over 2,000 ft (600 metres) in
Scotland and I have found them myself at nearly 1,800 ft (550 metres),
and in snowatthat. In the warmerclimate and far higher mountainsof
Spain, I have found their tracks at over 5,000 ft (1,500 metres). The ability
to live an almostalpine life by some wildcats could be a part response to
centuries of persecution by humankind, as they have retreated to places
away from man.

Densare hard to find, for wildcats leave few signs of occupation; no
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Exercising claws and sinews.
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well trodden pathsor dungpits like the badger. They are usually not lined,
though the female occasionally makes some effort to rake in heather or
dry grass before havingher kits. Before he was freed, my old male raked in
dry deer hair and made deep bowls of hay in his den in the pens. In the
wild I did find his main den butit wasat the end of a tunnel so I could not
see if he had raked hay in there too. My Alsatian scented out one of his
temporary day dens, in a rocky arbour near our west wood, and there was
certainly a rough bed of white ‘winter’ grassin it. Late last century a wild-
cat litter was found born on an open bed of bracken at Drumnadrochit,
doubtless the exception that provesthe rule.
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Caterwaul
The wildcat’s voice is far more varied and complicated than most people
would believe. The kits make a loud piercing note ‘Meeoo’ when alarmed
and handled at only two days old, which changes to an even louder
‘Maow”at four or five days old. From four days they give a hightrilling
note when seeking their mother’s teats and her warm body.Atless than a
week old they try to hiss and spit at outside disturbance (before even their
eyes are open), but neither is audible to the humanear until the eighth or
ninth day. Later, they make a special suckling noise by smackingtheir lips
when already at their mother’s body but, waking up suddenly, want some
milk. This lip-smacking noise can continue until five months old, whenit
is often made near the mother’s head.

  
 

   
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 



 

At five or six weeks the kits can give the loud ‘Maow’ call when
alarmed, but also a still more piercing whistling note ‘Wheeoo’ when
really frightened. This soundis probably given in the wild if straggling kits
are picked up by a fox or eagle. Whenthe kits get caught up in a thicket of
brambles or in fencing they warn their mother with a loud squawking
‘“Mauuw”’, a harsh call which is louder but similar to that of a duck
grabbedby fox, dog or man.
From eight monthsthe distinctive ‘Brrrooo’ trill, which soundslike a

sawn-off version of the turtle dove’s song, develops. This soundis used for
greeting each other, expressing affection, and also to call back the kits
when they are not far; but from farther away the wildcat’s most-used
sound, a loud ‘Maw’, is employed.
When the kits are running wild with their mother, a high pitched

metallic ‘Awroor?’ is used,a ventriloquistic call which helps them all keep
in touch yet not give awaytheir exact position to possible predators on the
kits. Wildcats can and do purr, just as do cougars and lynxes. It is a
sudden breathy, clattering sound which often ends suddenly. This purris
slower and louder than that of the domestic cat but is rarely used; only
when the animalis in an exceptionally good mood, which is not often in
human presence!
The ability to growl, at first like high-pitched whirring dynamos,

develops at about a month.As the cats grow older this growl deepensin
volume until in an old tom it can sound like the start of a minor
earthquake. It is used to display anger, and as a warning before the
ferocious spits and foot stamps. The female occasionally emits loud
tormented screeches during her oestrus, probably to help locate the male.
It is a chilling sound, more unearthly than even thecall of a vixen. I never
heard my old tom make such sounds but males are reputedto call noisily
in the spring, again probablyto help contact a female.

 
 



 

 

 

Courtship and mating
An exact rutting or oestrus period for the male has not yet been
established but my tom wentoff his food in February and showed more
interest in the females when they wanderedinto his pen to steal his food,
always without protest from him. The male’s noisiness from early March
could be caused by the scent discovery of his mate, or any female if he has
no partner, being in oestrus, a period whichlasts in thefirst instance up to
ten days.

‘Courtship’ appears to consist of occasional plaintive mewing, affection-
ate and mutual head banging, with the male following the female around
and frequently nuzzling her, rubbing his head against her flanks. I once
observed my paired male and female ‘kissing’, their heads turned sideways
as they bit into each other’s mouths, appearing to exchangesaliva. In zoos
male sexual activity has been known to last from late January, and
copulation can continue after pregnancy has begun.

If females do not mate duringtheir first oestrus they can have two more,
up to mid or even late May. It is possible to know this without
examination for they behaveskittishly, growling and rolling over tufts of
grass, are more playful, their vaginas swell and the buff fur on the
undersides of their thighs gains an orange hue.
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Mutualhead banging.
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And nuzzling flanks.

My own experience seemed to indicate that wildcat males are
monogamous; they certainly seem to mate with the same partner each
year. Nature writer Frances Pitt recorded that her own wildcat male Satan
was so devoted to his mate that he ‘rent the air with hideous cries of
lamentation whenever she left his quarters. He would not accept any
substitute. I several times introduced other females but he attacked them
at sight ... He never cast an attentive eye on any female save his mate.’
My second female tried hard but failed dismally to arouse the tom’s
interest after he had mated with her thinner and wilder sister. And the
following year he came back from the wild to mate with the same female
again.

 



 

Breeding
Here we enter controversy. The question is, can wildcats, like domestics,
have two or even three litters a year, and if so, do they in the wild? For
years many naturalists believed they could, and did. My own experiences
lead me to take sides with the few who thoughtthe true Scottish wildcat,
as has been provenfor its German counterpart, normally breeds only once
a year, mating in late February or early March, but matingsaslate as June
can occur.

Thefirst person knownto have bred wildcats in Britain was a MrAlfred
Heneage Cocks who lived near Hyde Park; he raised wildcat kits almost
every year from 1875 to 1904. He wasthefirst to set the gestation period
at 65 to 68 days (since confirmed at 63 to 69 days) compared with the
usual 58-63 days for the domestic cat, the females tending to give birth
sooner if they had litters of four instead of two kits. He wrote to J.G.
Millais, ‘In captivity I have never observed a female Wild Cat come in
season during the summer, but am not prepared to deny they may do so
occasionally; but if so, I wonder it has always escaped my notice. Many
years when, owing to the death of the youngorthe fact that the pair had
not bred together in the spring, I have kept a male and female togetherall
summer, they have shownnoinclination to breed.’

In 1941 the zoologist L. Harrison Matthews wrote of examining several
female wildcats, five of which were pregnant in late March andherightly
concluded oestrus must normally occur duringthefirst half of March. But
there was one lactating animal noted on May 25th which wasalso in
oestrus, and another in lactation an-oestrus on August 29th. This early
valuable evidence showedit was possible for wildcats to have more than
one litter, though it does not prove that they do. Although Millais
records perplexity at the sight of young Scottish wildcats in October
which had clearly been born in late August or early September, the later
scientific supposition that these kits ‘must have been members of second
litters born late in the summer’ (myitalics), is perhaps not correct. They
could just as easily, and far more likely in my view, have beenfirst litter
kits born late. There could be many reasons; their mother might not have
matedat all in the spring. I know that one of my females cameinto oestrus
twice and anotherthree times, up until late Mayat least, when they had
not mated.
My own experience showedthat wildcat kits are not fully weaned until
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three to three and a half monthsold: even the earlier-leaving female kits
need to stay, run andlearn survival techniques with their mother for at
least three and a half months. Probably the kits stay with her for four or
even five months, until they are big and strong enough, their claws
sufficiently developed and hardened, to hunt on their own and scoot up
trees from danger. It also takes them sometime to learn efficient night
hunting from their mother. The male kits seem to need their mothers
longer — one of mine stayed close to his mother all through the winter
and early spring too, when, during periods when both were free, he could
easily have left. Millais also felt that kits born at the normal time (May)
run with their mother until September. So the assertion that Scottish
wildcats bear kits in May and a secondlitter about August seems unlikely
and has not been proven.

Trying to shed somelight on this controversy, I examined two papers
on the zoo breeding of wildcats — from Berne Zoo, Switzerland, between
1960 and 1967; and from Prague Zoo, Czechoslovakia, from 1963 to
1967. It is interesting to note that out of the 32 litters (16 at each zoo)
there were only three cases of two litters a year. (This substantiates
Mathews’ findings on late-lactation oestrus.) But the one Berne female
who had kits in April and also in August 1961 died at the early age of
four. The fecund female at Prague destroyedherfirst litter in the spring of
1963 but reared a secondlitter in August that year. In 1964 the same
female cared forherspringlitter until the kits were taken away from herin
early June, then in August gavebirth to a secondlitter of only one kit. But
this kit died the day after its birth. Jiri Wolf, Prague’s Curator of
Mammals, comments: ‘From this it can be deduced that, physiologically,
she was unpreparedto rear a secondlitter that year; but other factors may
well have been involved’. It seems to me, too, that if things go wrong after
the birth of second litters in zoos, how much worse would they be in the
harsh conditionsof the wild? |

Berne Zoo director, Monika Meyer-Holzapfel, makes some pertinent
comments. She records that they did not separate males from females
when they had young ‘for the female is sufficiently aggressive duringthis
period to chase the male away from the nest box’. She also writes, ‘The
birth season lasts from March to August. This means if a birth occurs in
August, it may not necessarily be the second litter of the year: it may
equally be thefirstlitter of the year.’
The young tom I gave to Edinburgh Zoo to mate with a lonely female

they had there sired seven litters between 1978 and 1982,totalling 17 kits;
not once were there two broodsin oneyear. As FrancesPitt first pointed
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Wildcat with kittens.

out — in the wild mountains of Scotland where life is strenuous,
conditions are not as compatible with the rearing of offspring asin the free
and easy life of well-fed domestic cats which can have even threelitters a
year. It is interesting that feral cats, which lead tougher lives than
domestics (which have constant food and shelter in a house, garden or
apartment) also tend to have just onelitter a year. A study by Roger Tabor
of feral cats in London (in which he also quotes the findings of the Dutch
Feral Cat Foundation in Amsterdam, where densities of ferals were much
higher than London)leads him to conclude:‘living wild the domestic catis
morelike the wild cat in normally having only onelitter per annum.’



 

Anotherpoint worthraising here is the behaviour of the wildcat female
whenrearing kits. My own female, despite good feeding, was considerably
exhausted during the weaning of her kits and while I only once saw her
drive off an approach by the tom during this period, it may have happened
more often at night. It seemslikely that if a mother in the wild cameinto
late-lactation oestrus, with her kits about her, she too would drive off an
interested tom.
Having late summeror autumnkits cannot be the norm for they would

hardly be developed enough in time to cope with winter conditions. In
Mayor Junefar morenatural prey abounds — youngbirds, rabbits, hares,
voles, mice, frogs and insects. Thus not only does the mother haveless
trouble hunting, feeding, rearing and teaching herkits but they also have
more time to learn the techniques they need before the onset of winter.
Spring kits receive a far better start in life.
From breeding and releasing my own animals and from the evidence of

others, it does not seem possible for a wildcat to rear a family successfully
in some two and a half months, then have another and rear that to
survival. While possible, having a second, late litter seems extremely
unlikely.
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Development of young
Wildcat litters appear to vary considerably. At Berne the numberofkits
varied between one andeight, thoughstill-birth was probable in larger
litters. The averagelitter size there was four. At Pragueit was three. Of the
two broods sired by my old tom, the average was three, and of the seven
fathered by the young tom I gave to Edinburgh Zoo, the average was
2.42. In the wild, consensus and my own experience indicates two to four
young as the norm. Generally,slightly fewer males are born than females
(Cocks recorded 32 male to 37 female kits) both weighing about the same
— between 4 and 5 oz (120 and 150 g) — though there are uncommon
exceptions. Males gain weightfaster.
At birth the kits are fully furred, their mouths and tongues bright

crimson: their paw pads are pink but they darken to near black by three
months of age. The kits can crawl at two days and, at a week old, before
their eyes are open, instinctively try to spit and hiss at any strange
disturbance. Between the tenth and thirteenth day the eyes start to open,
varying with individuals, the whole process taking four days, with the
mother helping by licking away the sticky secretions from the lids. The
bright china-blue irises last until about the seventh week, then a greeny-
grey tinge begins at the pupils, spreading outwards and banishingthe blue
in eight to ten days. This colourlightensto the final yellow-gold by about
five monthsold.
The kits gain weightat a rate less than 31% oz (100 g) a weekatfirst but

once the kits begin eating solid foods, the weight gain averages between
314 and 914 oz (100 and 270 g) a week. Sexual maturity is attained at ten
months of age but breeding records indicate that females give birth more
usually at two years old — by which timeall wildcats are fully grown.
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Raising young
In addition to her aggression and bravery in defence of her young, the
wildcat is a good mother. She keeps the den clean and doesnot take food
inside the bed section. She rough-tongues the young kits’ rear quarters,
stimulating excretions which, when theyare very young, she swallows. As
with most carnivores, and predatory birds too, aggression and competitive-
ness are encouragedin the sense that the mother will make no particular
effort to ensure a runty or weakkit gets its share of the teats. Yet she keeps
an alert eye on them when they first start to walk, calling or carrying
them back into the den with a firm jaw grip right round the whole neckif
they stray too far. When her kits were about a month old, myfirst female
left them in the den for long periods, which must happen in the wild when
the mother has to hunt. During her absencesthe kits remainedsilent.

There is a popular belief that females prefer to rear young away from
the tom whois liable to kill and even eat them. I found noevidenceofthis.
My tom showedno belligerence whatever to the kits but my own fears
made me keep them apart. This was easy to achieve; he was a good deal
bigger than she was so I madea gate of such size between their pens that
while she could get through to him, he could not get through into her
enclosure nor den. The surprising thing was that several times he carried
some of his own meatto nearthe gate for her andleft it there, as if trying
to help her feed the kits. Geoffrey Kinns once described a visit he made to
Philip Wayre’s wildlife park in Norfolk where there was a male and
female wildcat in one enclosure, together with their twokits, all peacefully
dozing in the sunshine. As he kept watch, taking pictures, Kinns saw the
tom get up, carry a piece of meat over to the farthest kit and dropit in
front of its nose. Then the tom patted the kit on the head with one paw,
and started chewing another morsel of meat as if showing the youngster
what to do! One Highland keeper told Kinns that he saw a male wildcat
walking through the heather, leading a line of kittens with the female
bringing up the rear, and he thought they were moving to a den.
Unfortunately the man waited downwindof the den on another day, saw
the male carryingin a rabbit, lifted his rifle and shot the animal. This was
in the years when wildcats had no legal protection whatever. Frances Pitt
also believed the sire wildcat helped hunt for the family, just like a dog
fox.

I have been unable to find any authentic records of a tom killing kits in
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Mother’s tail tip trains kittens to pounce.

  



 

 

the wild or in zoos. If it does happen in the wild it is probably aberrant
individual behaviour, or due to accidental meeting with a hungry tom,
or later when kits are competing on the sameterritory. In the Berne and
Prague zoo papers there is no record of a male attacking young, though
there are several cases of mothers destroying and eating their own kits,
particularly if the litter size was large. I cannot help feeling that the noise
and disturbance that inevitably occurs in zoos could be a factor here,
particularly with inexperienced females.

Whenthe kits are weaning off onto meat from aboutsix to seven weeks
old, they follow the mother when she defecates and she appears to
encourage them to cover droppings on soft surfaces, for they often copy
her actions. She appears to slow down the raking actions of her paw,
trying to make sure they can see whatshe is doing. Whenthekits are really
mobile she helps them becomestrong and fast on their feet by much‘tail
twitch’ training. She lies down, sometimes for an hourorso at a time, and
just airily flicks the black tip of her long tail about, while the kits tire
themselves trying to chase and‘catch’ it. This labour-saving method of
kitten education can go on whilesheis sitting, standing or even eating.It
is a clever device for it means the kits are extended yet the mother, tired
_and drained during weaning, expendsnoenergyherself, or verylittle.

As the kits watch, she also ‘catches’ waving flowers, blowing leaves,
crane flies and moths and fast-walking beetles, which seems the
preliminary training for the kits to learn to hunt. Several times, with both
litters, I saw the female catch voles, shrews and occasional birds that
raided left-over food but instead of crippling them so they werehalf-alive,
she killed them and only when dead did she drop them amongthekits.
Then she batted them about with her paws, deliberately encouraging the
youngsters to chase after them. Thefirst kit to catch this ‘prey’ then
defended it with high whirring growls from the others, as if copying the
growls its mother made when the weanedkits approachedher too closely
whenshe waseating.
The kits can walk, unsteadily, at about a month. After two more weeks

they are surer on their feet and can climba little at seven weeks. From two
months they accompanytheir mother on short forays, then stay with her
on longer expeditions, lying up then near covered kills in temporary dens.
There seemslittle doubt that they often watch their mother hunting but
how muchthey actually learn from this is guesswork. Hunting is instinctive
in predatory animals, as even domestic cat owners know, and kittens
taken from their mothers even before weaning is complete can become
perfectly accomplished hunters without any parental guidanceatall.
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Enemies

A large fox might be cunning enough to snatch a kitten whenit first
started wandering away from its mother on brief independent outings
from the age of ten weeks. Such predation, however, would beslight.
(Foxes several times came near my wildcat litters when normally they
never approached the cottage in summer.) Certainly, adult wildcats could
easily repel a fox, or escape, their reactions being that much faster. The
great Seton Gordon recordsseveral battles between eagles and wildcats in
his book Days With The Golden Eagle, including one when the wildcat
wasso badly injured it ran round and roundin circles in the snow before
being shot by a stalker who followedits tracks. The eagle was also found
dead later, with severe injuries on its neck. Wildcat kits have been
recordedin eyries but very rarely, and in over 215 items of prey brought
into west Highland eyries by golden eagles that I recorded over the years,
not once did I find a wildcat kitten. They have been knownto take smaller
domestic cats gone wild, however, as Gordon also records, even feeding
them to their chicks.

Thefact is that the wildcat’s main enemy hasbeen(for as long as he has
been around) man, and I am sure there arestill a few boneheaded die-
hards around who would shoota wildcatif they had the opportunity. The
animal continues to be sometimes persecuted on grouse moors and where
low-ground gamelike pheasants and partridges are reared and preserved.
Studies have shown, however,that just because predatorskill grouse does
not meanthey affect total grouse numbers available for sport shooting.
Wildcats can do more damage if they can get into the pens wherelarge
numbersof birds like pheasantsareartificially reared and kept for release
to the wild. But, as Dr Nigel Easterbee, of the Nature Conservancy
Council, points out in Lutra (1988): ‘This problem could be largely
alleviated if greater care was taken overthe siting and security of release
pens, by following the advice given by the British Field Sports Society,
Game Conservancy, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, and the
Wildfowlers’ Association of Great Britain and Ireland. It could be argued
that the onus should be on the gamepreserverto take all reasonable steps
to preventthe ingress of predators to such an obviously highly concentrated
and attractive source of food, rather than simply resorting to killing
predators as a solution to the problem.’

Following a campaign to get the wildcat protected, an attempt to end
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the centuries of human persecution of the species was madein the 1981

Wildlife and Countryside Act. The wildcat was placed under Schedule 6,

which stated that it could not be poisoned, trapped or snared, althoughit

could still be shot. In any event, the Act was weakened by a clause that

stated it would not be an offence to kill any wild animal or bird (except

birds in Schedule 1) if it could be proved the action was necessary to

prevent serious damage to crops, growing timber or fisheries. The

situation for the wildcat was put right (at last) in 1988 as a result of the

first 5-year review of the Act, when the wildcat, the porpoise, the

dormouse and the pine marten weregiven full protection, and placed on

Schedule 5. It is now an offenceto injure, kill or take any of these animals

from the wild.
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Can a wildcat be tamed?
I would not recommend anyoneto attempt to tame a wildcat — anyway,
to take one from the wild is an offence. Even keeping one that has been
reared in captivity requires a licence (because wildcats come under the
Dangerous Wild Animals Act).

It is just possible to rear a wildcat to a degree of tameness, provided one
gets it young, preferably before its eyes have opened, and onetreats it with
care and a deeply felt love. You cannoteverretaliate in kind no matter
whatthelittle spitball dishes out! I know of no one whohasever tamed a
tom wildcat but females can be tamed enough for them to comeindoors
for food, allow themselves to be picked up (sometimes, not always) and
occasionally to seek their owner’s lap. They can not, however, be fully
housetrained. A wildcat marksor ‘signs’ parts ofits territory with both
faeces and urine and while it may go two weeks or so without using the
room or rooms whichareits shelter, sooner orlater it will transgress.Its
moods are more unpredictable than the more happy-go-lucky domestic
cat;if it feels like being caressed or playing with some form of devised toy,
it can resemble an outsize ‘moggie’ having fun, but if it does notit can
reject any advance with a flaring hiss or even a spit. If it wants to beleft
aloneit will growl a warning at the proffered hand.

I did manage to more than half tame a young female and she stayed
with me up to the age of 2% years, but she began to wanderin oestrusin
her secondspring,and finally did notreturn. I was sure she wanted a tom.
I had several advantages on my side when taming her, and I also played
some downright cunningtricks. Firstly, she was a runt anyway and would
have been kept off her mother’s teats by the other three heftier kits in the
competition for milk, had I not hadall the time in the world to keep watch
and manoeuvre her back onto them from time to time. In the wild she
might have starved to death. She became used to my voice, my attempts to
make wildcat mother sounds, before her eyes opened.I took her from the
family as often as possible, keeping her in my bedroom overnight and
feeding her well, only putting her back with the family so she could also
keep getting some of her mother’s milk, and receive the usual hunting and
other training with the family. I cheated at times too. In the bedroom-
study I gave her thefinest foods and creamy milk to drink. When I put her
backinto the pensI filled the bowls with the coarsest meats and water and
she did not think much of that. Later I would bring her indoors, give her
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‘Stuff the venison, what about somegrouse for a change?’

the best of everything, then go out and feed the others the good foods too

— which of course she knew nothing about. I must emphasize thatI lived

in an almost completely wild situation, with no roads, or neighbours,

within six miles. Taming a wildcat, even partly, could not be achieved in

an urbansituation.
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Can I see a wildcat?
In seventeen years of living in wild remote places in the Scottish
Highlands, I only had ten sightings of wildcats actually in the wild, but I
was morefortunate than most for I met many folk who hadlived thereall
their lives yet had never so much as glimpsed one. Ofthose ten sightings,
three came while driving a Land Rover along deserted single track roads,
and one when I was working my way down between huge mossy boulders
in a wood oftall conifers. Three more occurred when wildcats dashed
across the road at night in my headlights, and three further sightings
happened when I had gonedeliberately to try and see one. Of these, the
first occurred when I had seen a tom wildcat walking along one of his own
trails at dusk; next dawnI stalked to the edge of a wood downwind and
waited for him to hunt again. My hunch that he might use the same path
again proved right. The second happened whenI had waited downwind of
a den, and the third when I and a keeper friend hadset out offal bait and
had waited at night somefifty yards away, also occasionally using a
squeaker device imitating a distressed rabbit and the beam of a powerful
torch in which to see the approaching cat. The latter method could have
been repeated more times of course. It is a successful method once you
have located signs of the wildcat butis better practised in winter, and one
needs stamina for enduring the cold. On more than twenty occasions |
have foundsigns of wildcats — footprints, scats, bird carcasses (remnants)
with feathers torn and raked out, hay beds under rocks, and even three
dens.

It is extremely unlikely for an amateur to see a wildcat in the wild
during daylight; if you wish to try, look at the distribution map on page
95 and select an area where wildcats are shown to occur. Within this

area,find the wildest terrain and searchfor signs such as those mentioned.
It would beeasier to see a wildcat in the autumn orearly winter forat this
time they are more likely to hunt by day as they need to put on extra fat to
help them through the winter. When youfind a likely looking open patch
between heather, gorse bushes, trees or below big falls or slides of rocks,
always approach upwind — so that the wind or breezeis blowing in your
face and not from behind yourself to any animal before you. Andif you
can, time it for the sun to be behind you (if there is any sun) so thatit
dazzles the eyes of any animal looking in your direction. Move slowly,
wear camouflage gear that matches the terrain, sit down between cover
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and keep quiet! Also, be prepared for a waitof several hours. The wildcat

is a rare, elusive and warycreature but in winterit is possible forit to take

carrion laid down by man, provided you removeall human scent — boots

and gloves should be dipped in boiled pine needlejuice for example!

Dens are also difficult to locate, there usually being no sign of the

animal’s presence except a faint trail if grass is not too short.

Occasionally, some feathers or a few skulls of birds and voles or other

prey might be found nearby, but there is no smell, as there is with the fox.

If you do find a den, do not gotoo close and certainly not on the day you

intend to set up a watch. Get downwind,as far from the den as possible,

while the terrain (bushes, rocks and so on), still affords a view; then just

wait. One can be lucky in summer, for wildcats often emerge from their

dens in the morning to bask on mossy rocks nearby, enjoying a warming

of the old bonesin the sunshine.
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Do wildcats interbreed
with feral domestics?
For over a century this question was the major controversy surrounding
wildcats; the answer, perhaps sadly, is yes. In places like the less dense
woodlands and the moors and lower mountain slopes, wildcats have
mated with domestic cats roaming wild and have produced vigorous
hybrids. I am convinced the pure breedstill exists, in its wilder, remoter
fastnesses. The point is, what impact has such interbreeding had upon
total populations, and onthepurity of the original race?

For many years a strong body of zoological and popular opinion held
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that wildcats and domesticcats, being different species, did not interbreed.
It was knownof course thatbig ‘cats’ so far apart as lions and tigers could
mate, producing what were called ligers and tigons. As these offspring
were infertile (could not have cubs), it was assumed anyoffspring of a
liaison between wild and domestic cat would also beinfertile. On the
other hand, there was a smaller body of opinion that the wildcat
population was heterogeneous, not homogeneous, the diverse elements
being due to an admixture of domestic blood.
Way back in 1896 naturalist Edward Hamilton, after a ‘careful

examination of manypelts reputed to be wildcats’ wrote, ‘I found many
indications of a mixture between the wild and domestic cat. It seems the
original wildcat as it existed in olden days has been almost exterminated
throughout Europe. Its place has been taken by a mongrel race, the result
of continual interbreeding during many centuries ...’ He claimed the
offspring were fertile, though he appeared to present no proof, but he
wentso far asto call the hybrids Felis cattus feras. His was a lone voice for
manyyears. I earlier wrote that domestic cats must have come from a very
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large genetic pool. Given the obvious interbreeding between small wild-
cats in Africa and Asia, and bearing in mind man’s shooting and trapping
of thousands of Scottish wildcats over the years, is it not reasonable to
believe that many, bereavedoftheir mates or unable to find a mate, would
breed with receptive feral tabbies that they found ontheir territories, if
they could?

Certainly it was shown aroundthis time that wildcats will breed with
domestics in captivity. Millais recorded Alfred Heneage Cocks as having
bred some pretty hybrids from a male wildcat and a female domestic
Persian cat in 1903, and again in April 1904 between a wildcat male and a
female Abyssinian cat. Similar crosses, however, had been bred prior to
1873, by a Mr Pusey, of Pusey House, Berkshire, a ‘handsome’ pair of
which he presented to the London Zoological Society. But, apparently,
no one had yet found out if these crosses were fertile and could breed
themselves.
The question remained unsolved until some light was shed in 1939

when naturalist Frances Pitt published Wild Animals in Britain (the first
wildlife book I ever read). In it she recorded that she mated her male
wildcat Satan to a domestic cat. She bred a numberof hybrids which were
not as fierce as their sire but ‘inherited a considerable measure of his
untamedspirit’ and were ‘nervous and queer tempered’. She added: ‘These
two cats will mate, and their offspring are fertile, but the hybrids show
almost complete dominanceof the wildcattype.’ (By ‘dominance’ she was
not referring to behaviour, but to inherited characteristics which were
stronger in the hybrid.) She also stated that the offspring of thefirst cross
(of the hybrids) showed ‘throwbacksas regards coat pattern and length of
fur to both the wild and domestic grandparents.’ Looking back I am
amazed that more was not madeatthe time by the zoological world of
Frances Pitt’s astonishing, and apparently pioneering, findings.Atleast, in
his 1941 paper Reproduction in the Scottish Wildcat (1941) Harrison
Matthewsstated, ‘Individual animals may showevidence of crossings by
small size and thinly furredtails.’ |

Certainly, long before this, a few scientists had noticed that wildcats
seemed to be getting smaller. In 1920 James Ritchie sought to establish
that the animals had degenerated in size from Neolithic times. He cited
measurements of ancient limb bones found at Dunagoil in Bute with those
of more upto date animals:



 

 

Prehistoric Wildcat Modern Wildcat Domestic Cat
 

Humerus(upper arm) 43/4 inches (120 mm) 4'% inches (106 mm) 3%”inches (90 mm)
 

Ulna (inner forearm bone) 5% inches (140 mm) 42/ inches (119 mm) 4 inches (101 mm)
 

Femur(thigh bone) 5% inches (135 mm) 47/inches (119 mm) 4 inches (99 mm)     
 

In an article in the Scottish Field in 1964, David Jenkins and David
Stephen made a succinct suggestion: “The true picture of in-between cats
will never be clear until someone has bred wildcat to domestic, hybrid to
hybrid, and wildcat to hybrid.’ True enough, but I felt it would only be
really clear if this crossing was to be done with a large numberof cats over
many years, so'a reasonable facsimile of the genetic pool that exists in
nature was achieved.It would be a costly and lengthy experiment, and far
beyond my resources.

I tried to throw some modern light on the mystery, publishing the
results in 1977. I examined the 88 pelts of wildcats classified as Felis
silvestris grampia in the British Museum of Natural History in London,
dating from 1867. I felt that if Scottish wildcats had been hybridizing
significantly during the last hundred years some differences would show
up. In the more recent or modern wildcats there should be a tendency
towards the more tapering tails and fused, or blotched, tail-rings of the
domestic cat, and also a gradualdeclinein the size of specimens. Omitting
zoo and incomplete specimens, and what were obviously immaturepelts, I
recorded all the head and body and also thetail lengths, dividing the
specimens into decades — from pre-1900 to the last dated skin in the
collection — October 1946. The brief results below areinteresting:

Average wildcat size from 1900 to 1950
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Date No. specimens Head and body Tail

pre 1900 7 25 inches (639 mm) 12% inches (310 mm)

1900-1910 10 22% inches (566 mm) 11 inches (279 mm)

1910-1920 9 22 inches (561 mm) 123/ inches (324 mm)

1920-1930 10 22/4 inches (578 mm)| 11°inches (287 mm)

1930-1940 42 22'/ inches (573 mm) 114 inches (293 mm)

1940-1950 4 21'/ inches (546 mm) 11% inches (285 mm)
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‘Recent wildcat’, with taperedtail.

From these 82 specimensatleast, it appeared that overall there had been a
slight decline in size between 1867 and 1946. But I felt that for a fuller
judgment, a far greater range of skins, including samples from 1946 to
the present day, needed to be examined. I approached curator John B.
Murray who sent me measurements of eleven pelts in the Royal Scottish
Museum, Edinburgh,all taken between March 1957 and May 1959 in
the Pitlochry region of Perthshire. The results showed a very small decrease
in body size, and a slight increase in proportionate length of tail to body
size in the pelts from the more recent years. There wasalso a far larger
proportion of tapering tails and fused tail rings in the morerecentpelts.I
also noticed that six of the largest males in the British Museum collections
had a fusing of the inner two of the four napelines into a black patch. But
this did not occur in any of the specimens after 1938, which were also
smaller animals. In the mid 1970s I obtained three skins of wildcats that
had beenviciously trapped, run over and shot. The average head and body
length was 22'% inches (562 mm); Tail: 11'3/6 inches (300 mm). Twoof
them had fusedtail rings. Further and more ‘personal’ proof that wildcats
will mate with domestics came with my own second female, which I had
released down the loch in the summer. The following spring my Alsatian
tracked her down by scent and put her up tree. Realizing she was
pregnant, I managedto live-trap her back andlater she gave birth to four
kittens with thin scrawny fused tails and piebald coloured coats. She had
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clearly mated with a big feral domestic black tomcat known to bein the
area.

All the evidence so far made me side with Edward Hamilton and his
belief that interbreeding had been occurring for centuries, for I found
fused tails in wildcats as far back as 1886 and 1901, andtaperingtails
began as early as 1928.
The results of my investigation were printed in a book, My Wilderness

Wildcats, in 1977. After it was published I was given a Christmas present
of The HandbookofBritish Mammals, edited by G. B. Corbet and H. N.
Southern, which came outlater the sameyear. In the excellent section on
wildcats by H. H. Kolb, I was surprised to learn that a Polish scientist,
Pierre Suminski, had done similar research, also examining skulls, trying
to measure what waspureortypical wildcat and what features had come
from hybridization, and he had published theresults in 1962 in Geneva in
a paper: Les caractéres de la forme pure du chat sauvage, Felis silvestris.
After looking into pelage colouring and skull characteristics (35 skulls) he
deduced that the average Scottish wildcat was 66 per cent pure, as
compared to an average for Europe of 63 per cent. (The most pure were
Polish wildcats at 73 per cent, while the least came from the Swiss and
French Alps at 44 percent).
Dr Kolb himself had also examined and measured Scottish wildcat skins

(26 males and 16 females) dating from between 1958 and 1973 (which
brought the statistics far more up to date) and he also recorded weights.
He comparedhisresults with those that Kirk and Wagstaffe published in
1943. Yet again, the decrease in bodysize (and weights) between the old
wildcats and the more modern animals is obvious.

Measurements of Scottish wildcats
 

 

 

 

 

    

Kirk & Wagstaffe Dr Kolb’s data
1919-1939 1958-1973

102 males 26 males 16 females

Head and body 589 mm (365-653) 564 mm (515-650) 543 mm (507-595)

Tail 315 mm (210-342) 307 mm (235-356) 293 mm (240-360)

Hindfeet 138 mm (127-147) 134 mm (115-147) 126 mm (105-140)

Weight 5.1 kg (3.0-6.9) 4.7 kg (3.5-7.1) 3.9 kg (2.5-5.6)
 

While conducting this research, and breeding my own wildcats, |
discussed the problem with my friend, the late Geoffrey Kinns, who,
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Jaw ofdomestic cat (left) and wildcat (right).

despite the loss of half a leg in World War II, was a brilliant wildlife
photographerandpossessed a large collection of British mammal andbird
skulls. He said there was one sure wayoftelling whether a skull was that
of a pure wildcat, a domestic or a hybrid. You take the bottom jaws
(provided they are still fastened — or glued — together naturally) and
stand them ona level surface on their broad rear ends, then let go. The
wildcat jaws always stay upright, whereas the domestic or hybrid onesfall
over! I have no idea how infallible this method is but it is based on the
notion that the ramus bone in the domestic is always proportionately
longer, causing the jawsto fall forwards —1.e. lower side downwards.

In 1982 the Nature Conservancy Council launched some serious
investigation into the wildcat, including a survey of populations, run in
the field by staff scientist Nigel Easterbee, who came to see me in May
1983. I gave him myten sightings in the wild, the locations of tracks and
signs and my two wildcat books which included results of my own
researches. Before his tragic death in a car accident in December 1990 we
remained in regular contact and he told me that they were proceeding
steadily with the survey, difficult though this was with such a shy,
cryptically coloured and nocturnal animal, and also looking into more
foolproof methodsof distinguishing wild, domestic and hybrid cats.

In 1987 the Institute of Terrestrial Ecology produced a complicated and

  



 

thorough paper by staffers Don French, Keith Corbett and Nigel
Easterbee after their scientific study aimed at identifying populations of
wildcats, domestics and their hybrids, by skull morphometrics. They
examined the skulls of twenty-five ‘old’ (1901-1941) wildcats, fourteen
‘recent’ (1953-1963) wildcats, thirteen ‘modern’ (1975-1978) wildcats,
twenty-four domestic (1976-1978) cats, and nine hybrids (1977-1978).
The differences in size that they discovered led them to make eight

separate general conclusions:
‘All analyses showed that “old” wildcats were different from all other

groups.
‘There waslittle or no difference between “recent” and “modern”

wildcats. Both groups were separated not only from domestic cats, but
also from “old” wildcats.

‘The hybrid group wasthe most variable. .
‘Wildcats had larger, more robust skulls than domestic cats, and all the

distinguishing variables were characters related to stalking, catching and
killing of prey.

“Sexes were mostdistinct in “old” wildcats, less so in domestic cats and
“recent/modern” wildcats, and least in hybrids, where the pattern of
variation wasalso different from all other groups.
“We concluded that “old” wildcats were probably a (relatively) “pure”

population of F. silvestris, but that “recent/modern” wildcat populations
containeda (relatively) high proportion of hybrids.

‘Most hybridization probably occurred earlier in this century, when
wildcat numbers were low. [They point out earlier that feral cat numbers
were relatively high around the 1940s]. The increase in “wildcat”
numbers over the past 50 years or so maytherefore include many hybrid
cats. It was probably aidedby increased afforestation in Scotland.’
At this point I was gratified that my theories of eleven years earlier had

been proved largely correct but I was puzzled by their final conclusion:
‘ “Modern” wildcats tend to beslightly less like hybrids/domestic cats

and slightly more like “old” wildcats than do “recent” wildcats, so the
present trend may be to reduce hybridization; but it may be that the
“pure” form of wildcatis effectively extinct in Scotland.’
This may soundlikesitting on the fence, becauseif the first point is true,

then the purer form must be coming back! However,it is difficult to see
how anyfirmer conclusions could be reached, given the evidence.It is true
that twenty of the twenty-five ‘old’ wildcats in the study came from
Perthshire, which has provided most of the finest specimens in the
collections, and noneof the othercats in the other groups came from that
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area. However,there is no real proof that geographical location produces
variation in skull morphology. The ideal study would beto obtain, say,
ten animals in each of the seven groups from Perthshire, ten from
Inverness-shire, and ten from Angus/Aberdeenshire area, a rather
impossible task. Personally, after seventeen years of trekking the Scottish
hills specifically searching for wildlife and nothingelse, I believe the pure
race of wildcat doesstill exist, but it is extremely rare.

 

Could the Exmoor‘beast’ be a wildcat?
From the stories and conflicting
accounts I have read in newspapers
over the past twenty years, it could
be anything from a feral dog, wolf,
wolverine, leopard, puma,
European lynx, or even an escaped
staghound some hunt was keeping
quiet about! It also seemed clear
that it could be notjust one ‘beast’
but several. The mostfrequent
reported sightings were oflarge cat-
like animals, though expert
trackers and army patrols
consistently failed to locate one.

Thelatest batch ofsightings
began in mid-April 1983 when
Mike Hooper was woken at
2.30a.m. by the barking ofhis two
boxer dogs at his home in
Teignmouth, Devon. He switched
on the lights and saw the orange-
red eyes ofa mysterious cat-like
animalstaring in at him. It loped
round his secluded gardenas he
tried to see it by torchlight, then
went through,or over, a 9ft hedge.
Interest switched to Kingsbridge in
south Devon in late May when
three separate residents saw a
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creature larger than a fox with a
roundcat-type face stalking

_ throughfields, one describingit as
about 3ft high, ofa golden brown
colour and resembling lion.
At the very end ofMay two

schoolboys staying on an isolated
farm in the heart ofExmoor saw
whatthey described as a jet black
animal, with white markings down
its chest and bulging green eyes,
prowling neara flock ofsheep.
Marcus White, 12, was quoted as
saying, ‘Its face waslike an
Alsatian with pale green eyes, but it
did not movelike a dog.It sort of
pranced away.’ By then about
eighty sheep had been foundkilled
by a big strong animalduring the
previous three months, and the
Royal Marines sent out patrols
containing marksmento try to
locate and ambush the animal.
Manyofthe killings were in the
South Molton area, and four days
after a sheep was savaged at Ash
Mill, aman saw a dark cat-like
beast in the valley ofthe River Mole
— shortly after he had been talking
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report the sighting, ofcourse, the homes and herds ofman.
‘beast’ had vanished. From early At the end ofJune farmers at
June, sheep and lamb killings Manaton, near Bovey Tracey,
becameless andless frequent, Devon, were shocked when ten
presumably because many forms of lambs were foundkilled, most with
wildlife were burgeoning in their heads torn offand bite marks
summerandeasy prey like new- were found showing canine teeth
born deer calves could be found over two inches apart. While it
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could have been the work ofa big
dog on the loose, it was believed the
concentration of the attacks purely
on neck and head area showed the
moreskilled killing methods ofa
big cat. It could hardly have been
the work ofthe ‘beast ofExmoor’
however, as Manatonis south-west
ofExeter andis on the eastern edge
ofDartmoor — from where,
incidentally, other sightings ofodd
large cats had also been reported in
recent years.

Naturally, in the spring of 1984
the farmers in the South Molton
and Exmoorareas were worried for
theirflocks, after the previous
year’s losses ofmore than 100
sheep and lambs, even though the
last known killing had occurred in
October. To their relief there were
no untowardslayings and some
believed the ‘beast’ had not
survived the winter.

But in October 1984 three men
driving home to South Molton
from work claimed they saw what
lookedlike a black panther‘a lot
bigger than an Alsatian, with a
straight tail and a roundish face’
near a quarry in the Bray Valley.
They made a noise to scare it back
into the open andit bounded out of
a hedge, up hill from the valley
and vanished into bushy cover.
One ofthe men said, ‘It was like
watching a big cat on a Survival
programme.’

Later the same month, two well
grown lambs were foundkilled on
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a farm near Buckfastleigh, once
again on Dartmoor, this time on
the south-eastern edge. The injuries
were unlike those madeby dogs.
The front legs and shoulders were
missing, the neck eaten down to the
bone, andthe sides were eaten
down to the ribcage. The legend of
the ‘Beast ofDartmoor’ was now
also well founded. Speculation that
it might be a wolverine, after 4-toed
prints were found, endedrapidly
when it was pointed out that a
wolverine belongs to the same
mustelid family as badger and otter
— and hasfive toes, not four! A
few more sightings and oddkillings
were reported over the next three
years but nothing like the sheep
deaths of 1983.

Thefirst solid clue to the twenty-
year-old mystery came in April
1988, after a lamb with its head
ripped offwas found on farm
near Widecombe on Dartmoor.
The farmer kept vigil — and shot
dead a large brown-spotted,
yellow-gold coloured cat. The
animal, almost twicethe size ofa
big domestic cat, was identified at
Paignton Zoo as a young adult
leopard cat, normally found in
south-east Asian forests whereit
preys on animals up to the size of
young deer.

The animal could have been an
escaped pet, or one ‘released to the
wild’ by mistaken animallovers.It
could have been brought in
illegally, without quarantine, when
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little, and then abandoned on the
moors whenit became larger and
the ownerfeared the police would
find out.

It could well be that there is a
nucleus ofthese, or similar, big cats
breeding in the remotest parts of
Exmoor and Dartmoor. Certainly,
there is space and cover enough,
with bills up to the height of 1,598
ft (487 metres) on Exmoorand the
2,038 ft (621 metres) High
Willhays on Dartmoor.

In February 1989, farmer
Norman Evans was walking
through remote woodland nearhis
country home outside Ludlow,
Shropshire, when he found the
body ofa large sandy-colouredcat,
some3 ft long. It was later
identified as a jungle cat, also

known as the swamp cat, which
inhabits Egypt and also south-east
Asia. It was estimated to be about
five years old but due to a severe
injury on its back, possibly caused
by collision with a road vehicle, it
had probably been unable to hunt
duringits last days and had died of
starvation. It only weighed 17 Ib
(8 kilos). While it was clearly not
from Exmoor,it was further proof
that large exotic cats can, and
probably do, live in the wildest
areas ofBritain. When the laws on
owning dangerous wild animals
like big cats were tightened up a
few years ago,thereis little doubt
that some misguided owners took
their animals out to wild places and
just let them go.

The answer to the question,

 
Leopardcat.

  



 

therefore, is that the ‘Beast’ of hurried to places where the animal
Exmoor, or ofDartmoor, or of had been sighted. Once they
anywhereelse these kinds of thought they had the creature
sightings andkillings occur, ts surrounded but the wood wasjust
certainly a ‘wild cat’. But it is not too impenetrable to search
the Scottish wildcat. thoroughly. Dr Manton was
Rememberthe legendary story of surprised at just how manylarge

the ‘Surrey Puma’ back in the dense woodsthere are in
1960s, which first appearedinthe  stockbroker-belt Surrey, often with
Godalmingarea, spitting at a plentiful stocks ofrabbits and deer,
horrified council workman who and someofthem quite big enough
wasclearing thorny bramble to hide a big cat for months or even
bushes in a quiet area? Small years. Having, only two years ago,
livestock began to disappear, many got temporarily lost myselfin the
sightings were reported (some of seven miles ofwoodland round
which were undoubtedly genuine) Leith Hill, I agree with him.
andpolice search squadscalled in He believes the animal probably
Dr Victor Manton, Curator of was a puma, otherwise known as
Mammals at Whipsnade Zoo. cougar. They founda cluster of
Armed with a two-way radio anda hairs ona barbed wire fence which
tranquillizer rifle, he and the police exactly matchedthose onthetail of
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a male puma; a local vet with much
experience ofAfrican wild animals
identified the woundson injured
goats as having been made by a
large feline; and Dr Manton
himselfexamined a newly killed roe
deer where the body had suffered
long and deep scratch marks and
the neck had been broken
instantaneously in a way not
possible for a dog, fox orlargeferal
cat. The Surrey puma was never
found but maybe one dayits
skeleton or atleastits skull, may be
found by someintrepid trekker.

In 1988 evidence ofanother
large ‘cat’ surviving in the wild
came when a motorist knocked
down andkilled a large feline
which was crossing a road at

Hayling Island, Hampshire. On
examination, it was found to be
another4 ft (11/4 metres) long
African swamp cat.

There is believed to be another
‘beast’ in the Margam Forest of
West Glamorgan, andin January
1990 a Daily Mail reporter
confronted horse riders Ann
Phillips, 43, and her 20-year-old
daughter Lornain the forest near
their homesin Port Talbot. Mrs
Phillips was sure she had seen a
large puma andit was ‘as big as a
Great Dane’ butit loped away
from them down track. Police
and the National Farmers Union
receive several calls a year about
the Margam Beast worrying sheep.
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Howis the wildcat
doing now?
Although there has been a considerable extension of range in Scotland
since the turn of the century, the wildcatstill only occupies a small part of
its original range in Britain. This expansion is partly due to hybridization
as well as a decrease in persecution (there was an 80 per cent decrease in
the number of gamekeepers employed between 1871 and 1971). Re-
afforestation has also helped the animal. There were estimated to be 33-
37,000 hectares of forest areas in Scotland in 1914. With the
establishment of the Forestry Commission five years later, plus the
increased private tree planting, the area of forests had risen to 920,000
hectares (12.6 per cent of the land area) by 1982. The wildcat prefers a
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woodlandhabitat and,since it offers no threat to forestry interests (indeed
it is ‘useful’ in its killing of voles), it is not persecuted atall in state-owned
forests.
When the Nature Conservancy Council’s modern survey of the wildcat

(run by Dr Nigel Easterbee, to whom I am grateful for this information)
began in 1982 it was thoughtthat wildcats had re-conquered someoftheir
old territories in south Scotland. However, the survey discovered that they
had not. Today wildcats are found in most counties north of a line from
Edinburgh to Glasgow but that relatively narrow central industrialized
belt has proved too muchof a barrier for the animals to cross. (See 1988
distribution map, page 95).
Once it had been proved beyond doubt that hybridization does occur,

and has been happening morefrequently in thelast fifty or so years, some
scientists believed the ‘pure’ form of wildcat was virtually extinct.
However, a recent examination of a range of wildcat skulls by Nigel
Easterbee indicates that while hybrids are present, animals similar to the
old pure form dostill exist (see page 85). I am sure the pure strain has
survived, particularly on the highest ground, in the densest woodlands,
and the remoter areas of the north and west where humandensity is low
and domestic cats have notpenetrated. In Britain as a whole, however, the
wildcatis still an extemely rare animal.
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Mystery black cats
While the mystery of the various ‘beasts’ can be explained bytherelease,
or escape, of such large felines, what can we makeof the large numberof
reported sightings that can not be so explained? We come now to the
riddle of the Big Black Cats.

In the early 1980s reports of sightings of large black cats started coming
in from the remoter regions of Britain, including, incredibly, one from
near Frant, Kent. A farmer claimed he saw the animal, aboutthe size of a
labrador, cross a muddy farm track in front of his car. Hesaid it had large
yellow eyes and a long black tail. Most of the reports, however, came from
the Scottish Highlands, particularly from the Grantown,Forres-Elgin, and
Morayareas, andit was said the creatures had a predilection for chickens,
ducks, and lamb chops that didn’t fight back! They all had these large
bright yellow, or golden, eyes and longthick tails, and were black all over.
Popular theories held that they were young black panthers that had bred
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and beenreleased by wildlife-loving zealots, or that they were even a ‘new’
species, hitherto undiscovered by man.

Several of my readers wrote to ask my opinion as to what they were,
andto eachI replied that I did not think they were panthers, nor that they
were a newly discovered species. I was sure they would prove to be
hybrids — crosses between wildcats and feral domestics. The black colour
would come from a feral female and the large size, and golden eyes, from a
wildcat male. Several of these big black cats were shot, and one of them
was knownasthe ‘Kellas cat’. It was shot by Tomas Christie of Kellas in
1983 close to the river Lossie, near Dallas, Morayshire. It was stuffed and
mounted in a ferocious pose and is now on exhibition in Elgin Museum.
After being mounted it was submitted for identification by naturalist/
author Di Francis and Mr T. Newton to the Natural History Museum,
London.(I am grateful to Dr Daphne M.Hills, of the Museum, for these
notes on the ‘Kellas cat’ and also of the ‘Advie cat’ which follow.)
The fact that the ‘Kellas cat’ had been mounted caused a few

examination difficulties but it was found the head and bodylength, taken
‘over the curves’ was 251/2 inches (650 mm), and thetail length was 1135/4
inches (300 mm). The greatest skull length was 4 inches (105 mm). The
tibia measured 51%inches (144 mm) and the ulna about 51% inches (140
mm).

While all these measurements are within the known range of the pure
wildcat, this was a very big cat indeed. They are at the upper end of the
range recorded for British wildcats, and approach in size those of the
“Ardgay cat’, which is the biggest specimen in the museum’s collection
(weighing 15 lb 10 oz). Dr Hills’s notes proceed:

‘In summary the dimensions of this specimen are suggestive of a large
British Wild Cat. We have no record of a black wild cat from this country
although they have been recorded elsewhere.

‘Black colour morphsof wild species of mammals are not uncommon.
Other colour morphsalso exist e.g. albinos. These odd specimensare not
regarded as being different species and even when the morph appears
relatively frequently in an individual population they have no taxonomic
significance. Many examples exist in the British mammal fauna. White
moles, shrews and hedgehogs are occasionally reported, as are black
rabbits, squirrels, some voles and mice. Black cats of various species have
been reported from manyparté of the world.

‘The best known black wild cats are those named Felis daemon by
Satunin (1904), based on skins and skulls from the Caucasus and now in
the Zoological Museum of the Academy of Sciences, St Petersburg. The
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Big black cat.

specimens were subsequently examined by Smirnov (1917) who considered
them to be melanic Caucasian wildcats (Felis silvestris) and by Ognev
(1935) whoidentified them as feral domestic cats but acknowledged the
possibility of the existence of melanistic forms of the Caucasian wildcat
population. The measurements given by Satunin fall within the range of
domestic cats and are smaller than those of the Kellas cat. Alekperov
(1966) reported that out of a collection of 117 wildcat skins examined in a
warehouse at Baku (Caucasus) in 1948, 14 were totally black and 3 were
dark brown. Felis daemon is currently regarded as a synonym ofFelis
catus (domestic cat) following Ognev (1935).

‘Discrimination between wild and domesticcatis not always simple and
is even more difficult when only part of the specimenis available . . . Thus
although the available evidence suggests that the Kellas cat is a black
morph of Felis silvestris the possibility that it might be a very large feral
domestic cat or a hybrid between wild and domestic cats cannot be ruled
out.’

In April 1985 another large black cat was shot by Mr L. Mallinson,
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gamekeeper, near Advie, which is eight miles from Grantown on Spey.
This specimen was presented to the museum as it was, also by Mrs Di
Francis, and the mammalsection were asked for a report. This was made
by Dr Daphne Hills (in consultation with Dr Nigel Easterbee and Dr Don
French).
The ‘Advie cat’ was found to be a male, slender but well muscled.Its

coat was less dense and hadlonger guard hairs than the ‘normal’ wildcat.
The single long white body hairs it had are found in both wild and
domestic cats. Similarly its white inguinal spots, butits tail was less bushy
than the normal wildcat tail. In a very detailed report, Dr Hills also
wrote:

‘The gut length of the Advie cat was 135 cm. Haltenorth (1957)
established that the gut length of the domestic cat exceeds 200cm. The gut
in the wild cats is usually less than 150cm. Easterbee (pers. comm.) states
that the gut length of hybrid animals is also usually less than 150cm.’ The
Advie cat weighed 4.35 kg which is rather below average for an adult
wildcat. She concludes:

‘The size, skull length, cranial capacity and gut length of the Advie cat
are well within the range for the Scottish wild cat and the multivariate
analysis supports this diagnosis. However, some skull characters and the
coat length suggest an affinity with the domestic cat. It would thus appear
that the specimen is not a melanic pure-bred wildcat but an individual
with some domestic catin its ancestry.’

Slowly, the truth about the Big Black Cats was being tracked down. But
there wasstill no real proof of my theory, as expressed to readers, that
they would proveto be crosses between wildcats and feral domestics. In a
personal note, Dr Hills emphasized that it had not been possible to
provide chromosomeanalyses in either case. The genetic origin of the big
black cats wasstill ultimately a mystery.

In August 1986 a reader, Betty Gibson of Barton-on-Sea, Hampshire,
wrote to me that she had seen a Tomorrow’s World at Large programme
on BBCtelevision in which producer Martin Hughes-Games, working
with keepers, had caught one of the big black cats and had made the
whole programmeabout them.She wrote ‘They had permission to try and
catch one ofthe big cats to film, on condition they didn’t release it in the
sameplace. The cat was caught, anaesthetised, blood tested, and, as you
said, found to be a hybrid of wildcat and domestic.’
Having had noelectricity in my remote homesfor 23 years, I did not see

a video of the programmefor almost a year, but it was fascinating. The
genetic department of Aberdeen University had taken blood samples from
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a wildcat, a domestic cat and one of the big black cats, and had evolved a
method of isolating and photographing the make-up of their respective
chromosomes. The programmeindicated that the black cat was a cross
between a wildcat and a feral domestic (though this impression somewhat
overemphasized the results the university was obtaining). Apart from
solving the great mystery, this also gave even further convincing proof that
the two species interbreed.
The big beautiful black cat was not released in the sameplace either.

Martin Hughes-Gamesgaveit to the Highland Wildlife Park at Kincraig
near Aviemore, to keep company in a large treed enclosure with two
normal wildcats — and I saw her there when I wentto film an episode for
the TV series Animals Roadshow.
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