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We undertook 
the biggest-ever 
survey of public 
attitudes to foxes.

Steve Harris
Professor of Environmental Sciences, 

University of Bristol
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WHEN I STARTED studying foxes 
40 years ago, I found that almost 
everyone I met had a fox story to tell. 
No other British animal generates 
such emotion and debate. This was 
what prompted BBC Wildlife to 
launch Fox UK in January 2006:  
we wanted to collect 
as many stories as 
possible to record  
the diversity of 
interactions between 
people and foxes.  

Fox stories in the 
press tend to be negative and 
exaggerate problems, so you might 
think that most people in Britain 
are anti-fox and always have been. 
Far from it: in 1979, the London 
Borough of Bromley asked local 
residents if they wanted foxes on a 
nearby allotment shot, where they 
were reportedly causing damage. 
Some 93 per cent requested that 
they were left alone. In 2002, the 
Mammal Society found that 66 per 
cent of 4,000 respondents across 
Britain liked urban foxes, and only 
8.5 per cent disliked them. 

The response to Fox UK was 

Welcome to Fox UK
hugely positive, 
too, and we 
received many 
more stories and images than we’d 
anticipated. We also undertook the 
biggest-ever survey of public 
attitudes to foxes through Radio 

Times. Of the 12,000 
people who responded, 
only 8 per cent saw the 
fox as a pest; 82 per 
cent thought the 
species an important 
part of Britain’s fauna. 

It is hard to think of any other issue 
where you’d get such an 
overwhelmingly positive response.

THANKS TO EVERYONE who sent 
in stories and photos. This 
compilation paints a picture of the 
range of interactions between you 
and your foxes, so be prepared to 
meet the modern British fox!
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The fox in culture
The fox is ingrained in our mythology – a reflection of 
our long love-hate relationship with the species.

5

FOX UK  THE FOX IN CULTURE

The fable of the fox and the crow from a 
14th-century Islamic manuscript.

A 15th-century woodcut of an Aesop’s 
fable shows a fox hiding from hounds.
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die a slow and lingering death (or 
are put out of their misery by a 
passing gamekeeper)? It was always 
a white van and the sighting was 
always by ‘a friend’ or ‘someone 
else’. The story is myth: who could 
catch a vanload of foxes in a city 
without being noticed? 

It’s a fabricated story that’s 
persisted for 40 years and is still 
regularly repeated in the press. 
The articles ‘helpfully’ tell you how 
to recognise these kidnapped 
foxes: their claws are worn down 
from walking on pavements; they 
don’t know how to hunt; they have 
grey, mangy coats; they play with 
packs of hounds rather than run 
from them, and so on. It’s all 
rubbish, but it proves that the fox-
myth industry is alive and well.

the depredations of the fox is less 
common. In the past, the wolf was 
seen as the main killer of livestock 
(and in mythology was generally 
outwitted by the fox). ‘Fox eating 
chickens’ stories are a more recent 
issue. Surprisingly, most have 
appeared in the past 50 years – in a 
period when most chickens have 
been shut up in battery farms, 
safe from foxes!

MODERN MYTHS
But these stories are not the 
only fox myths. Have you heard 
the modern one about vanloads 
of urban foxes being dumped 
in the countryside, where they 

NO ANIMAL  has featured in 
mythology more than the fox. Most 
stories focus on one of three 
themes: fox cunning, foxes as evil, 
and the damage foxes can cause.

The ancient fable 
writer Aesop was an 
admirer of foxes: 
they feature in 51 of 
his 600 fables. As 
in the story of The 
Fox and the Crow, 
when a fox flatters a 
crow into dropping 
its food, the fox 
usually comes off 
best. Often, as with 
Leoš Janácek’s 1924 
opera The Cunning Little Vixen, the 
foxy hero is a vessel for exploring 

complex human emotions.
The rise of foxhunting in the 

past 250 years has provided a new 
source of tales of vulpine cunning. 
A classic example is that of a fox 

running along a 
railway line in 
front of a train, 
only to leap out of 
the way at the last 
moment, leaving 
the slower  
hounds to be 
mown down. An 
integral part of 
such stories is 
that, once the fox 
feels safe, it takes 

up a vantage point from which to 
watch the confusion it has created. 

Foxes have long been associated 
with evil. Medieval church carvings, 
for example, depict foxes as the 
Devil dressed in clerical garb. Fox 

spirits or witches appear in 
mythologies from Druidic 
to Shinto religions.

Mythology about 

A 19th-century painting of a fox listening 
out for the hunt in the valley below.

Reynard the fox is the cunning hero of 
many European folk stories (shown 
here in a 19th-century engraving).
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PHILIP RIX Basildon, Essex
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ROBERT BOOTH Oldham, Lancashire

Our house overlooks a patch of 
rough ground with houses on 
three sides and, on the fourth, a 
patch of bushes that hides a 
railway line (ideal fox territory). I 
occasionally place lamb bones on 
a high tree-stump near the front 
of my house, and before going to 
bed, I watch the foxes sharing 
their meal. They are usually polite 
diners: one waits patiently, on 
guard, while the other devours 
the meat on the bone. The guard 
fox eventually gets to carry the 
bone away, presumably to be 
finished off at its den. 

One night, I put some leftover 

grapes on the tree stump. I was 
awakened in the early hours by a 
real shindig. The foxes were 
squabbling over the grapes to 
such an extent that it woke up the 
whole neighbourhood. Lights 
went on, doors banged, babies 
cried, dogs barked. It was chaos. 

I felt like marching outside in 
my pyjamas and shouting “Look 
you two – it’s only a measly bunch 
of grapes.” Then I remembered 
that I wasn’t wearing any 
pyjamas. At least I discovered one 
thing – foxes love grapes, even to 
the extent of having a ‘domestic’ 
over them.

“It’s only a measly bunch of grapes”

ABIGAIL STROUD Andover, Hampshire

The fox glanced at us as he 
trotted along the edge of the 
school playing field we were 
camping in, but we were more 
excited about the coming party 
(and the local ale). At bedtime, we 
meandered back to our tents to 
sleep off the evening’s excesses. 
We had forgotten the bushy-tailed 

boy in the hedgerow but he, as it 
turned out, had not forgotten us.

In Canada, we hide our food 
from bears. In Australia, we 
protect our rubbish from dingos. 
In Oxfordshire, however, it never 
occurred to us to keep our 
footwear safe. And come morning 
I couldn’t find my boots. Given the 

A predilection for old boots

FOX UK  YOUR STORIES & PHOTOS

tiny dimensions of our tent, an 
exhaustive search didn’t take long. 
Since morning duties were 
becoming urgent, I ventured 
outside barefoot – and the mystery 
was solved: strewn round the field, 
chewed and tufted with red hair, 
were my boots; along with those of 
just about every other female in 

our group! None of the men lost 
their boots and we never worked 
out why the fox went on a gender-
specific pilfering spree. But given 
that he had been inside at least 
four tents and none of us had 
noticed, we had to admire his 
cheek and regret the fact that we 
had slept through it.

BBC Wildlife
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JILL PERRY Nottingham
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MATTHEW BULLOCK Cleckheaton, West Yorkshire

“Anyone for football?”

Travelling late one night, I was 
forced to brake sharply as an 
animal ran blindly into the road. 
The fox stood in the glare of my 
headlights, frowning at me over 
the huge, bloated object he held in 
his jaws, which I assumed was the 
fruits of a successful night’s 
hunting. The fox quickly regained 
his composure and lolloped away, 
his step hindered by the hearty 
supper hanging against his legs. 

I can only imagine the greeting 

this crafty hunter received on his 
return home. Perhaps it was the 
scent of hide that had led him to 
his prize. Whatever the excuse, I’m 
sure the hungry vixen asked 
despondently “What on Earth do 
you expect us to do with that 
football?” Or maybe we don’t know 
what foxes get up to while we are 
asleep. Maybe there is, in 
fox-sporting language, a sentence 
for “Pick that out of the back of the 
chicken wire net, ginger!”

Last June, I was awakened at 
5am by my border collie, Bonny, 
whining and running up and down 
the stairs. I got up to see what 
was wrong. From the garden 
emanated a loud squeaking noise 
– a young fox was playing with 
one of Bonny’s squeaky toys, 
throwing it into the air, catching it 

and making it squeak over and 
over again. It was lovely to watch 
him playing and having fun, just 
like a young dog. When he 
spotted me at the window, he 
leapt over the fence, the toy in his 
mouth, leaving Bonny to scour 
the garden fruitlessly for her 
missing squeaky. 

JACQUELINE BAIN Paisley, Renfrewshire

Games in the garden



Foxes in Britain
Humans have long hunted foxes, but despite this 
persecution they remain common and widespread today.

BBC Wildlife 11

Gamekeepers killed 
anything that might 
eat pheasants. Foxes 
were high on the list.

FOX UK  FOXES IN BRITAIN

FOXES WERE widespread in 
Britain soon after the end of the 
Ice Age. Early human inhabitants 
of the British Isles hunted foxes 
for their fur and, surprisingly, for 
food. In some middens of 
human settlements, fox bones 
are second in importance only to 
red deer.

However, we know very little 
about foxes in Britain until after 
1566, when an Act for the 
Preservation of Grayne declared a 
range of species to be pests. This 
act enabled churchwardens to pay 
a bounty on the corpses of species 
killed in their parish; these bounty 
payments provide a valuable 
historical record.

Foxes were the 
commonest 
species to 

feature in these records, and it 
is clear that large numbers were 
being killed. They also show that 
foxes were not evenly distributed 
across Britain, with more being 
killed in the South-west, the 
Marches and Kent, upland 
Wales and northern England. 
Foxes were rarer in lowland 
agricultural areas, which may 
explain why these locations  
had to be stocked with foxes 
when modern foxhunting 
became popular.

It is also evident that, even 
though large numbers of foxes 

were being killed, 
there was 
little 
decrease 
in overall 

numbers.
This was 

to change 
with the rise of 

pheasant shooting 
in Victorian times. To 

ensure that there were 

enough birds for their masters to 
shoot, an army of gamekeepers 
killed anything that might eat 
them. Foxes were high on the 
list. Improved guns and a variety 
of new traps helped. Perhaps 
even more damaging was the 
widespread use of poisons. The 
gamekeepers were successful 
to the extent that foxes were 
eliminated from much of East 
Anglia and parts of eastern 

Scotland, and have only recently 
recovered in these areas. 

With the decline of 
gamekeeping after the First 
World War, foxes increased again 
and their numbers have changed 
little over the past 25 years. 
During that period, there have 
been three attempts to estimate 
fox numbers in Britain. Though 
different techniques were used, 
all three came up with the same 
answer: 250,000 adult foxes at 
the start of the breeding season. 
Each year about 425,000 cubs 

are born. 
For the 
fox population 
to remain stable, 425,000 foxes 
have to die before the next 
breeding season.  
It’s an astonishing figure.

Today, you can see foxes 
anywhere in Britain, and in  
any habitat, from coastal 
saltmarshes, where they hunt 
crabs and voles, to the tops of 
our tallest mountains, where 
they scavenge dead sheep. 

But foxes are not uniformly 
distributed across Britain today.  
In the countryside, the highest 
densities occur in south-west 
England and throug h the Welsh 
borders to southern Scotland.  
Lower densities occur in eastern 
England and Scotland. This is 
because foxes prefer a diverse 
habitat – they like to hunt along 
the edges of fields, woodlands 
and similar boundaries. So the 
large open spaces of eastern 
Britain are less attractive to them.
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JAMES HOAD Via email 

KEITH WHITEHEAD Cardigan, Wales

We were staying in a caravan at 
my daughter’s smallholding while 
having some work done on our 
house. One day we saw a young 
fox playing with our daughter’s 
kitten – it’s rare to see one so bold. 
We soon became accustomed to 
her turning up at all times of day. 
We tried to frighten her away but 
to no avail. I tried to catch her in a 
cat box, but all I caught were cats. 

When I sat on the caravan 
steps, the fox would come up, 

smell me, then lie down like a dog. 
After a while, she would take 
biscuits from my hand. Once, 
when my daughter was hanging 
out the washing, the fox grabbed a 
bra from the basket and ran off, 
shaking it and throwing it into the 
air, with our grandchildren 
chasing after her. Even after 
leaving the caravan, whenever we 
visited, the fox would still come for 
her biscuit. I think a very happy 
time was had by us all.

“And the fox ran away with the bra”

MICHAEL ROSS-BROWNE Canterbury, Kent

One spring day, as I opened the 
back door to let my dogs out, they 
started barking at something 
under my car. It was a dead fox. It 
looked in peak condition, but its 
hindquarters had been fatally 
crushed. The poor creature must 
have dragged itself from the lane 
during the night. The body was 
still warm so it could have been 
in agony for hours. It is estimated 
that 80,000 foxes are killed on the 
roads of Britain every year, only 

half of which die instantly. That 
leaves 40,000, more than 100 
foxes every day of the year, dying 
slowly from their injuries. 

I picked up the fox to bury it and 
was dismayed to see that it was a 
vixen with pink and swollen teats.  
I knew then that somewhere, not 
far away, a greater tragedy was 
unfolding. In an underground den 
was a family of fox cubs, innocent 
victims of our roads, dying out of 
sight and out of mind.

Death on the road
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ROSEMARY EUSTACE Worcs

ROSEMARY EUSTACE Worcs

ROSEMARY EUSTACE  
Malvern, Worcestershire

Foxes enjoy playing with their prey. 
The rule seems to be ‘the smaller 
the prey, the greater the play.’ 
Adult rabbits and rats provided no 
entertainment for the vixen I knew. 
Baby rabbits, on the other hand, 
would be allowed to run for a few 
yards before being caught again. 
This could go on for five minutes 
until they were eventually eaten. 

Voles provided the vixen with 
even more entertainment. She’d 
catch them and then release 

 Playing with prey 

them. They would disappear into 
the grass and she would hunt 
them again, pouncing high into the 
air, her ears so pricked they 
almost touched in the middle. 
Often the vole would vanish along a 
grassy tunnel. She would snuffle 
after it, head down, front legs flat, 
bottom in the air. The voles’ escape 
was short-lived, and they were 
eaten in a single gulp. 

But shrews were the most fun. 
The vixen would toss them high 

In 2001, my sister Alice and I 
adopted a granny and grandpa 
called Enid and John. They run an 
animal sanctuary and in spring 
2004, they took in a fox cub whose 
mother had been killed by the 
hunt. All his siblings died before 
they could be rescued, but Basil, 
as we named him, was still alive. 
He was only a couple of days old 
and still had his umbilical cord 
attached. Even though they are 
both in their 70s, Enid and John 
sat up with Basil at night and fed 
him on formula milk as his mother 
would have done. Basil behaved 
like a dog and had great fun with 
their Yorkshire terrier. 

When we go to visit, it is  
lovely to be able to see a fox so 
close up and even hold him. Basil 
gets excited when we arrive. He 
likes to have his tummy  
scratched and to play-fight. He 
has become too friendly to be 
released into the wild again. He 
thinks all people are his friends, 
but this is not true because 
people are still hunting foxes.

ROSIE LORD 
Via email

“Meet Basil”

into the air and wait for them to 
land and stagger off into the grass. 
She would give them a head start 
before launching herself in a 
graceful arc. Sometimes a poor 
shrew would be stunned. The vixen 
would lie in front of it, her nose a 
few inches away, waiting for it to 
recover and restart the game.

Watching a fox pounce, with its 
lithe grace and plush red coat, is 
surely one of the most beautiful 
sights of the animal kingdom.



The family life of foxes
Foxes may seem like loners, but their world is a web of 
territories and complex social relationships.

FOX UK  FAMILY LIFE

FOX FIGHTS

Since growing cubs 
largely forage by 
themselves, they are 
vulnerable to predators.

WHENEVER YOU SEE a fox, it is 
invariably alone. Yet foxes are 
social, playful animals, and live in 
extended family groups that share a 
territory. Groups range in size from 
a pair and their offspring of that 
year to up to 10 adults. Where there 
are several adults in a group, the 
females tend to be closely related, 
while the males are not.

Foxes live in a world of smells 
and use scent to communicate with 
each other. They leave their faeces as 
signposts in conspicuous places 
including outside rabbit warrens, on 
dead animals or on interesting 
objects, such as shoes  
left in your garden. 

But it is unclear 
whether they use 

faeces to mark territories. They 
certainly do this with urine, leaving 
dozens of scent marks every night, 
with generally just a few drops at 
each location. But the smell can be 
powerful, and is particularly pungent 
on misty autumn mornings.

The time you are most likely to 
see groups of foxes is in the 
breeding season, when a vixen has 
cubs. Cubs are usually born in mid-
March and remain underground 
for the first four weeks of life before 
starting to emerge cautiously. They 
remain in the vicinity of their earth 
until mid-June. Thereafter, they lie 
up above ground in dense cover, a 

rendez-vous site that is the 
focus for the fox family’s ‘get 
togethers’ – bouts of play and 

feeding times (when parents 
return with food). 

Fox cubs are largely fed by their 
parents until July, when they start to 
hunt for themselves in earnest. They 
get little hunting training from their 
parents, so are dependent on easily 
caught prey such as earthworms.  

BBC Wildlife

If July is wet, worms are plentiful 
and the cubs do well. But a dry July 
means they have trouble finding 
food – and this is likely to stunt their 
growth, particularly in male cubs.

Since growing cubs forage by 
themselves, they are vulnerable to 
predators – other foxes, eagles in 
Scotland, badgers, dogs and cars. 
So they are cautious about where 
they go, only using the central part 
of their parents’ territory, where 
they are most secure. By mid-
summer, they are still only using 
half of their parents’ territory. 

Despite their caution, this is still 
a period of high cub mortality, and 
typically only half the youngsters in 
a litter make it through to the 
autumn. The survivors then 
disperse to find their own 
territories.

 Foxes fight over territories, 
to establish rank in the social 
hierarchy and for access to 
females in oestrus. They 
start by standing up on their 
hindlegs, with their forefeet 
on each other’s chests, and 
engage in a pushing match, 
with their heads held back, 
while making a ‘kekkering’ 
noise.   

 During fights, foxes also bite 
each other on the face and 
forelegs and, if one turns 
to run, it may be pursued 
and bitten on the rump. 
Occasionally, very nasty 
wounds are inflicted and one 
of the combatants may even 
be killed.

Vixens hide their cubs 
in different locations.An
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An adult 
fox gives 
food to  
its cub.
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“That fox is a 
tart (mat-

ALASTAIR & SIAN BIGGER Camberley, Surrey

JILL PERRY Nottingham

ROSY JONES Epsom, Surrey

A fine fox romance

BBC Wildlife
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boisterous family set upon her, but 
a quick snap got the message 
across as she rested in the sun. 
The cubs raced into a barley field 
and I tracked them by the swaying 
of the crop. Occasionally one 
would leap high out of the barley 
as if on a trampoline. Tired they 
returned, tongues lolling, and 
flopped down. All was quiet. The 
vixen then sat up, watching over 
her sleeping brood.

ROSEMARY EUSTACE Malvern, Worcestershire

In late July, I was out walking 
when I saw a fox cub cross a 
clearing with four others in hot 
pursuit. Chaos ensued in a free-
for-all tangle of plump, rolling, 
yelping russet bodies and waving 
white-tipped tails. On the hunt for 
mischief, they ‘killed’ sticks, had a 
tug-of-war over a tatty bird’s wing 
and used a tree stump as a launch 
pad for diving on siblings.

When the vixen appeared, her 

A mother’s pride and joy

screams of protest and he would 
visibly shrink back. Sometimes 
she ran away, but he diligently 
followed at a slower pace. This 
behaviour continued for several 
days, till one snowy January 
morning, a very different Patsy 
walked up the lawn. 

No longer a demure little vixen, 
now she openly flounced her 
wares. Tail weaving seductively, 
she swayed her body in a sinuous, 
come-and-get-me motion. Doggy 
needed no second invitation. 
Needless to say, Patsy soon had 
another fine litter of cubs.

Some years ago, I was lucky 
enough to watch fox courtship, 
thanks to a vixen (Patsy) and dog 
fox (Doggy) who had learned to 
trust me. The two had long been 
friends and I had seen Patsy 
rush up to Doggy, slavering  
and rolling over in abject 
submission, delight all over her 
face if he deigned to give her a 
nuzzle or lick. 

When the mating season 
arrived, however, Doggy started 
to follow Patsy around – now she 
called the tune. If he got too near, 
she would rebuff him with 



PAUL CECIL Brighton STEVE BRAY Via email 

ELAINE HOWARD Cheadle Heath, Cheshire

How to teach cubs to eat eggs

One balmy night in summer, I 
watched a dog fox teaching his 
four three-month-old cubs to fend 
for themselves. I had put out the 
usual scraps of food, plus three 
eggs. At 10.30pm, I heard the cubs 
yapping and the vixen screeching – 
dad had arrived. 

The vixen and one cub soon 
trotted off with some food. The dog 
fox appeared with another cub. He 
stood over an egg, then picked it up 
in his mouth, held it, then put it 
down again. He looked expectantly 
at the cub. It did not move. 

The dog repeated the 
performance. Still the cub did not 
move. The dog gave a third 

demonstration. This time the cub 
tried to get its mouth around the 
egg, but couldn’t open its jaws wide 
enough. The dog fox showed the 
cub what to do again. This time the 
cub managed to get its mouth 
around the egg, but couldn’t quite 
hold on to it and the egg tumbled to 
the floor. I expected it to break, but 
the cub was so gentle that the shell 
remained intact. 

Eventually the cub managed to 
pick up the egg and follow the dog 
fox out of the garden with it. I never 
knew that fox parents had such 
patience when teaching their 
young. To have witnessed this was 
very moving.

FOX UK  YOUR STORIES & PHOTOS



TOM CHARLES Liverpool



The fox you see in the 
countryside may commute 

regularly into the city  
to feed or find mates.

BBC Wildlife 25

The country fox
Most of our foxes live in the countryside, where they 
generate many human friends – and some foes.

RURAL FOX FACTS

 Urban fox density can reach up 
to five territories per km2. 

 Rural foxes have larger 
territories than urban foxes   
(in lowland Britain, these are 
up to 2.5km2). 

 In upland areas, fox territories 
can be well over 20km2. 

 Foxes are most likely to move 
between urban and rural 
areas in autumn and winter, 
when young foxes disperse.

lowland areas, rabbits comprise 
45 to 70 per cent of the diet of 
foxes, and appear to be most 
common (and hence cause the 
greatest losses to farmers) in 
areas where more predators 
are killed. 

One study estimated that,  
over its lifetime, each fox was 
worth between £150 and £900  
in increased revenue to farmers  
due to rabbit consumption.  
A strong argument against 
killing foxes.

FOX UK  THE COUNTRY FOX
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BECAUSE IT IS MUCH easier to 
see a fox in a city than in the 
countryside, many people believe 
that there are more foxes in urban 
areas than in rural ones. This is 
not true: despite the abundance  
of urban foxes, roughly 86 per 
cent of the British fox population 
lives in the countryside. It is just 
that rural foxes tend to be more 
wary of people. However, as many 
of your stories demonstrate, once 
they get accustomed to someone, 
rural foxes can become extremely 
trusting.

Perhaps we should not be 
surprised to discover that country 
foxes can be as confiding as 

urbanites, since they are often the 
same animals. I have studied fox 
cubs that were born in the middle 
of Bristol, but later dispersed out 
of the city and spent the rest of 
their lives living on top of the 
Mendip Hills, some 25km away. 
Other foxes have moved out of 
the city for a few months or a year 
or two, sometimes even breeding 
in the countryside, only to return 
to where they were born and 
resume city life. 

With a steady movement of 
foxes into and out of our cities, it 
is hard to see how there could be 
any difference between country 
and urban foxes.

FOXES ARE USEFUL
While there is great debate in the 
countryside as to the extent of 
economic losses caused by foxes, 
there is less argument 
surrounding their economic 
benefits. Most agricultural 
damage is caused by rabbits, and 
this can be considerable. Yet in 
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The International Fund for Animal Welfare works to improve the
welfare of wild and domestic animals throughout the world by
reducing commercial exploitation of animals, protecting wildlife
habitats and assisting animals in distress. IFAW seeks to
motivate the public to prevent cruelty to animals and to promote
animal welfare and conservation policies that advance the well
being of both animals and people.

If you would like to become involved in IFAW’s work, receive
more information or make a donation, please write to IFAW at
89 Albert Embankment, London SE1 7UD or visit our website
www.ifaw.org

A better world for
animals and people
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DO FOXES COST FARMERS MONEY?

A flock of geese warns 
off an approaching fox, 
which cowers under the 
vocal assault.

OVER THE PAST 20 years, many 
studies have looked at the impact of 
foxes on lambs. All this research 
agrees: lamb losses to foxes are low, 
and greatest on those farms where 
husbandry is poor. To put this in 
economic terms, in the late 1990s 
sheep producers lost up to  
4 million lambs each year, at an 
annual cost of £120 million. Deaths 
due to misadventure and all 
predators (not just foxes) accounted 
for just 5 per cent of these losses.

The same is true for poultry. 
Today, most poultry is intensively 
reared and so out of the reach of 
foxes. Yet even in 1955, when most 
flocks were free-range, losses to 
foxes were minimal. Today, foxes 
account for just 0.7 per cent of all 

the losses recorded by free-range 
table chicken producers and, again, 
losses to foxes are highest on farms 
with poor standards of husbandry. 
While foxes do take young piglets 
from free-range units, a survey of 
pig farmers showed that losses 
were minimal.

GOOD CANCELS BAD
So what is all the fuss about? 
Pressure groups play up the 
economic losses to foxes, often to 
justify killing them, but the total 
cost of fox predation to farmers is 
£12 million per annum. This is the 
same as their economic benefits 
from reducing losses to rabbits. So, 
as far as farmers are concerned, 
foxes are economically neutral.

FOX UK  THE COUNTRY FOX
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HAZEL LEESON Haslingfield, Cambridgeshire

I have lived in the countryside all 
my life and have always liked and 
respected foxes. I have kept about 
50 chickens for the past 12 years, 
and every evening ‘our’ fox comes 
into our half acre garden looking 
for scraps. He has tried to get my 
hens, but has given up since they 
are properly foxproofed. When 
people lose birds to foxes, it is 
their own fault. 

If a hen dies or we have to 
dispatch it for some reason, we 
leave her out for the fox to take, 
which saves us burying the body. 

“It’s not just killing”

MRS J CLIFFORD Frampton-on-Severn, Gloucestershire

Last April, while lambing, we had 
100 crossbred ewes in the field 
behind the farmhouse. There are 
several earths nearby and most 
evenings we spot foxes around 
the farmyard. In spring, we see 
them hunting and playing in the 
field, and they often take our free 
range poultry from the farmyard. 

On this occasion, one ewe had 
had strong and healthy twin 

The instinct to hunt

A foxy playmate

FOX UK  YOUR STORIES & PHOTOS

STEVE BRAY Via email

He also receives the remains of 
meals and any roadkill I pick up. 
If he did manage to get at my 
hens and kill them, I know he 
would come back and gradually 
take all the birds away – but it is 
not just killing for the sake of it. 

If we were offered free chickens 
in a shop, we would not take just 
one but would keep returning until 
we had filled our freezers. The fox 
buries the hens for future use – 
and who can blame him? He 
doesn’t know where his next meal 
is coming from.

lambs. Two hours later there was  
one lamb missing. We searched 
and found the missing lamb two 
fields away. The ewes were 
undisturbed, so they had clearly 
not been worried by a dog. This 
was the work of a fox. The 
incident serves to remind us that 
while we admire the fox, we can 
never forget his instinct to hunt 
and feed his young.

MIKE SQUIRES Carmarthen, Wales

a fox. The fox did not run away but 
instead ran around in circles. 
Eventually the dog gave up the 
chase, whereupon the fox chased 
the dog. This pursuit, with 
frequent reversal of roles, lasted 
several minutes until the dog was 
exhausted (she is 13 years old). 
The field was full of sheep who 
were unconcerned by the action. It 
looked like it was a regular event.

I run a small beef herd on a 35 
acre farm. My wife keeps ducks, 
which are brought inside at night 
but are out on the pond in the day. 
Occasionally we lose a duck to a 
fox, but we have also seen one of 
‘our’ foxes walk across a field and 
pay no attention to the ducks. 

One December morning, I saw 
our collie dive under the fence and 
out into the fields in hot pursuit of 
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MICHAEL NASH Bristol

Two for supper

FOX UK  YOUR STORIES & PHOTOS

almost nightly basis. They respect 
their separate timetables and 
there is no confrontation. The fox 
appears first, followed by the 
marten a few minutes later. 

On high days and holidays they 
each get an egg! The fox neatly 
breaks the egg and eats on the 
lawn. The pine marten carries it 
off, held gently in his mouth. 

Two of Britain’s most 
controversial predators in my 
garden – I can hardly believe it!

ELSPETH GALBRAITH The Black Isle, Ross-shire

My twilight sentry duty had finally 
paid off – the mystery of the 
missing fat balls was solved. The 
food intended for our birds had 
disappeared overnight, leaving 
only the neatly chewed mesh. That 
night, I found the culprits to be a 
large fox and – to my surprise – a 
pine marten, even more adept at 
the art of pilfering. Having read 
that martens adore jam and bread, 
I altered the menu. The fox and 
marten continued to visit on an 

MARGARET GIBBINS Torpoint, Cornwall

“The lambs and fox began to play tag”

Three ewes were resting on a 
hillside in the sun. They had not 
yet been shorn, so were still and 
quiet to avoid the heat of the day. 
Their six lambs were full of energy 
and looking for mischief, jumping 
on their weary mothers’ backs and 
being a general nuisance. A smart, 
light tan fox with long tail 
appeared on the scene. 

The ewes remained relaxed, 

perhaps relieved that something 
had distracted their young. To my 
amazement the lambs and fox 
began to play tag together, the 
long tail of the fox causing great 
amusement. The fox was a little 
shaken when a gambolling lamb 
lifted all four feet in the air, but 
regained his confidence and so 
the game continued around the 
now dozing ewes.
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The city fox
Urban foxes are a relatively new phenomenon as our 
growing surburbia has created ideal habitat for them.

WITH FOXES NOW so well 
established in British cities, it is 
hard to believe that their 
appearance is a relatively new 
phenomenon. As late as the 
1960s, people were still unsure 
whether foxes were really living in 
our towns and cities, or just 
commuting in at night to forage 
in gardens and pick up a few 
handouts. 

This all changed in 1967 when 
Bunny Teagle published his 
seminal study on foxes in 
London. He showed just how 
widespread they were, and that 
they had been present in the 
capital’s suburbs from at least  
the 1940s.

It soon became clear that foxes 
were common in many cities 
throughout Britain. But why 

As late as the 1960s, 
people were unsure 
whether foxes were 
living in our cities. 

Mine’s a pint. Foxes will knock 
over milk bottles to get at the 
nutritious contents.

FOX UK  THE CITY FOX
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A fox family 
lounges on 
a small 
lawn in 
an urban 
garden.

had they suddenly colonised our 
towns? In fact, as Teagle  
had already shown for London, 
it was not a recent phenomenon. 
Foxes actually started to move in 
during the 1930s; 
it just took a 
long time for 
people to realise 
that there really 
were foxes in 
our cities. By the 
1960s foxes had already reached 
the centre of London; one was 
run over outside Waterloo railway 
station (an incident heralded by 
the inevitable press headline ‘Fox 
meets its Waterloo’).

But why did they move in? 
Many experts have suggested 
ideas, but none of them 
are based on fact. One 
theory is that 
foxes were 
short of food. 
In fact, during 
the 1930s, rats 
and rabbits were 

abundant in rural areas. Another 
theory is that foxes moved in 
because myxomatosis decimated 
the rabbit population in the early 
1950s. Again, not true: foxes 

moved into our 
cities 20 years 
earlier. 

The actual 
reason is much 
simpler: until 
the 1930s, land 

prices were high and we built 
high-density housing with small 
gardens. The 1930s heralded a 
new style of house: semi-detached 
and suburban. In a decade, the 
size of London grew four-fold due 
to the rapid spread of this new, 
low-density housing. The larger 

gardens were ideal for 
foxes, providing both food 

and shelter, and the 
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FOXES & ROADS

Foxes rarely scavenge in bins  
and the new style 
‘wheelie’ bins  
are foxproof.

animals soon moved in to exploit 
this new habitat. Even today, foxes 
are most abundant in areas of 
1930s housing.

A RECENT DECREASE
Since they have been established 
in many urban areas for up to 70 
years, it is also untrue that fox 
numbers are increasing. In 
Bristol, for instance, there was a 
long period of stability, from at 
least the late 1960s to 1994.  

Then mange decimated the 
population. In Bristol, fox 
numbers are only slowly 
recovering following the spread of 
the disease – today, their numbers 
are only a fifth of what they were 
in 1994. The same has happened 
in many other cities in Britain.

Even in urban areas, where 
you might think foxes would 
get used to cars, they are 
still very cautious about 
crossing roads. Busier roads 
often form the boundaries 

of territories, so the foxes 
only have to cross minor 
residential roads during 

their nightly wanderings, 
and even these they 

cross warily. Yet despite 
their caution, a third 
of adult foxes have 

healed fractures, 
probably the 

result of past 
collisions 

with cars.
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foxes likes to rustle in the bushes 
as I ride past, another to chase 
my horse’s football when my back 
is turned. 

One evening, a fox trotted up to 
me, bold as brass, grabbed the 
lemonade bottle and galloped off 
across the school with it. I called 
and he glanced round defiantly. It 
was only when we gave chase that 
he dashed to the fence, dropped 
the bottle and ran off.

Hawkwood Estate is a green oasis 
in London. It is home to my horse 
and a family of foxes. Long winter 
evenings are hard for horse 
owners. We work our animals in 
darkness in a sandschool, using 
props such as footballs and 
lemonade bottles to make life 
more interesting. We are not 
alone – one or two of the bolder 
members of the fox family make 
an eager audience. One of the 

and was gone, back along the 
railway line.

Christmas morning dawned 
wet and grey and I remembered 
the fox. What did it bury in the 
garden? Something unpleasant 
rotting in a shallow grave was not 
an appealing prospect but, 
garden fork in hand, I gingerly 
poked at the disturbed soil and 
found a ghostly white, uncooked 
turkey leg in perfect condition!

Christmas Eve was damp and 
mild, not a whisper of a 
snowflake. As I was off to bed the 
garden security light came on 
and, being a tiny inner-city 
garden, it was more likely to be a 
burglar than Santa. There was a 
movement over by the fence a few 
feet away. A fox, nose to the 
ground, was burying something, 
filling in a hole with the mound of 
soil next to it. It finished its task 

JILL PERRY Nottingham
PETER CARTER Kent
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CS BURNHAMS Orpington, Kent

Foxes take riding lessons
ANNIE WOODHOUSE Via email

“Seasons greetings Mr Fox”


