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Queen Victoria treasured her albino ferrets, like the ferret pictured here, and ordered extravagant cages to be built for them.


[image: image]


Ferrets have a rich and fascinating history, which has included association with such famous figures as Augustus Caesar and Genghis Khan.


FRIENDLY, FRISKY, AND INQUISITIVE, DOMESTIC FERRETS are relative newcomers to the American pet scene. But they’re hardly new human companions. According to some sources, the domestic ferret’s long and illustrious history may date back as far as 3000 B.C., some ancients are said to have used them to hunt rodents in granaries.


Although subsequent details of the domestic ferret’s history remain sketchy, ferrets reportedly were popular in ancient Greece and Rome and won fame (if not fortune) helping Augustus Caesar combat an overabundance of rabbits in the Balearic Islands. Some historians speculate that returning crusaders brought the domestic ferret home to Europe; others say it was the Romans or the Normans. In the thirteenth century, Genghis Khan was a ferret fancier, and in the fourteenth century, King Richard II of England granted his subjects licenses to use ferrets to hunt rabbits—provided they didn’t hunt on Sundays.


In more recent times, Queen Victoria kept a group of pampered albino ferrets in royal style, presenting them as gifts to special friends. Sometime around 1875—or perhaps even earlier—ferret pioneers came to the New World, likely serving as rat catchers aboard sailing ships.
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The playful otter is a distant relative of the ferret.


Ferrets’ earliest association with people probably was in a working capacity. Their lithe, sinuous bodies are perfect for “ferreting out” mice, rats, and other agricultural or domestic pests, and people quickly figured out ways to use ferrets to help hunt rabbits and other game.


Around the turn of the twentieth century, one entire town—New London, Ohio—was nicknamed Ferretville because of the number of ferret breeders who lived there. During the area’s heyday, an estimated 40,000 ferrets a year were raised and shipped out by rail to destinations across the country. Shipping companies bought from fifty to one hundred ferrets at a time to keep wharf rats in check. Other customers were farmers and hunters. One Ferretville breeder reportedly cleared $30,000 a year selling ferrets to hunters—a goodly sum in those days.


Not surprising for critters related to the mink and ermine, ferrets’ sleek and silky pelts have also been prized by the fur industry. One researcher speculates that Jason’s Golden Fleece was actually the pelt of a sable, a close relation of the ferret. As late as 1950, some 400,000 ferret and polecat furs were being sold around the world.


Today, ferrets are weaseling their way into a growing number of American hearts and houses as pets. Intelligent, playful, fastidious, and quiet, ferrets integrate well into homes ranging from city apartments to mansions. Like cats, ferrets can be playful and independent. Like dogs, ferrets are affectionate and can be taught to do tricks.


Still, caring for a pet ferret is not the same as caring for a cat or dog. Many ferret’s needs and behaviors are different from those of other pets and may take a little getting used to if you have not had the joy of living with a ferret before.


Whether you’re considering adopting your first ferret or you just want to fine-tune your ferret parenting skills, this book is designed to help you give your ferret the very best care. Let’s start with the basics.




The Black-Footed Ferret







ALTHOUGH SIMILAR IN NAME, THE ENDANGERED BLACK-FOOTED FERRET (Mustela nigripes) is actually a different species than its smaller domestic “cousin” Mustela putorius furo.


Black-footed ferrets used to thrive across the western Great Plains states and southern Canada. But along with settlers and agriculture came efforts to eradicate prairie dogs, the black-footed ferret’s main source of food. Outbreaks of canine distemper compounded the plight of these beleaguered wild ferrets. By the late 1970s, some researchers feared the black-footed ferret was extinct.


In 1981, however, a rancher’s dog caught a male black-footed ferret, and hope surged that a few members of this species still remained in the wild. Exhaustive tracking efforts began, and in 1986, the last seventeen black-footed ferrets found in the wild were captured and brought into a captive breeding program run by the Wyoming Game and Fish Department. Today, there are several hundred black-footed ferrets in captivity. Efforts are under way to reintroduce captive-bred ferrets into the wild. Unfortunately, the breeding program itself is now in danger due to funding cuts.


If you are interested in learning more about the status of the black-footed ferret, the breeding program, and the efforts to reintroduce these animals into the wild, contact the Black-Footed Ferret Fund, National Fish and Wildlife Foundation,1120 Connecticut Avenue, N.W., Suite 900, Washington D.C. 20036, or got to the Internet site, www.blackfootedferret.org.
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The ferret’s relative the wild polecat wears a distinctive mask around the eyes. The two species can be crossbred; in fact, the first domesticated ferrets probably came from the captive breeding of European polecats.


The Natural Ferret


Scientifically known as Mustela putorious furo, ferrets are one of seventeen species in the weasel family, a group that includes ermine, mink, and polecats. Other more distant relatives of the ferret include the marten, sable, badger, and otter.


Familiar as ferrets are today as pets, their ancestral origins remain shrouded in mystery. Some authorities believe domestic ferrets are descended from the steppe polecat, while other experts contend they are more likely related to the European polecat, with which they can interbreed. There is also speculation that the Asiatic and European polecat species themselves had a common ancestor before the Ice Age split the population into separate geographic groups.


Because domestic ferrets are, as the name implies, a domesticated species, it’s impossible to study them in the wild. And it may not be scientifically accurate to correlate the behavior of one species with that of another, however close they may be on the family tree. That said, after examining the habits of two of the ferret’s close relatives, the European polecat and the ermine, some striking similarities to our captivating companions were revealed.


European polecats feed primarily on small mammals such as mice, rats, and voles. They live in other animals’ burrows or in tunnels they create themselves. European polecats are nocturnal and have relatively poor eyesight, so they rely heavily on their senses of smell and hearing as guides. Polecat young romp and tussle for a good many of their waking hours and investigate their surroundings by smelling objects they encounter. The polecat’s enemies include owls and other large raptors, wolves, and foxes. During an attack, polecats bite tenaciously and release scent from their anal glands. The scent from these glands is also used to mark their territory.


Ermines similarly feed on mice, rats, hamsters, moles, and other small mammals, only rarely eating plants. Ermine nests may be either above or below ground and are lined with a soft layer of grass, twigs, hair, and other materials. Although their eyesight is good in daylight, ermines are primarily nocturnal animals. They are good jumpers, and their bounding run has been compared to a gallop. When traveling at a more relaxed pace, ermines adopt a mincing gait of tiny, fluid steps. The sounds ermines make range from a snarling hiss or scream during an attack to coos or squeals when interacting with other ermines. Young ermines enjoy playing and tumbling with each other and with their mother. Ermines also release scent when frightened or in pain or to mark territory, but they generally do not do so during an attack. Ermines kept as pets will investigate drawers, pant legs, and every nook and cranny in a room.


Ferrets, like other domesticated animals who have been selectively bred for certain characteristics, probably retain vestiges of the behavior of their wild forebears. Their intense, curious investigation of any new surroundings and desire to inspect holes and tunnels are but two examples of possible holdovers from ferret ancestors of long ago.
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Take advantage of the ferret’s sociable nature. Two ferrets can be twice the fun!
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With black legs, tails, and masks, sable ferrets resemble wild polecats in color.


Thinking It Through


CHOOSING A FERRET COMPANION CAN BE A FUN AND exciting process. Perhaps you’ve fallen in love with a particular ferret at your pet store already. But before you bring a ferret home, there are a few points to carefully consider.


Be sure a ferret really is the kind of animal you want. Owning a ferret is not the same as owning a dog or cat. Ferrets’ curiosity, playfulness, and energy can be charming, but these qualities can also make them tough to keep up with at times. Ferret proofing your house is necessary for both the ferret’s sake and your own. And while most devoted ferret fans don’t find the odor (which can be minimized with bathing and other steps) objectionable, ferrets do have their own very special smell. Make sure you know what to expect.


And before you get too far, make sure ferrets are allowed where you live. It’s not legal to keep ferrets as pets in some cities and counties, and California, Hawaii, and the District of Columbia. In addition, if you are renting, ask about the landlord’s pet policy before you bring a ferret home.


Consider the time and money that caring for a ferret requires. Ferrets are not low-maintenance, low-cost pets. Food and grooming products are not outrageously expensive, but they do add up. Ferrets also require and deserve daily attention from their owners, a responsibility that includes food, water, and litter changes, as well as playtime. They generally live six to eight years, although some hardy old-timers make it to eleven. Are you ready to make such a long-term commitment? Ferrets also require regular care from a veterinarian, particularly as they age. Veterinary bills can be as high as those for a cat or dog. Be sure your budget can accommodate those expenses.
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You’ll need to budget money for food, grooming, and health products, as well as toys for your ferret.


Don’t forget to consider the existing members of your household. Although ferrets often make friends with cats and dogs, an adjustment period (and some effort and patience on your part) may be required. As carnivores (meat eaters), a ferret is not likely to be a safe addition to households that already contain birds, rabbits, rodents, or reptiles. On the flip side, dogs bred or raised as hunters may mistake a ferret for a game animal. It’s not a good idea to try to mix inherently hostile species.


A few cases of a ferret severely biting a very young child when they were left together unsupervised have been reported. Although such instances are extremely rare, families with babies may want to delay acquiring a ferret for two or three years. And as with any pet, ferrets should be supervised even with older children when they are playing together.
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