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To all the gamekeepers, farmers, landowners and agents by whose grace I hunt.
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Chapter One


Introduction To Ferreting





What does ferreting involve? What is a bury, and what different sorts are there? What goes on above ground, what happens below, what do you need, what do you wear, how do you do it?


There is a lot of mystique to ferreting, but no mystery. Think like a ferret, think like a rabbit, and learn to read the land that you have walked over daily without a thought. There are excellent books that will tell you how ferrets came to these islands, and how to feed, house, breed and tend them – this book is not one of them. It covers working the ferret to rabbit, its primary quarry, in all the different ways that we can. Having read your care and maintenance books, you may be ready to acquire your first ferrets and your ferreter’s starter kit. But before you do, enjoy a few days’ ferreting through these pages.


Whatever methods you use to capture the rabbits once they leave the bury, the technique for getting them to do so is the same. Give your ferrets a light snack before you leave home – an egg, a small piece of meat each, a teaspoonful of dry food, for instance. If fully fed, a ferret will only want to sleep, and if hungry it will eat any rabbit it kills underground and then sleep off the meal, which is called a lie-up. No more rabbits will be bolted until you have dug down to the sleeping ferret, and when you do, you will find a mangled rabbit that is only fit for ferret food. There is quite enough digging in store for you without asking for more, so give your co-hunters breakfast before you start out. It helps to keep the carrying box clean if you give your ferrets enough time to attend to their ablutions after they have eaten, and I keep a spare hutch for this purpose, as they cannot resist ‘marking’ unfamiliar territory. The best way of training any animal is to go along with its natural instincts: ferrets are very clean, and they are happier and much pleasanter to handle if you help them to stay that way.


Now for your own preparation: think rabbit. They do not have big eyes, long ears and twitching noses for nothing. Their senses are far keener than ours, and rabbits are under threat from predators every hour of their lives. So, if they know that you are outside their bury, even if a ferret is inside their home with them, they will be very reluctant to bolt and face an unknown danger when they can stay on familiar ground and face a known one. To avoid alerting the rabbits to your presence, you need to be quiet in your movements, sober in your dress, and careful not to introduce alien scents into their perception. This means no smoking, no peppermints, and no perfume or aftershave. Clothes should enable you to move easily and quietly, and should match the greens and browns of the countryside. A rabbit may hop to the very entrance of a hole and sit still, testing for safety; should you be wearing your sparkling white T-shirt and bright red jeans, you will not fit into the rabbit’s preferred scheme of scenery. Scientists at the beginning of the last century insisted that animals could not see colour; this theory has since been roundly disproved, and if you are wearing bright colours, the rabbit will see you. If it sees you, it will not bolt, and you will end up digging again when it could have been avoided.


Rabbiting clothes will soon suffer from the corrosive effects of mud, blood and rabbit urine, so do not wear anything that you are fond of. You will get hooked up on barbed wire, surprised by electric fencing, spattered with cow dung, and possibly drenched in smelly water when you inadvertently step backwards into a brook, so wear tough clothes that can be washed without compromise. Turn out the pockets regularly to avoid unpleasant surprises, and be prepared to replace your ferreting clothes every year or so. Always wear a hat. It will keep your head warm, mask the shine of a bald head, protect you from scratches from brambles and holly – and it is something to wring nervously in your hands when you have not seen your ferret for an hour! Most of us favour a flat tweed cap, but try out a few different sorts and see which you like best.


When the ferret enters the first rabbit hole, look at your watch. Often nothing will happen for quite a while, and it is amazing how long twenty minutes can seem, so note the time before your start. It is also good for ferreters’ tales down at the pub along the lines of ‘We had twenty-one rabbits in half an hour.’ Probably no one will believe you, and quite right too. Nevertheless, always note the time. Then keep still, out of direct line of sight from the rabbit holes. There is a lot more to being quiet than not talking; do not jingle change, rustle sweet papers, blow your nose, cough or sneeze. Do not shuffle your feet – the rabbits can feel the vibration of your movements through the earth. If you are ferreting with the aid of a dog, remember that the dog is following movement underground by listening, scenting, and feeling; anything that you add in the way of noise or movement is distracting and irritating to her, making her job much harder.


When the rabbits start to bolt, you will be working frantically. You will have to pick up the netted rabbit, put your foot in the rabbit hole to stop the next one bolting up your shirt, despatch the rabbit as quickly as possible – there are several good ways, and I will discuss all of them, so that you can decide which suits you best – set another net over the hole, and put the dead rabbit down well away from any rabbit holes. The sight and smell of recently killed rabbits will dissuade others from bolting, and your ferret might just nip out of the hole, nab the rabbit and drag it back under. This is annoying, and means you have to dig yet again. Do not put dead rabbits in a heap, as it causes the meat to bruise and spoil; instead lie them down singly, and when there is a lull in the excitement, you can drain them, hock them and hang them on a tree or fence to cool. When the day has finished, I will show you how to clean the catch and prepare it for cooking.


Now that you know what ferreters do, let us look at everything in detail, starting with choosing your ferret.
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Chapter Two


Choosing your Ferrets





Good ferrets have been bought from markets and pet shops, but so have bad ferrets. By ‘bad’, I mean undernourished, sickly or fearful animals, neither well cared for nor well handled. Shorten the odds by buying from someone whose stock is clean, properly fed, well handled and well socialised to humans. Most areas have a ferret club which can put you in touch with responsible ferret breeders, and country shows are a good place to find them. Avoid people who bring kits (baby ferrets) for sale on the day, as anyone who subjects them to such a stressful day away from familiar surroundings, and possibly in the heat of the sun, is not a caring ferret-keeper. Healthy kits are much more likely to come via an organisation that takes your details and then puts you in touch with someone who has a litter. Before you go to see them – and baby ferrets are enchanting – have some idea of what you want. A ferret’s average life span is seven or eight years, and some have reached their teens, so you are going to be together for a long time. Of course, there is no reason why you should not buy an adult ferret, which means that you can start ferreting right away without having to wait for it to grow up. Many ferret clubs do ferret rescue, and have an assortment of suitable animals that they will carefully place with the right sort of home. As I write, five of our ferrets are ‘rescues’ and every one is a good worker.


Much has been made of the recent interest in ferrets as show and pet animals, and some old-style ferreters will tell you that, to be any good, your ferret must come from working stock. I am happy to assure you that this is nonsense; unlike some breeds of dog, the working instinct has not been bred out of the show/pet ferret, and I own two from this stock myself which are superb workers. We ferreters have a lot for which to thank the show fraternity, for it is they who have improved the general health of the ferret by feeding and housing them properly, and by taking sick animals to the vet, thus interesting the veterinary profession in ferret ailments and treatment. Prior to this, sick ferrets were more often than not knocked on the head. Of course you can also get first-class, healthy ferrets from working homes, as the best will be every bit as well cared for, but if you lose your heart to a show-bred ferret, then go ahead and buy it; it will have been well reared, and the working instinct, believe me, is all there. Show ferrets also come in some lovely colours, and while it is true that a ferret does not bolt rabbits with the colour of its fur, you might as well get one that you like.


On the subject of colour, do not be confused by talk of ‘polecats’ and ‘ferrets’. Ferrets are domestic animals which are closely related to the northern European polecat, rather as the dog is closely related to the wolf. Polecats and ferrets can interbreed and produce fertile offspring, as can dogs and wolves. The cross is not for the fainthearted (nor is the wolf/dog hybrid) and very few exist; they are simply a novelty that some ferreters have tried. The cross will not do anything that a purebred ferret cannot, but they are very sharp and quick, and of course beautifully marked with polecat mask and colouring.


There are, however, many polecat-coloured ferrets which are sometimes called polecats, and if you were to let it be known that you were after a genuine polecat/ferret hybrid you would soon be knee deep in them. Unscrupulous ferreters (alas! they do exist) would try to offload many onto you. A ferret of any colour is a ferret, but some people call an albino ferret a ferret and a polecat-coloured ferret a polecat. This is why you may see advertisements for ‘polecat x ferrets’, or ‘ferret kits for sale – polecats and ferrets’. Some breeders will even insist that the polecat-coloured members of the same litter are real polecats, and the white ones are ferrets! Do not be fooled – all of these are ferrets, whatever the colour.


Ferrets can also be ‘sandy’ (brown and cream, which can be any shade from chocolate to ginger), ‘black-eyed white’ which are seldom pure white but have a few dark hairs on them, ‘silvermitt’ (polecat-coloured with white feet), ‘pastel polecat’ (with polecat markings in a paler shade of brown), ‘silver’ (white with dark guard hairs and very dark red eyes), and ‘coloured’ (all the in-between colours, some of which are quite spectacular). No colour is better than any other, but some people prefer white ferrets, especially if they are working with guns or hawks, as the whites show up well and are never in danger from being mistaken for something else.


The next decision is between male (hob or dog) or female (jill or bitch) ferrets. This choice is personal to you, rather as some people prefer dogs or horses of one sex, although the circumstances in which you intend to keep and work your ferrets can have some bearing on your decision. Jills tend to be smaller than hobs, although we have one tiny hob which is smaller than our smallest jill! A small ferret wearing a locator collar can pass through the mesh of a purse net without disturbing it unduly. Moreover some people will argue that a large ferret will be more prone to killing underground, whereas a smaller one will tend to bolt the rabbits. For every theory there is a counter-theory; however, I will say that very large ferrets can be a penance if you are using purse nets, as they pull them around. If you are shooting or hawking over your ferret, or using a long-net, a larger ferret will be fine, as long as it is not so big that it has trouble getting down the rabbit holes. One of my fellow ferreters likes to work big hobs that will hold a rabbit underground while he digs down to it. Large and strong, he gets a good haul of rabbits working this way, but as you may already have gathered, digging is not for me, and I prefer my rabbits to bolt.


The other consideration when deciding the gender of your ferrets is that you can keep any number of females together, but entire males will fight viciously with each other. Entire males and females equals babies, and you do not want those yet, if ever, but castrated males will live happily with females and other castrated males once the hormone levels have settled down after the operation, which can take some time. Castrated males work just as well as any other ferrets, and if, like me, you work your ferrets all year round, you will find them easier than entires, whose minds tend to be on other things during the breeding season, and who can get sulky and difficult if not allowed to mate. I would suggest that you start your ferreting career with two medium-sized jills or two smallish castrated hobs, and when you have a season’s ferreting under your belt, you can add more if you wish, although you can work a hard season with only two ferrets.


If you have a vasectomised hob to bring your jills out of season (much the best way) remember that his instincts and desires are those of the entire hob, and he will fight any males and mate any females that he comes across during the breeding season. The only difference is that he ‘fires blanks’. He does not know that, however, so treat him in every way as you would an entire hob.
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How big do you like your ferrets? These two are exceptionally well-grown female kits aged four months.
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Ferrets are very playful, inquisitive creatures.








Choosing your kits from the beguiling little things in the litter is just like choosing a puppy or kitten: you want a lively, healthy animal with clean eyes, nose and coat, with feet and tail free from deformity. All baby animals nip and some ferrets go through a real vampire stage – my white jill was named Venom by her breeder, and she certainly lived up to her name, but she is a delight to handle now. Some kits nip more than others, but it is only a phase, and the more you handle them, the quicker they will get over it. Make real pets of your ferrets, for it will pay dividends when you start to work them. While you are waiting for them to grow up, you can start to accumulate some of the fascinating bits and pieces that make up a ferreter’s working equipment.
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