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CHAPTER

Sylvesturr would greet me with a devastating spit and foot stamp when I took
him his food. Then he would often lick his lips in anticipation of the meal ahead.
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Outside the night has fallen in a dead calm, bathing the world around
us in deepest darkest blue, and the only sound through the partially
open window is the faint whispering of the waterfall in the woods. I
am sitting in my old keeper’s cottage at Wildernesse below the moun-
tains on the remote shores of a Scottish Highland loch, the paraffin
lamp flooding the log fireplace and the white, book-lined walls with
soft golden light. On the bed to my right a wildcat sleeps, her face
sweet and gentle in repose, her white furred mouth and chin peeping
between her long forelegs which are stretched out in front of her in an
attitude of luxurious ease. I give a slight ‘Maw’ and instantly she
wakes, her big golden eyes look into mine and she responds as usual
with the little chirring trill, deep in her throat, which I have come to
know as a greeting of affection. On the floor below her the huge head
of my only other companion, a large Alsatian called Moobli, looks up
briefly from his sleep, the yellow tasselled bed cover draped comically
over his eyes. Now the wildcat stretches her forelimbs out even fur-
ther, the gleaming goldy-velvet toes spread wide apart, the thick claws
digging into but not harming a single thread of my counterpane. They
retract again and as she yawns contentedly, showing her snow-white
teeth and the bright red of her curved tongue and throat, I marvel at
her feline beauty.

‘Mau,’ 1 call again, imitating the wildcat summons to her kittens.
‘Chirrr!” she replies, stands up looking all intent, bounds off the bed
over Moobli’s dozing form and in a second has leaped onto the chair
arm beside me and is thrusting her face into my beard. Purring loudly
like a clattery motor, she hauls herself through my hands to rest both
forepaws on my shoulder for a brief stroking. Then she looks outside
as if suddenly aware she is missing good hunting, walks onto the win-
dow shelf and maus for her freedom. I open the window, she stands
for a few moments on the sill, her eyes penetrating the darkness as
mine cannot, then drops down to prowl the silent woods alone.

As I put the window back on its catch T remember the first time I
saw her — on June 5th nearly two years ago, when I actually saw her
being born. I had felt sure that evening when seeing her vainly trying
to reach her mother’s milk, the other larger wildcat kittens kicking
instinctively against her, that she would never survive. Nothing could
have been further from my mind at that moment than the thought that
I would ever try to tame a wildcat. But I must now briefly return to the



start of her story, to how the adventures with the wildcats first began.

Almost four years earlier I had acquired two wildcat kittens from
Highlander Allan MacColl, who found them hissing and spittirg in a
deep ditch. Naming them Cleo and Patra I had reared them through
that summer and autumn, not as pets but to go free in the wild. But
fearing they might not survive the harsh winter after my ‘soft’ up-
bringing, I had offered them to London Zoo. At that time, however,
the Zoo was making larger, more natural, areas for fewer animals and
had a magnificent old 16-pound tom wildcat for which they wanted
better accommodation. The upshot was that ferocious old Sylvesturr,
whose instinctive hatred of humanity, increased by ten years of im-
prisonment, led him to launch furious frontal ‘attacks’ and spit and
growl threateningly at the approach of any human, came to stay at
Wildernesse.

My faint hope had been to try and mate this three-and-a-half foot
bundle of incarnate wildness with one of my two females, who were
only a little less obstreperous than he. That first winter Sylvesturr had
escaped for nine days and when I trapped him he had contracted a
near-fatal dose of pneumonia. I managed to nurse him through but as
he convalesced in my heated workshop I noticed both Cleo and Patra
were, at different times, spending hours on the window sill beside him
in long intense gazing sessions that bespoke mutual adoration. Arran-
ging a pen for the females next to Sylvesturr’s main enclosure so they
had access to him, I had hoped for the best. Cleo was the wilder of the
two, slim, slinky and furtive, whereas Patra was the plump, greedy,
opportunistic clown, and, as Patra spent most of her time in Sylves-
turr’s pen, constantly cavorting by his den door, I was sure he pre-
ferred her to her sister. To my surprise it was Cleo who produced two
magnificent kits, Mia and Freddy, in late May.

When the kits were nine weeks old and well-weaned, I established
them near a natural den in the four-acre west wood of firs, larches, ash
and Scots pine. This spinney, with a 30 foot rock escarpment in its
centre and small areas of swamp, tussocks and mossy boulders below
the trees, edged an open verdant pasture in front of the cottage which
stretched over a hundred yards to the east wood. Here grew huge
gnarled oaks, with smaller ash, rowan, holly, birch, hazel and larch
trees, leading to a grove of stately beeches which lined the banks of
the main burn. I also turned Patra free. For five weeks, with the help
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of Moobli’s fine nose, I tracked all the wildcats’ movements through
the two woods, finding out that Patra actually helped train her sister’s
kits to hunt and discovering too a great deal about wildcat behaviour.
Mia, the shyer kitten, was the first to strike out on her own and had
left her mother by mid-September. I live-trapped her again on October
4th but after that she never came back.

I had released Sylvesturr in early September, when the kits were
well able to take care of themselves. As ferocious, resolute and un-
changing in character as he had been since his Highland kittenhood,
he went wild immediately. He established himself in a long wood a
mile and a half to the west but his huge tracks and droppings showed
he came back to the area roughly once a week for food I had set out. 1
live-trapped him on October 29th, found he was in fine condition and
let him free again, that time for good. Occasional signs showed that
he still came back to the area for food through that winter but far less
frequently.

Freddy, however, had preferred to stay around his mother and
often holed up with her in the woodshed, the home Cleo and Patra
had used when kits. Patra too, after a long stay on a vole-plagued
island up the loch, remained round the Wildernesse precincts, where |
still fed them all.

But in late February and early March, the start of the true wildcat
mating season, trouble occurred among the trio. Cleo and Patra had
bitter yowling and clawing fights and, feeling it to be in her best in-
terests, I finally released Patra on March 10th in a riverside wood near
some rabbit-filled fields nine miles away, where a young wildcat be-
lieved to be a tom had also been seen! Wildcats are monogamous,
faithful to a surviving mate for life, and as Cleo was then in restless
oestrus, roaming the woods at night, I did not want Patra in the way
of any possible new mating between Cleo and Sylvesturr.

My heart had leaped when rowing home in the moonlight on
March 22nd to actually see the unmistakable form of Sylvesturr sit-
ting on a rock near one of his day dens below the west wood. It seemed
clear he had come back to try and mate with Cleo. The thought they
might actually meet and mate again in the wild woods after almost a
year apart was thrilling and I wanted nothing to prevent it. The prob-
lem then had been ten-months-old Freddy —for I certainly didn’t want
him injured or killed in a fight with his father.
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In mid-March Cleo came into oestrus and was very active, rubbing herself over
tufts, rolling on her back and crawling close to the ground with little growls.

When at the end of March I found Sylvesturr had taken meat from
the west wood, leaving one of his vast tapering droppings nearby, I
shut Cleo out of the pens but kept Freddy in. That night it had seemed
an extraordinary coincidence when I received a letter from Edinburgh
Zoo Park asking if I could provide them with a male wildcat — to try
and mate with a female they already had there. Cleo stayed away four
days but when she had returned on April 3rd anxious to be back inside
the pens, I hoped it meant she had mated with her old paramour, and
I let her in.

In late April, with the sun shining more strongly through the dis-
persing winter rainclouds, golden celandines and weakly nodding
white wood anemones carpeting the floors of the woods in which
birds had begun to nest, I decided to take Freddy down to the Zoo. |
felt that apart from meeting a potential mate — which he was unlikely
to do at Wildernesse — he might be an inspiration to youngsters who
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could become tomorrow’s conservationists. It was agreed, too, that if
he had not settled down happily in three weeks I could have him back.
Before leaving, I had set out half-cooked and sterilized meats for Cleo
in the woodshed and had turned her free again. I would be away
almost a fortnight, for I had also to go to London on a long delayed
work trip. Well, I had thought as she hared away to the west wood,
she had the choice to go or stay — her future was up to her.

When Moobli and I returned in early May, spring was revealing its
first beauty at Wildernesse. The first few bluebells were out in the
front pasture, primroses imitated the sun palely in sheltered nooks,
and new grasses sprouted where three years of sustained cutting had
weakened the virulent bracken weed previously in almost total con-
trol. The larches were covered in light green tufts but while the oaks
and ashes still lagged behind, the hazel bushes, rowans and birches
were pushing out their first tips of varying jade.

I hauled the boat up on shore, waited for Moobli to catch up after
his two-mile exercise run along the lochside, then walked up to check
the woodshed for Cleo. There, at the top of the grassy path near the
pens was a huge wildcat dropping. Sylvesturr had evidently taken ad-
vantage of our absence to investigate his old home. In the woodshed
most of the meats had gone but of Cleo there was no sign.

Early next morning, the shed and pens still empty, I was wonder-
ing if T ought to try and live-trap Cleo, when something made me look
out of the window — and there she was, walking along the pasture
silhouetted against the loch waters, her striped tail curving low. I went
out feeling sure she had heard the boat coming the day before, and
maued to her. She stopped, looked as if unable to believe her eyes.
maued back but then turned and walked back to the west wood.

Later we found her in the woodshed. She reacted fiercely when 1
appeared at the entrance, hissing and flaring then diving into one of
the old den boxes on the logpile. I covered its entrance hole and car-
ried her into the pens, and within hours she was her semi-tame self
again, feeding avidly from fresh meat with little growls. She was very
heavy round the gut and I felt doubly delighted — for not only was she
almost certainly pregnant again by her ferocious and cussedly inde-
pendent old lover, but with some twenty square miles of forested road-
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less wilderness to choose from, she had chosen to stay with us.

Now I was back, apart from normal wildlife studies, my main task
was to locate an accessible golden eagle eyrie with chicks to observe
and photograph. A pair of these magnificent birds whose wings, espe-
cially those of the larger females, can span up to eight feet, had spent
the winter cruising the mountains around the cottage and had fas-
cinated me. The mortality rate of red deer in my area had been high,
so to help the eagles, which depend largely on carrion in the harsh
months, I dragged several hefty carcasses from my woods up into the
hills for them. As any stalker who has to drag stags or hinds down from
the hills when they are shot knows, this is no easy task, so after heav-
ing dead calves and hinds up to the three and four hundred foot levels,
I began to feel I had earned the right to photograph the eagles at the
eyrie, and also that my hard work might encourage the pair to use an
old site not too far from the cottage. The golden eagle is one of some
fifty rare Schedule One British birds who are rightly protected by law:
it is illegal to disturb them at the eyrie during the breeding season,
which lasts from early March to early August. But that year I had
received the honour of being granted a government licence to observe
and photograph them and naturally I was anxious now to do it success-
fully — which means without upsetting the eagles.

Before our brief trip south, I had already been on seventeen ‘eagle’
treks but had found only three eyries, none of which was being used
this year. The pair which had wintered in my area, after feasting sump-
tuously in the dark early mornings on my last deer carcass, disappeared
totally after mid-March, leaving the eyrie nearest me untouched.

I spent the next five weeks searching over a hundred square miles
of mountains for a workable eagle eyrie, but also keeping a close
watch on Cleo who had begun to eat and drink almost twice as much
as usual and was lying up in her den most of the time. I was sure now
that the early March oestrus and late May or early June birth was the
normal wildcat reproductive pattern, for in mid- to late May when
she was slowed down by pregnancy, there would be far more easy-to-
catch surplus young birds, mice, voles and rabbits than at other times
of the year.

My eagle treks, however, were proving a laborious, frustrating
and dispiriting process. After one six-mile hike and climb in an area
twelve miles from the cottage, I found an eyrie with two eggs. But it
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Cleo eating a slow worm she’d caught. She had returned to the pens and,
unknown to me at the time, she was some ten days pregnant.

was high in a V-shaped cliff fissure and the only place to erect a hide
was in too-short heather on the clifftop itself, twenty feet above the
nest, where I felt the risk of causing the birds to desert would be too
great. An eight-mile foot slog over a circuitous deer path in the highest
mountains south of my home revealed another eyrie with two eggs
but high up on an almost sheer 800-foot cliff. Here the only place for a
hide was on a scrub-covered precipitous ledge forty-five yards from
the nest. Even with my 640 mm lens it was a little too far away for
really good pictures. Well, it would have to suffice if I could find noth-
ing better. Meanwhile, I kept searching — a traditional site described
to me by a retired keeper was found after a two-day reconnaissance —
but it had been destroyed by a rockfall at least two years earlier. Two
more treks, six and eight milers, also proved fruitless.

On June 5th, hearing that an eagle pair had been seen several
times on the far slopes of a high mountain to the west of my loch, I
decided, despite having to wear brand new boots, to go and check the
whole of its western face. Cleo had evidently spent some of the night
in the west wood for on my way to the boat with Moobli I found the
remains of a young missel thrush in a clearing in the west wood. Its
feathers had not been clipped, as by a fox, but raked out in the wildcat
manner. I wondered then for an awful moment if Cleo had in fact had
her kittens somewhere in the wood and was just coming back to the
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pens for food, for that morning she looked slightly thinner. Either
that or she had been suffering a false pregnancy, and the swelling was
now going down. In any event, before I left on my trek I made sure
the pen gate was tied open so she could go in and out at will.

It proved an exceptionally hard day on the hill as I had to search
between the 800 and 2,000 foot levels and after covering eleven miles,
mostly hiking and scrambling up and down the sides of a steep gorge,
all I found was an old ledge site where the nest had been blown out by
the wind. Even the discovery of a patch of rare yellow globe flowers
failed to alleviate my depression as I boated home again with blis-
tered feet. It was now rather late in the season to start erecting hides
and working on golden eagles and I was beginning to admit defeat.

But before going indoors I took a look past the wooden door into
Cleo’s den where she had been resting up when 1 left.

An extraordinary sight met my eyes. What on earth was happen-
ing? It looked as if an albino mole had burrowed its way up into the
den and was now resting on the surface hay, a grey-white, rounded
object tinged with pink. But Cleo was licking it frantically while still
lying on her side, as if the rest of her, which I could not see because of
the door and its shadow, was somehow pinned down.

I raced indoors for my short-focus fieldglass and trained it through
the den door again. She had given birth — to three fine kits who were
suckling into the long buff fur of her belly, lined up like little furry
piglets. And the object I had seen was the foetal sac of a fourth kit,
which Cleo was now vigorously licking and pulling away from the
feebly struggling form.

As 1 continued to watch silently, anxious not to frighten her, she
swallowed the remains of the sac — her natural and instinctive res-
ponse to keep the den clean and stop the scent reaching any possible
predator — and kept licking the tiny kitten. It twittered like a little
bird, waving its impossibly small limbs, and struggled unavailingly to
reach its mother’s teats.

As 1 prepared Cleo’s evening meal and watered milk and put them
through the wire enclosure into her bowls, I had no intention of dis-
turbing the family that night but I said to myself: ‘That poor little
mite will never survive.’

Cleo was loath to leave her kits but she came out, ate half the meat
very quickly, drank a little milk, then hurried back to the kits who
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during her short absence had been groping around blindly trying to
suckle each other’s warm bodies. Back in the cottage I poured myself
a good stiff dram, and the first words I recorded in my diary were
‘Here we go again. Cleo has stepped up her production one hundred
per cent!’

Next day I hurried out and crawled through the gate, trying to
avoid the new growing hogweeds as their broad leaves would provide
shelter for the kits from the summer sun, and knelt in front of the
wooden den door. Cleo, usually shy and fierce, had been astonish-
ingly tame when she had given birth to Freddy and Mia last year and
I expected she would be the same now, but to my surprise I was
greeted by a low growling from inside the den. Wondering if she
thought it something other than myself, I showed my face outside the
entrance hole but she continued growling and even raised her lips in a
flare.

The kits were smaller than last year’s but similar for they had big
feet, broad heads with low-set ears, were marked with chestnut and
browny-grey stripes and elongated spots on a buff, almost cinnamon,
background. Two were suckling but the others were lying on their
backs in the crook of Cleo’s rear legs, little shiny pink pads sticking
upwards, and the kit furthest away from the teats was the smallest.
Its sides looked pinched and I wondered if it had even had a suck yet.
I would have to help this one somehow but Cleo was in no mood for
any interference at that moment.

I crept out again, cut some small titbits of fresh meat and took
them back. With these, the usual soothing talk and half an hour of
patience, Cleo finally became half docile again and after stroking her
gently she actually let me touch the kits. I knew now that if they were
picked up they would emit loud piercing meeoos and Cleo would
instantly revert to anger. Instead, I gently but quickly hoicked one of
the bigger kits off a teat when it had stopped sucking, and put the
smallest kit’s mouth near the swollen pink nipple. Immediately it
kicked like a TT rider trying to start his bike, thrusting hard, and got
its hard front gums on the nipple. It then began to suck with such
appetite that its whole body heaved like a suction pump. Oddly, Cleo
seemed to feel little of this, as if her teats were not ultra-sensitive.

In the afternoon, with Cleo more trusting again, I managed to
measure and sex the kits one by one, for if I was quick I could examine



them before they woke up, realized they were in a human hand, and
started squeaking for help. Sexing two-day-old kits is not easy for the
amateur and mistakes can be made but it turned out later I was luckily
right. The largest kit with the thickest stripes was a 74-inch female.
The next two, both toms, were 7} inches each, while the small runty
one, a female, was a mere 63 inches long. And she it was who let the
side down and whistled out a ‘Meeoo’ which made me hurriedly put
her back near the teats as Cleo growled. But not before I had seen that
she was the most perfectly marked kitten of them all — with a ‘prettier’
more cherubic face than the others, and the promise of at least five
good dark rings on her tail.

What should I call them? All kinds of ludicrous names ran through
my mind but as I saw them all lined up again, and Cleo turned her
head upside down, splayed out her legs and lay on her back as if aban-
doning her entire belly with its swollen milk glands entirely to the kits,
I settled for the most mundane names of all - Eeny, Meeny, Miny and
Mo. Eeny was the big soft female, Meeny and Miny the two middle
toms who looked alike, and Mo the weak little runt.

It seemed natural the kits should be smaller than last year’s for
there were four instead of two. Cats carry their babies in a uterus that
is divided into two horns and it sometimes happens that a mother may
have three kits up one horn with only one kit in the other. This could
have happened in Cleo’s case, with little Mo furthest up the horn as
she was the last to be born. However, this was just surmise.

‘She may be small but she’s beautifully marked, I quipped to
myself, repeating a bachelor joke from the long-ago London years, as
I backed out to join Moobli who had been standing outside the pen
with furrowed brows.

But tiny Mo was very frail and during her first days I spent hours,
gaining Cleo’s confidence afresh each time, making sure Mo had a
full chance to drink her fill, even if it meant slipping one of the other
kits off a teat.

Once I went out to check the kits and received a nasty shock. The
other three kits were lying asleep by their mother, only one with its
mouth on a teat, but of little Mo there was no sign. Cleo growled when
[ went to reach over to feel the hay behind her recumbent form. Again
I'had to go to the cottage for meat but this time I dropped it more than
a foot in front of her so Cleo had to stand to get it. She stood up, the
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suckling kit dropped off the teat and rolled over on its back, little feet
flailing away as it tried to turn onto its front again, and Cleo stepped
forward to reach the meat.

It was then I saw Mo, lying still at the back of the den. While Cleo
busily chewed the meat I reached in and brought Mo forward. She
felt cold, struggled weakly but was still alive. I warmed her in my
hands and when Cleo settled down again I put her on a teat, pulling
two other kits away about a foot so they would spend a minute or two
groping their way back.

Wildcats are excellent mothers and will fight fearlessly against
known foes or any threat to their young, but they follow the natural
law of most predatory animals — they will not make any special effort
to help preserve a sick or weakling youngster. As I went back into the
cottage, I had little doubt that in the wild poor runty Mo would by
now have been dead.
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HAPTER 2

Cleo with Miny, left, and Mo, right, after I'd brought the whole family into the
cottage during a bad gale. Mo still needed help to reach her mother’s milk.
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The kits were only three days old when there occurred one of the most
extraordinary incidents of all with the wildcats. Moobli and I were
driving back to the boat from a supply trip and had gone well past the
riverside wood where I had released Patra in early March, when a
golden eagle passed overhead, leisurely beating towards some rock
faces at the head of a small winding glen above the wood. I had always
thought there might be an eyrie up there somewhere but I couldn’t
follow the eagle’s flight because of the trees. I stopped the Land Rover,
intending to walk through the woods and scan the faces with my field-
glass — but we never got that far.

Suddenly Moobli put his nose down, zig-zagged about among the
bushes and scrub cover of the wood, yawned noisily as he often did
when starting out on a fresh wildcat scent and waiting for the order
‘Track the pussy coots!” to go ahead. I gave the order and off he went.
As I hastened in his wake I knew whatever he had scented could not
be very far away as he was now moving urgently and tracking nose-
high.

I had just hissed at him, the quietest signal I"d devised for making
him go slower, as he was now just out of sight when I heard him mak-
ing the little anguished sounds in his throat that meant he had some-
thing at bay. I burst through the trees to find he had put a wildcatup a
large birch tree, and there, lengthways on a branch some fifteen feet
above the ground, her striped tail switching from side to side, was
Patra!

She was not spitting or snarling but her ears were laid down flat
and she was making a low curdling growling sound of protest deep in
her throat. I was sure it was Patra, not only because it looked like her
but because Moobli had never yet treed a totally wild wildcat. As she
straddled the branch, her big claws digging into both sides of it, and I
made the usual soothing sounds I had always made to her and Cleo
when Moobli had treed them in the past, I noticed she was extremely
fat, her stomach bulging out over both sides of the branch. Surely, she
was pregnant too!

Knowing she would stay up the tree for a while to make sure we
had gone, I hurried Moobli back to the Land Rover, shut him in with
one of his sterilized meat sausages which I kept in the vehicle for his
meal if gales ever prevented us boating home, and went back to the
birch tree. Patra was still there and as I talked soothingly to her I won-
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dered if it was possible that she could have mated with Sylvesturr. She
was almost two miles east of her release point, and Sylvesturr’s main
den seemed to be in the long wood a mile and a half west of Wilder-
nesse. There would still have been five and a half miles between them,
and I was sure wildcats are monogamous — certainly Patra had tried
to entice the old curmudgeon to mate with her when they had all been
in the pens together but had failed utterly - so it did not seem likely.
On the other hand she could have mated with the young tom wildcat
believed to be in her area. Well, there was one way to find out, for if
she had mated with Sylvesturr the kits would resemble him, just as
Cleo’s did, and that was to try and catch her and bring her home.

I scattered just a few pieces of meat ostentatiously below her tree,
for I didn’t want her to have anything like a full meal, then boated
home with Moobli for the box-cage trap I had used before for live-
trapping the wildcats.

It was nearing dusk and some of the meat had gone when we re-
turned, but I laid a small trail of tiny scraps then set the trap delicately
with a juicy piece of red steak. We retired to a clearing over half a mile
away, cooked food on the vehicle’s little bottle gas cooker, and retired
for the night. Next day the trap was empty. We busied ourselves
checking dens and eyries in another area, then late in the afternoon I
re-set the trap with fresh meat.

Just after dawn next morning we sneaked through the woods
again. The trap door at the back of the trap was down and there, not
spitting or dashing about in the cage part, was Patra, safely caught.
She crouched in the wooden box portion, fat as a furry rugby ball,
with a look more of reproach than anger in her black-pupilled eyes.
Wildcats have excellent memories and I was sure she now recognized
us. I covered the open cage part with a dark beach towel so she
wouldn’t rush at the netting, managed to carry her and the trap back
to the Land Rover, and took her home in the boat.

Mindful of the fights when Cleo had attacked her in the pens in
early spring, I clearly couldn’t put Patra back with or even near her
sister now she had kits. Luckily I still had half the fencing up in the
woodshed where I had once partitioned off Sylvesturr, and in less than
an hour Patra was safely installed there with a large hay-filled den box.
I did not think Patra would mind a temporary loss of freedom for it
was proving to be a cold wet summer and she was now relieved of
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having to hunt before and after giving birth.

Each evening now when I went to feed Cleo, I spent some time in
the pens with the family, sitting on the grass, bitten to the point of
torture by midges, to see if I could win the confidence of the kits before
their eyes opened. I noticed Cleo now sometimes stood up to stretch
and stayed high, as if consciously trying to make the kits stronger by
forcing them to reach upwards for her teats. When she was eating, I
removed one of the kits to just outside the den. Naturally it squealed
‘Maoow’. Cleo stopped eating, showed no belligerence, walked to the
kit and after several delicate adjusting bites, picked it up not by the
scruff of the neck as I'd thought usual, but by placing her bottom jaw
right under its neck and very carefully carrying it back into the den.

On June 10th south-westerly gales began to rage around the cot-
tage and I awoke to raucous bird calls. Some of the common gulls
who had a breeding colony on an islet below the east wood had
apparently decided their normal journey up the loch to feed among
the weed beds at the far end would be too much hard work that day
and were raiding the bird table. Two at a time they came flying over
the pink and lilac blooms of the rhododendron bushes, landed on the
table with flashes of grey and snow-white feathers, squabbled over the
bread, then beat back to the shore with whole slices in their beaks.
The tits, robins and finches who normally used it were all busy nesting
in the woods now and finding plenty of insect and plant food, so the
gulls were welcome to my scraps.

But the rain-filled gales were so strong and cold I was worried
about draughts into the south-facing den, so I decided to pursue my
‘friendship with the kits’ policy by bringing them all into the cottage.
First, wearing gloves in case Cleo turned nasty, I put the kits into deep
hay in Cleo’s old den box. She growled a little but immediately en-
tered the box to carry them out again; I quickly shut her in and brought
them into my study-bedroom. Now they were away from the noisy
gales, Cleo soon settled down, and I had a fine session tape-recording
her ‘Brroo’ trills to them, and their squeaks when seeking her teats.

Runt or not, little Mo was the first to try and flare if I suddenly
scratched the box. I noticed that when Cleo had had enough of them
feeding she drew her upper rear leg right over her teats, thus closing
the ‘milk bar’ to the kits. But they loved to be close to her when sleep-
ing, stretching out both forelegs and little claws as far as they could
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across her body, their heads almost reaching her spine. Eeny, the big-
gest, was now 8% inches long. Mo still seemed to be constantly forced
to the outside so through the day I occasionally pulled one or other of
the kits off Cleo’s teats and put her on.

As Cleo seemed quite tame again 1 decided to keep them all in
overnight, maybe for several days if the gales kept up, and providing
she used a litter box. When I fed her Cleo ate first but would not leave
the den box for a drink until after dark. At 10.15 pm, having drunk
their fill, I saw the kits were now lying around their mother, no longer
in the nest of her legs but separately. Even though their eyes were not
yet open the independent instinct seemed to have started to operate.
Their pink pads were now turning grey before the final black.

It was hard to sleep that night because Cleo woke up just after
1 am and started to wander about, shifting through my paper files.
She used the litter box all right, as I could tell from the unsavoury
noises after the initial scraping of the debris. About ten minutes later
she decided to drink the watered milk, lapping loudly, then a few
minutes later to attack the dry biscuits, making such a racket as she
crunched them up that sleep was impossible. Only the persisting gales
and drenching rain prevented me from shoving them all back into the
pens!

Next day, despite the weather, I had to battle up the loch for post
and to keep an appointment with an excellent young keeper in a vil-
lage to the south who had promised to show me an old traditional
eagle eyrie. Unfortunately it had been blown out by gales and no new
nest had been built. In the next week I would check the two eyries that
should now have chicks and make a final decision about photography.

Returning home soaked and tired, I opened the study door and
Cleo shot from under my desk into the den box with a horrible growl.
It took me a while to soothe her down again. The sudden opening of
the door had scared her, and like her previous kits and Patra, she had
always been more wild when away from a fixed, known reference
point. Inside the den or the pens she was reasonably tame, and inside
the den box in the room too she would let me stroke her and the kits
provided I moved slowly and gently, soothe-talking the while. But
outside the pens or a few yards from the den box, and she was as wild
as ever, ears back, growling like a dynamo. One had to be always on
one’s guard and not go beyond certain well-defined limits.

23



LIANE

When I went to feed Patra later in the woodshed, I was greeted by
a fierce spit and a foot-stamp right from the mouth of her den box!
She had seldom acted this way towards me since she had been a kitten.
1 wondered if it was because she was angry at being incarcerated but
of course there was no way I could tell her I intended releasing both
her and Cleo and the kits later in the summer, that I was keeping and
feeding them for their own good. Then I noticed Patra looked a great
deal thinner and my heart started beating a little faster as I shone my
torch past her into the entrance of her box. She, just like Cleo, had
given birth to kits in my absence.

I could not see how many for they were deep in the box and I
wasn’t going to step through the partition and take a close look with
her in that mood. I would leave it till the morrow. Back in the study I
opened my mail. There was a letter from Roger Wheater, Director
of the Scottish National Zoo Park at Edinburgh, thanking me offi-
cially for presenting them with Freddy. ‘You will be pleased to learn
I am sure that the Wildcat has settled down well in its new surround-
ings and it is hoped that you will come to the Zoo at some future date
in order to view your presentation . . .” How wonderfully everything
has worked out, I thought as I went to bed, happy to put up with
Cleo’s nocturnal noises and the occasional squeaks from the kits in
my bedroom. With Cleo’s two last year, four this, and now Patra’s
brood, we at Wildernesse seemed to be doing our share of putting a
few more of these rare and beautiful creatures back into the wild — for
Freddy was the only one I would give to a zoo. How lucky we had
been to catch Patra again only days before she had given birth.

Next morning when I went out to try and check Patra’s kits, the
sad truth slowly dawned. I shone the torch past her grumbling form
onto three kits, none as large as little Mo at birth. I could not believe
it. No, it had to be a trick of the light coming through the window,
shadows of hazel sticks atop the log pile. But as I continued to train
the beam I knew it was nothing to do with light or shadow. Patra’s
kits had thick black stripes, some nearly half an inch wide, the dark
marks on their legs were blotches, their heads were smaller than Cleo’s
kits, ears higher set, and their tails were also blotched and as thin as
those of rats.

She had clearly mated not with Sylvesturr nor with any pure wild-
cat, but with some plain old domestic feline!
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Interesting though it was to have shed some light on an old contro-
versy — for it is believed in some quarters that wildcats will never mate
with domestics when free in the wild — I felt most disappointed. Per-
haps her early life around Wildernesse, Moobli and myself had made
her less discriminating. For a brief moment I toyed with the idea of
drowning all but one of her kits but I knew I had not the heart to
actually do it. Really, I felt sorry for Patra as I recalled her general air
of irresponsibility, her comical but vain attempts to arouse Sylves-
turr’s interest once he had mated with Cleo. Poor old girl, she had
never really got anything right! Never mind, although my meat bill
was now around £7 a week, I would feed them all and release them
when they were ready. (Months later, the farmer’s wife on the land
near where I had found Patra told me that a pure black feral domestic
tom had adopted the area in the early spring. But this tom was found
dead in April after a fight with another large feral ginger male.)

By their ninth day Cleo’s kits were crawling well but could not yet
lift their bodies enough to walk. Their eyes were still closed but while
little Mo was now a full one and a half inches shorter than the toms
Meeny and Miny, and two inches shorter than the big female Eeny, 1
saw she was the first to use her little claws. Once I saw her actually
rake some hay beneath herself. She was runty but not backward. The
other three now lifted their heads and could spit audibly if they heard
my approach but while Mo also lifted hers and had been the first to
flare, she did not try to spit.

That night because the gales were still raging — at least my wind
generator was working overtime to fill my desk light battery — and
because my room was now a candidate for the strongest fresh air spray
on the market, I transferred Cleo, kits and den box to the small rear
room. The other reason I did not want to put them back outside yet
was so I could still make sure Mo got her share of milk.

By June 15th, at the age of ten days, Eeny’s eyes were two-thirds
open, revealing the extraordinary bright china blue irises the kittens
would have for about seven weeks before a greeny-grey tinge took
over. In wildcats this turns to the final yellow-gold at about five
months.

Next day, anxious to see if I could really start work on one of the
only two possible eagle eyries, for I had found nothing up the glen
where we had caught Patra, I went out early and drove to check the
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clifftop site twelve miles away. The nest was empty — the eggs had been
stolen. That was the end of that. The gales had now died down but a
misty drizzle had set in so when I arrived home in the boat I was not
only tired but soaked through. But when I opened the rear room door
to feed the wildcats I found a slight consolation. Although she was the
runt of the litter, little Mo’s eyes had started to open next, a little
Chinese slit showing bright blue in the gap nearest the nose. Eeny’s
eyes were now fully open but not yet focusing. Before Cleo began her
meal I saw her licking Mo’s eyes to clear away the sticky secretions.

Again, when I first went in the other three kits lifted their heads
towards me, flaring and spitting. But the little runt just lifted her head,
trembling weakly on its neck, and seemed to be actually trying to peer,
to see me. She was not only prettier than the other kits, she was cuter
for she seemed to associate me with her mother and feeding. I won-
dered if perhaps she associated my soothing talk with the hand that
had helped her so often to the teats. Certainly, from the purely human
point of view she seemed more even-tempered than her sister and
brothers.
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Having carried each of the other Kits to the back of the den, Cleo comes back
for the runt, Mo. She lifted each of them not by the scruff but by the whole neck,

placing her bottom jaw carefully right underneath.
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By the time the kits were two weeks old and the family had been in the
cottage eight days, the powerful smell plus the fact that I would have
to make a seven-mile boat journey to a sandy beach to fetch more cat
litter, made me feel we might all benefit by the cats returning to the
pens. I did not want to protect them foo much as later in the summer
they would have to start making their own way in the wild. They would
need to learn the Highland rains were as much a part of summer as of
the long grey winters. So when the drizzle ceased and the clouds
cleared, giving way to blazing blue skies, I stuffed their den full of new
hay, carried their box into the pens and opened it up.

Cleo immediately ran to the den, leaving all the kits where they
were, so I took them out one by one, set them on the grass and with-
drew. All the kits except little Mo began to ‘Maow’ loudly. Cleo
looked, her head going up and down, then out she came and very
gingerly carried each one not back into the box but into the den,
taking Mo last.

By now little differences in character and physique were emerging
among the kits. Eeny, Meeny and Mo all had their eyes fully open but
the second tom Miny only had a slight gap in his right eye. Eeny,
Meeny and Miny now flared and spat loudly at any new approach of
mine, and Miny’s blindness didn’t stop him from calling out the
loudest when picked up or from trying to scratch and bite. He was
undoubtedly going to be the fiercest kit. Among themselves, Eeny
seemed the most lethargic and good-natured, her greater size making
it easy to get to a teat whenever she wished. Mo, oddly, was now be-
coming the most active and once actually tried feebly to swat one of
the other kits in play. All their foot pads were now turning black.

As I watched the kits I noticed that Moobli was looking up into
the sky. I followed his gaze — to see a small flock of eight birds resemb-
ling woodpigeons flying to the west. But they were smaller, their wings
made no noise at all and they had white tips to their tails. I had seen
them about the area for the past few weeks and felt sure they were a
small party of collared doves which have been busily colonizing Bri-
tain from central Europe since the early 1950s. They were the first I'd
seen in the Highlands and as they eat much grain as well as weed seeds
I wondered how they would fare, there being no grain crops in my
area.

That afternoon as we walked through the west wood on a five-
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mile trek to double-check the rock faces above the lochside for a new
eagle eyrie, a bird flew out of the trees above us with a clatter. Moobli
immediately shot sideways — an odd safety device of his when any-
thing surprises him suddenly — and I saw one of the dove pairs had
made a nest in the fork of a small oak tree which had grown up in a
near right-angled curve under a huge larch. 1 climbed up to the flat
nest of twigs where I found two white eggs. Pleased, I hoped they’d
rear their young successfully.

We found no new eagle eyries but on our return I went to check
Patra’s kits, for she was now much tamer than on the day of their
birth. To my surprise the eyes of all three kits were opening at eight
days, a good two and a half days earlier than those of Cleo’s pure
brood. But the blue was much duller, the eyes smaller with an opaque
look about them, as if the kits were blind. Their calls of protest at
being handled were much weaker than those of Cleo’s kits, their
mouths were dull pink instead of bright red, but it seemed they were
not blind for when I held them close to the window they blinked, and
I saw their pupils had formed normally. There is a belief among some
naturalists that when wildcats breed with domestic cats the wildcat
genes predominate but I now had the feeling (confirmed by the hybrids’
development and behaviour over the next few weeks) that it is possibly
the other way about — the wildcat strain is slowly and inexorably over-
come by the domestic in successive generations. It was interc *ing that
they developed a good deal faster than pure wildcat kittens.

Two days later, despite drenching rain showers, I drove to the
southern glen and hiked over the soaking tussocks and heather with
twin packs full of hide materials and camera gear, and up to the high
shelf overlooking the other eagle eyrie with two eggs — my last hope.
Just as before, there was no sign of any eagles and when I trained my
fieldglass onto the eyrie the eggs were still there. It was now the last
week of June; it seemed the eggs were addled and that the eagles had
deserted. Wearily I slogged back down the valley, drove and boated
home feeling finally defeated. But as I went to feed Cleo and her brood
I noticed thankfully that Miny’s eyes were now both open and the
other three kits were starting to focus and actually look where they
were going. None of them could walk properly yet but trundled along,
bellies touching the hay, as they began to explore the den interior.
And when I called to them I was delighted to see that Mo recognized
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the imitation maus and even took a few crawling steps in my direction.

Next day as I cut away choking bracken from the protective cages
I had put round some of my young trees below the west wood to keep
the deer from them, I noticed the collared dove sat tight on her eggs.
Well, I could at least put up a hide and photograph her and her squabs
— a far cry from eagles.

By June 26th the kits’ two lower canines were all coming through
and all but Mo tried to bite my fingers when I picked them up, a good
hard nip which left the flesh white! Mo seemed by far the ‘friendliest’
kit in that her protests were less, and I spent more time caressing her
than stroking the others. Miny was now the second largest, destined
to be a big rangy tom, and he was certainly the strongest of the kits.
The more I was finding out the more I realized one could not generalize
about wildcats or conclude that females were shyer than toms, deve-
loped faster, or that toms needed their mothers longer. The individual
variation was constantly surprising. When I went later with food,
calling first as usual, Mo crawled to the curved hole in the den door
and actually tried to climb over it towards me, thinking better of it
when she saw the full four-inch drop on the other side! Two days later
the kits’ top canines were starting to break through and my enthu-
siasm for handling sessions waned considerably.

One afternoon I was watching them when a small head appeared
from the bracken that covered the top of the den, a small tongue
flickering — a very fat and pregnant slow worm was moving slowly
over the roof and seemed about to fall down right in front of the door.
As wildcats are extremely partial to these insect-eating, harmless, leg-
less lizards, I removed her and let her go amid the riot of buttercups,
blue speedwell flowers and delicate white-flowered pignut plants by
the side of the cottage wall, where, until Sylvesturr had ended its life
last year, another slow worm had once had its home. She could, I
hoped, give birth to her live babies there and live in peace.

By the end of the month Eeny weighed 1} pounds, the middle two
kits just over the pound while little Mo was still only 14 ounces. Yet
she was nicely built as well as marked despite her size, for her head
was even larger in proportion than tom Miny’s. She was also the first
I saw to swat out at the black tip of Cleo’s tail — which wildcat mothers
twitch about deliberately to help get their kits fast on their feet and to
get their ‘eye in® for later hunting. Mo also now cuffed out at her
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sister’s and brothers’ tails as well.

After cutting hay with a hand scythe much of one day, I took a
small hide down to the west wood to set it up for the collared dove’s
nest. This time the mother bird did not fly from the eggs. Instead, I
saw what looked like white down or little feathers just above the nest
rim. Had they hatched out already? As I climbed up I noticed some
bark and moss had been ripped from the curving trunk of the oak.
There was only one egg in the nest now and the few wisps of soft white
material I had seen were small downy feathers from the dove’s belly
plumage. AsIlooked more closely at the slightly disarrayed twigs and
the scratch marks on the oak bark, there seemed only one explana-
tion. Cleo and Patra were both enclosed with their kits — Sylvesturr
had come on one of his regular hunting trips from the long wood to
the west, and had taken the dove.

I climbed down again and reconstructed the whole scene in my
mind’s eye. He had perhaps seen the bird fly in at dusk, had waited in
a thicket by the marshy area until dark, his great golden eyes blinking
slowly as he had hatched his plan of attack. Then stalking slowly,

At three weeks, the kits lower canines were coming through, and even Mo could
give a good hard nip which turned one’s flesh white.
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silently towards the tree, the old recidivist had gathered his powerful
long back legs together for the kind of spectacular eight-foot leap I
knew only too well he could perform, had sprung like a lightning
tawny blur onto the trunk, made a couple of scraping scrabbles on the
bark of the tree with his thick talons, and had seized the dozing bird
before it had known what hit it. There were no signs of the dove’s
remains in the wood so he had probably run straight off with his prey
to his home. What was most strange was the one missing egg. Had he
come back for that on another night? If a crow had taken it later,
surely it would have taken the second egg too — but it remained in the
deserted nest until I took it myself some weeks later. The dove colony
itself seemed to have settled near the farmland to the west.

By now, through a keeper friend, I had managed to locate an
accessible eagle eyrie that contained a healthy seven-weeks-old chick
in the ‘black and white’ stage, its dark brown wing, back and tail fea-
thers contrasting starkly with the white down left on its chest, belly
and head. We had erected a virtually invisible hide, not on a high
ledge but actually on the ground under an overhanging rock on an
opposite knoll some thirty-five yards away from the eyrie.

I will never forget July 1st that year. It was ten years to the day
since I first left city life to start my wilderness life in Canada, and my
first day in a golden eagle hide. It was like living in a magic, unreal
paradise. For the first hour and a half I lay there, one eye peeping
every few seconds through the camera aperture, the whole hide dark
except for that living colour through the lens eyepiece, like looking
into a huge and unique colour TV set. Without warning the eaglet
stood up high and began to squeak, glaring into the sky.

There was a faint swishing noise then suddenly my lens was filled
with huge wings as the mother eagle floated in, heat waves shimmer-
ing all round her, and, like a jet taxiing onto a runway, she landed on
the eyrie with half a rabbit in her huge yellow talons. She landed with
astonishing lightness for so large a bird, folded her pinions, then stood
over her chick with a proud maternal air as it gripped the rabbit with
its own talons and began to feed. An incredible moment, one of many
over the next two weeks, and indeed the following years, as I worked
to observe and photograph eagles. The main problem with this eyrie
was the distance — a full twenty miles over the mountains as the eagle
flies. For each return trip I had to boat thirteen miles, drive nearly
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sixty along the winding roads, and walk four just to get to and from
the hide. It was often dark before I returned home so I had little time
for any other work except caring for and studying the wildcats.

During the first days of July, with the kits walking unsteadily but
with their bellies off the ground, I realized my belief that Mo was
tamer towards me than the others because she recognized me as her
benefactor was based on illusion. She was now showing a strong
attachment to thin-faced Miny. And one afternoon I watched them
playing together. They bit each other, rolling over and over, then sat
up swatting each other’s faces with paws like little ping pong bats with
claws. But when I went closer to try and touch Mo she reacted like a
firecracker, spat and shot away a few inches, flaring as furiously as did
Miny, who had always been the wildest one. 1 withdrew my hand,
talked soothingly, tried again — but with the same result. Now all the
kits were flaring and even Cleo, as if affected by her kits’ behaviour,
had her ears back and was looking mean, though she wasn’t growling.
I left the pens.

Later I went back and found Mo was at the very back of the den,
standing on her hind feet trying to push her way into a small crevice
in its larch slab roof. When she realized from the reactions of the other
kits there was something in front of the den she pulled back, saw me
and again spat. I thought I knew why — until now she simply had not
been able to see me clearly, her eyes unable to focus for more than a
foot or two. Now she could see perfectly for several yards and while
she had associated the sounds I made and the feel of my hands with
being helped to the teats in her early days, the actual sudden looming
sight of me scared her as much as it did the other kits.

Nevertheless I still had my own special feelings towards her and
when, over the next two days, I found she was behaving like Mia,
Cleo’s female kit of last year, and trying to escape through to the rear
rocks to be on her own between feeds, I became worried. This early
manifestation of the independence instinct, which could later lead to
a cunning marauding fox or even an eagle snatching an unprotected
wildcat kitten, occurs with some kittens more than others. That it
should now be developing first in the last-born runt of the litter seemed
extraordinary. I spent the rest of the day blocking in the rear mesh of
the pens with small mesh wire netting.

Cleo was now leaving the kits at dusk and mauing and prowling up
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and down, clearly wanting to leave the kits for a while and go hunting.
But I could not let her range freely just yet because I had to spend a
whole weekend away working on the eagles and did not want to risk
the possibility of summer strangers boating up the loch and discover-
ing what they might believe to be abandoned kittens. Instead, I brought
them all into the rear room again, and put down two litter trays, and a
supply of food and milk. Then I moved Patra and her hybrid kits into
the pens for a spell outdoors. Anyone was welcome to one of ker Kkits,
I felt.

When I returned two evenings later Cleo was sleeping peacefully
in her box with Eeny and Meeny stretched out by her stomach — but
Miny and Mo had disappeared. Panic! I eventually found them, sleep-
ing in a deep cardboard box in which I kept winter sweaters. It was the
first time I had known any of the kits sleep away from their mother.
As soon as I looked into the top of the box, Miny spat and flared,
setting off Mo who did the same. And when I picked Miny out to put
him back with his mother, he promptly sank his teeth into my thumb,
then began to make little high pitched whirring growls, the first time
I'd heard any of the kits growl. His bite was similar to accidentally
grabbing a barbed wire fence. As for Mo, I just tipped the box over to
face the den box so she could walk over when she liked. I fed Cleo and
tried to make friends again but all the two day absence had achieved
as far as the kits were concerned was to make them wilder.

Next day I tried an experiment. I wanted to see if a wildcat mother
would accept or reject the kitten of another. Although individuals
would vary, if one wildcat mother would foster another’s kitten, it
could be a useful factor in any long term breeding project, or if kits
were found in the wild, as Cleo and Patra had been, but before they
were weaned.

Patra was now as tame as she had been at the time of her release,
and as she was now in the pens with her hybrid kits I determined to
try her first, while keeping a close watch on the situation myself. As
Mo was the smallest of Cleo’s kits and was thus much the same size as
Patra’s, and as Cleo was after all Patra’s sister, I caught Mo. At first
she tried to bite but then went submissive in the hand once she was
picked up, and I carried her into the pens. She immediately started to
totter-walk into the den among her cousins, thick-striped and blot-
ched, barging between them to seek a teat. I watched nervously, ready
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for quick action, but Patra showed absolutely no reaction at all!

It was as if she could not count or had known Mo all her young
life — she didn’t even sniff at the strange kitten. And Mo was soon
guzzling away with two of the other hybrids. It was, I felt, an amazing
as well as interesting result. I did not consider this brief introduction
to be absolute proof of any theory about wildcat behaviour, and did
not leave Mo in too long. Certainly I would never have left her with
Patra overnight because I well knew the wildcat’s ability to look un-
concerned then suddenly attack another, without any change of ex-
pression or signalling of intent, as when Cleo and Patra had fought
without apparent premeditation earlier in the year.

I tried it again next day when two friends came to visit. Once again
Patra was completely friendly to little Mo. Not only that but mother
and ‘daughter’ posed superbly just inside the den as cameras clicked
away. When my friends had left I enticed Patra back into a box with
a piece of meat, put the kittens in with my hands, for they were almost
as tractable as domestic kittens, and transferred Patra and her family
back to the woodshed. Cleo and hers could now go back into the pens.

By July 11th, at five weeks old, none of the kits was yet weaned but
they all played and lay in the sun outside the den door with Cleo. The
‘tail twitch’ training had started in earnest now, with Cleo lying down
in various places so the kits could chase the twitching black tip of her
tail. This not only makes the kits surer on their feet but means the
mother need expend little energy herself. Eeny still seemed the most
advanced but was so good natured she often let the other kits bowl
her over in play without protest. Miny was definitely the ugliest, with
his thin face and hard wiry body, and he could now see the furthest.
Whenever I approached it was he who flared first and darted to the
back of the den with whirring growls, closely followed by Mo who
still did not like my looming form, though she was the most submissive
when picked up. Last year Freddy had been weaned at seven weeks
old. If these kits followed the same pattern I would be able to release
them in early August.

Two days later, during a dull and windless lull in the weather, with
the biting deer flies, known as clegs, vying with the midges to make
periods outside filled with energetic self-swatting, my ideas on releas-
ing all the wildcats changed. In the morning I'd been watching the
kits at play, delighted to see little Mo was now the fastest on her feet.
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Mo (mid-July) is bowled over by the wiry young tom Miny — her favourite
playmate.

Mo was fascinated by my typewriter.
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She darted at the other kits, bowling them over backwards after play-
fully seizing them by the throat. In comparison, they still seemed
rather tottery, making sudden dashes then falling over when they tried
to stop, or looking about wildly after attacking heads of grass stems
as if to make sure no enemy was witnessing their real weakness.

After transplanting fifty cabbages, I caught Mo and brought her
into the house for a photo session, picturing her on the bed, the desk,
scratching her ear with a hind paw while lying down, and to capture
if I could the greeny-grey tinge that was now creeping outwards in her
eyes, banishing the first bright blue. Oddly, she showed little fear of
being away from the family for the first time. Then, with Moobli in
the house, I set her down on the grass in the front pasture and retreated
a few steps. She looked about nervously then started to run towards
me making little maus, afraid to be out on her own in a strange huge
world.

Delighted at such progress, I put her back with the others. Then I
picked up Eeny who although the biggest was second only to Mo for
being submissive in the hand. But when I set her down on the grass,
she spat loudly and seemed most upset, so I put her back. She instantly
ran to her mother for reassurance, to have a fuss made of her, and
Cleo licked her all over vigorously. Mo watched all this, then went
forward and started licking Eeny’s tail! Then she licked her own paw
and wiped her own face — twice.

At about 8.15 pm I fed Cleo, putting the meat and milk into her
bowls through the netting as usual, then took the empty receptacles
back into the cottage. When I got back, Cleo was eating — and so was
Mo! She had been standing close by watching her mother chewing the
meat, when she suddenly advanced to the bowl, thrust her head in
beside her mother’s — Cleo allowed this without even a slight growl —
picked up a piece of meat, chewed it, dropped it, then picked it up
again and ate as if she had been eating all her life.

So Mo was now weaned. Little Mo, the sickly last-born runt of the
litter who I’d had to help to the teats or she would have died, had
shown an exceptional advance and was weaning off onto meat before
her bigger brothers and sister. What an eventful day.

After a supply trip next afternoon, I hauled the boat onto its
wooden runners and found all the kits lying in line suckling Cleo in
the grass outside the den. When they had had enough the three bigger
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kits went to sleep but Mo started to walk about below the big shady
hogweeds. I caught her, brought her into the cottage and tried to feed
her cat meat from a spoon. To my delight, she sniffed it then ate it all
up as I held the spoon in my hand.

Wanting to know if she would actually play with me, I stood up to
fetch a two-foot-long eagle primary wing feather with a broken tip
that I kept in the camera shelves. But as soon as I moved off the bed,
Mo flared in fear and ran to hide behind some sweaters lying near the
wall where she growled like a tiny electric dynamo. I brought the fea-
ther back, talked soothingly to her with the usual calming words for a
while, made sure she could see my hand coming towards her slowly,
and managed to tickle her on the side of the head and under the chin
gently with a finger. She looked nervous at first but liking the caress,
calmed down again. I then showed her the tip of the feather with the
other hand, making it dart gently about the bed just in front of her
nose. Instantly she looked alert, ears pricked forward again, then she
started swiping out at it, making great round-arm cuffs with her claws
out, much faster than a domestic kitten.

It was at that moment, when I knew I was becoming really fond of
little Mo, that I decided I would actually try and tame her completely.
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CHAPTER 4

Mo alone on my bed for the first time. If I moved she darted behind sweaters to
hide with high whirring growls.
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Next morning, when she was exactly six weeks old, Mo’s training
began in earnest. After the usual making-friends session in the pens,
I brought her in, set her on the bed and fed her a tiny piece of meat. I
really wanted to see if she would actually /ap milk yet. As she watched
the honey jar lid filled with a strange white liquid come to rest on the
yellow bedspread a few inches away, she backed up flaring slightly but
then the smell hit her nose. Her head moving up and down slightly as
she sniffed, she edged furtively forward and licked the outer edge of
the lid. This produced nothing of the taste the smell had promised so
she bit the lid. Immediately it tipped up, her nose went straight into
the milk and at that precise milli-second she must have been breathing
in for she sneezed violently twice, so hard that she tottered sideways
slightly. But somehow a drop must have reached her mouth for she
came forward again and was soon lapping away rapidly with the loud
ticking sound Cleo and Patra had made when they were lapping milk
as kits. Fureka!

When she had drunk enough, she started to explore the bed and
the sweaters I leave on it as extra ‘blankets’ on cold nights. As I slid
my hand near, fingers twitching provocatively, she did an odd little
dance — ears back, eyes large, making a half circle backwards, and
giving an occasional swift but feather-soft whack onto a finger with a
clawless paw.

I knew that if I was to try and tame her to the house, she would
have to accept Moobli who was now waiting anxiously but quietly
outside the door wondering what on earth was going on. Warning
him to be quiet and a ‘good boy’ I let him in. Mo immediately flared
then reared as high as she could on her front legs, gave a loud spit and
glared. But Moobli just kept still a few yards from her, and she seemed
to realize that this huge animal she had often seen had never done her
any harm before, and slowly subsided. After half an hour I put Mo
back into the pens.

My plan was to spend more and more time alone with her each
day, yet always return her to Cleo and her family afterwards, and also
to keep Moobli in the act. Despite his gentle quiet nature, he was an
exceptionally powerful Alsatian, measuring 6 feet 45 inches nose to
tail tip. His inch-long canines were set in a massive bear-like head, and
he could crack a red deer’s thigh bone with one bite. I did not want to
risk any feelings of jealousy on his part.
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For much of the rest of the day I did some interior decorating,
slashed down the weak fronds of bracken that were still trying to stage
a revival in the front pasture, then at 8 pm brought Mo in again. She
seemed slightly more amenable than before, playing with my moving
hand, creeping towards my dark shadow, clawing and nibbling at my
fingers. As I stroked her constantly and gently she actually started to
purr. I let Moobli in again, but it was hardly necessary to tell him to
stay still for he seemed as interested in her as [ was. His expression was
one of total fascination, kindness, even love. With ears cocked, he
watched her from the foot of the bed not trying to touch or lick her, as
if he also knew a young wildcat would have to be weaned to human
and canine company too.

Although Mo often struggled, bit and scratched when in the hand
I did not resist or treat her roughly but persisted with loving caress
and soothing words. The only way such an animal could be tamed
was by constant love, irrespective of what one received in return. The
wildcat has bred right into its instincts over hundreds of years an
innate distrust and hatred of its main persecutor, man, and the slightest
attempt at defensive retaliation on my part would have aroused and
heightened those instincts in Mo’s tiny body. But here the love had to
be expressed in action, not just attitude as I had practised with fero-
cious old Sylvesturr. Both Cleo and Patra had been fierce and mis-
trusting through kittenhood, only becoming semi-tame after months
of patience. Cleo’s second generation kits were only slightly less fierce
than Mia and Freddy had been even though I had spent far more time
with them, and the fact that Cleo accepted my close presence more
often than not had clearly rubbed off most on little Mo, giving me a
slight advantage in the process of taming her.

I was now letting Cleo run free some afternoons as she made it
clear she wanted to leave the kits and go off to hunt. While she was
away the kits bunched up together in the far corner of the den and
never set foot outside until she returned. Although Cleo was fairly
tame in the pens, she was quite wild if I came upon her outside. Her
ears went back and she would dive for cover.

Next day I brought Mo in early. I thought she would have learned
after yesterday’s mishap with the milk lid, but again she bit it first, put
her nose into it, then spilled some on her left foot. She sneezed, with-
drew a few inches then shook her foot violently to get rid of the cold
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Mo wasn’t too happy out on her own. She walked about looking for cover,
mauing at me to come and do something about it.

Left momentarily alone in the front pasture, little Mo maued plaintively after
looking nervously about, then ran towards me. It was an important reaction in
the progress of her training.
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liquid. She then went forward and lapped most of it up normally. The
odd sequel to this was that almost every time Mo approached milk to
drink, she shook her foot hard first, a strange habit that has lasted
over the years since. That morning I found she would, after eating and
drinking her fill, nestle close to me if I was lying quietly on the bed.
But if I was sitting she edged round to my back as if avoiding my eyes.
I took her outside later so I could sunbathe on a camp bed, and, with
Moobli sitting quietly several yards away, set Mo on the grass. She
showed the same reaction, walking about looking for cover and every
so often looking at me and mauing for me to do something about it.
Finally she settled for the shadow under the camp bed. Moobli dearly
wanted to pick her up or lick her and his tongue came out instinctively
but when he once made a slight move towards her she flared and he
stayed where he was.

After half an hour I put her back, wriggling through the mesh, into
the pens. Mo looked at her sister and brothers — Cleo was away hunt-
ing — then back at me, maued and came right back struggling through
the fencing again to reach me! It was confusing for her, me feeding
and fussing her for an hour then putting her back, but she was not yet
fully weaned from her mother’s milk and I didn’t want to take chances
on too early a separation. But I felt it was another little victory. When
Cleo returned at 6 pm she began swatting flying insects as the kits
watched her. Meeny, who was the next kit to wean off onto meat,
copied his mother and tried to swat a few too.

Two hours later I brought Mo indoors again — she could now
climb up the tumbled blankets of the unmade bed and get on top
under her own power, using her claws for body hauling for the first
time. But when she wanted to come down again she was not strong
enough to jump. She maued loudly. Then, as I did nothing to help, she
half climbed, half slid down the blankets again, backwards. She
searched under the bed, ranged the floor then settled for a brief sleep
in a fold in the hanging blankets. It seemed their round-the-body
touch was a substitute for the secure feeling of Cleo and the other kits’
warm bodies.

When she had slept enough and started walking about again, I
took her on the bed for a caressing session. She purred loudly like a
tiny motor, rolled, kicked out at my hands with her feet, clutched
them with her claws, bit my finger playfully and squirmed against the
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combined inertia of my body, arm and hand while upside down, her
determined little jaw making her resemble a miniature lion. When I
put her back in the pens and fed Cleo, I noticed big soft female Eeny
was now also eating meat. It seemed odd that firecracker Miny, the
fiercest, thinnest but strongest kit, should be the last to be weaned.
Over the next three days little Mo became more and more familiar
with the study bedroom as her second home, she recognized the meat
and milk dishes and ate and drank readily. But when I brought in the
best den box filled with hay, which I hoped she would use for her little
naps and as her own little bedroom when she grew older, she flatly
refused to go near it. Instead, looking for a dark corner in which to
sleep, she forced her way behind it and slept on the hard wooden floor
shelves where I kept my battery record player, files and my boyhood
birds’ egg collection (before egg-taking was illegal). One afternoon
she went to sleep with her backside on the cold concrete floor and her
front paws on the first shelf. I left her for a while then lifted her gently

Although a runt, little Mo was the quickest to develop early skills. Here, she
swipes out at a fly.
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into the hay of the box which I had now covered with cloths to make
it darker. She stayed for only a few minutes then came out and went
into one of her playful little dances on the blue carpet.

These dances were crazy, a great feature of her kittenhood and
delightfully entertaining to watch. She walked about the floor then
suddenly splayed her front feet outwards, arched her back as high as
she could, separated her toes as wide as possible with claws sheathed,
sleeked her ears right back, wore a big-eyed surprised look, then went
into a fantastically fast dance in which she shot forwards, sideways,
then made her rear feet execute a hilarious circular waltz of their own.
All the while her tail was upraised for some two inches above its base
then dangled down in a lovely curve like that of a young girl’s breast,
with all the guard hairs fluffed up like a flue brush.

Occasionally she would glare at and suddenly caper towards a
thrown matchbox or rolled acorn, pounce on it with high ‘Eeya!’
shrieks, bite it, then bat it about the floor at a dizzying speed. Sud-

She was such a beautiful creature, I could no longer call her plain Mo. And so
she became Liane. Lying on her back, she stared at me as if asking to be
stroked, but if I moved, she quickly turned over with a slight flare.
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denly she would break off and with a surprising leap land on top of
the bed, hurtle round it, then leap off again, stalk towards me very
slowly with an ‘evil’ look, then suddenly caper lightly away and take
refuge under the bed or behind the den box.

So hilarious were these antics as I sat at my desk, that at times I
found myself chortling silently, trying hard to stifle a loud laugh, for
one sound from me would have cut them dead, but I found myself
looking forward to them more and more. When a man lives alone in
the wilds as I had done for most of the last ten years, genuinely amus-
ing moments are few and far between. Now I was grateful to my little
waif for bringing back the gift of laughter and as my affection grew I
knew I could no longer go on calling her plain old Mo.

I suppose many single men have an image in their minds of their
‘ideal’ girl, an image seldom realized. I had met, won and lost mine,
yet the mental picture, based also partly upon memory, persisted —
she was a tall, shapely athlete with great green or blue eyes and long
thick tawny hair, redolent of health and sun and sand and jungle. The
name I had given this fading-dream woman was Liane. When I now
saw my little tawny kitten, eyes flashing green-blue in the lamplight,
performing her superb little dances so effortlessly, heard her shrieking
‘Eeya!” as she pounced with mock ferocity on her playthings, the two
sounds and images came together in my mind. The very word ‘Liane’
could, when spoken in a high feline tone, sound very much like ‘Mau’,
the wildcat summons call. Thus little Mo became Liane from that day
forth.
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CHAPTER S

Liane loved to doze after playtime stretched over Moobli’s thick tail. The large
Alsation grew to love Liane and bore her antics with great patience.




LIANE

The eagle eyrie on the high ledge in the glen to the south which had
contained two eggs in late June was still much on my mind, so on July
18th I boated out, picked up the Land Rover and drove down to see if
I had been wrong about its desertion and if the eggs had finally hatched.
I also wanted to photograph some badgers I had seen playing outside
a sett in broad daylight when I had run out of film. It proved to be a
wasted day. There was no sign of any eagles in the sky, the two eggs,
certainly addled, were still there, and despite a four-hour watch in
gloomy drizzle the badgers did not emerge once, and I finally boated
home in the rainy dark.

I had left Liane in my room but, though she now usually ran to
greet me with a little mau when I’d been out during the day, she was
now terrified of the paraffin light coming through as I opened the
door. She flared and shot behind the den box. She refused to eat or
drink anything, so I quickly put her back into the pens, though I
noticed Cleo was away out hunting.

Next morning I was glad I had put Liane back because Cleo re-
turned with a dead vole. She deliberately showed it to the kits, then
started batting it about with her paws between them as if encouraging
them to be fierce and chase it too. When Meeny just picked it up with
one clawed paw and looked at it, Cleo hooked it away and made the
tom chase it properly. Cleo then ate the head as if showing them it was
food, and allowed Eeny to drive her off it with high whirring growls.

This inducement to ferocity on Cleo’s part was the prelude to the
kits accompanying her on hunts themselves, teaching them to recog-
nize rightful prey, and helping them learn to pounce correctly. Oddly
the tom Miny, the most ferocious towards Moobli or myself, stayed
out of all this. (He was not weaned until two days later.) This hunting
training was essential to all the kits. Even if Liane did tame to the
house successfully, I wanted her to hunt naturally too, so I could not
separate her completely from the family just yet.

I left Liane with the others all next day, noting she was the first to
eat and drink from Cleo’s tall stainless steel bowl. This was quite a
feat for she had to crane her head right over its four-inch-high edge
and try to swallow with her throat pressed against it. None of the
other kits were lapping milk yet. Later I was amused to see Liane suck-
ling at Cleo’s teats as she lay on her side in the grass, but unlike the
other kits she kept her eyes open, cutely peeping through her mother’s
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fur at my or Moobli’s movements.

When the first sunny period came after a week of southerly gales
and drizzle, I put Liane into the hay of the front pasture for some
photos of her alone there. At first she crept through the herbiage away
from me but when I had taken a few shots I called ‘Liane’ in a short
abrupt squeaky voice. To my surprise she came bounding back — per-
haps because I was the only thing she actually knew in the whole, new
terrifying horizon.

When I put her back in the pens the other kits, who were in full
play, gave her a boisterous welcome. With fat-faced stoic Eeny look-
ing on, the two toms Meeny and Miny capered up to her and bowled
her over with mock growls and for a minute or two I couldn’t see
which kit was which. As I tried to take pictures, Liane broke away,
started to climb up the fencing peering out at me, then forced her way
through the mesh and ran to where I stood leaving Cleo and the two
brawling kits watching behind. What an astonishing breakthrough
that seemed. Or maybe she felt the two toms were behaving a little too
roughly towards her — runty last-born kit or not she was still a little
lady — and realized she could find peace and gentleness with me.

Next morning I had her indoors again but after putting her on the
bed I ignored her and did some writing. She dozed for half an hour
then I suddenly heard loud maows and she was standing on the edge
of the bed as if she had never climbed off it in her life, and was glaring
at me wondering how to bridge the gap. Then she leaped to the floor,
capered across and with a little jump onto the arm of my chair, hauled
herself onto my lap and went to sleep. While it seemed I had finally
won her trust, it made the physical act of typing impossible, for the
jerky movements scared her -1 had to resort to drafting my work with
a biro.

Later, however, she blotted her copybook, or rather my bed, for
the first time — squatting with great delicacy and blissfully half closed
eyes she spread a large puddle over my bedspread. For some reason
she refused to use the litter box of sawdust which Cleo had used when
I’d first had the family in the house. I wondered if it was because she
had been with me too much and was not receiving the correct toilet
training wildcat kits have by watching their mother perform her ablu-
tions then instinctively copying her as she scrapes debris over her
wastes. That afternoon, Liane used the toilet area in the pens, and she
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did scrape grass and leaves over it. So again I felt I dare not separate
her from Cleo just yet.

By now Patra’s hybrid kits were more advanced than Cleo’s al-
though they were merely two thirds the size. I could not keep them
cooped up in the partitioned shed so I opened up the whole shed for
them. Once | had tried putting them in a separate smaller pen that ran
crossways to Cleo’s main enclosure; but, while I had proved Patra
would accept one of Cleo’s kits, Cleo simply would not accept the
close proximity of her sister. And every time she saw Patra near the
double mesh she launched an attack, trying to claw her way through
it. This action upset all the kittens and made them bolt for their res-
pective dens. The kits could have crawled through the mesh and might
thus get hurt, so the experiment lasted less than a day. Back went
Patra and her brood to the woodshed and down the loch I had to go
for more sand and gravel for their litter areas, for they were now using
half a sack a week between them. My meat bill was now higher than
ever and, on her hunting trips, Cleo occasionally got in through the
back door of the cottage to raid the workshop where I kept the sterili-
zed meat sausages with which I bolstered all the animals’ food. I was
beginning to look forward to the time when I could release all the
wildcats, though I still intended to keep Liane if her taming carried on
its present course.

On July 22nd, with Cleo spending most of her days out in the
woods, returning regularly around 6 pm to feed the kits, I brought
Liane into the study again. She now had a new variation of what I had
come to call her ‘Zorba’ dance. She still darted and shot about the
floor with her paws twisted outwards but she now had a slower ver-
sion too, where she swung her front legs out sideways like a fat girl
running, and advanced and retreated in an odd minuet. At lunch time,
noting the wiry tom Miny was inside the den box Patra had briefly
used in the smaller pen, I shut him in and carried the box indoors and
set it on the bed. I had been wondering if I ought to keep at least one
of the toms as company for Liane, and, as she had always preferred
Miny to Meeny, it seemed a good chance to find out how they got
along alone. I removed the covering pine sheet — instantly Liane
looked inside then started to lick Miny all over with great affection.
He loved it, accepting the grooming with half closed eyes, but when I
bent down to take a better look he flared at me and Liane hissed too.
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I felt his cussedly independent company might make it harder to keep
taming Liane and took him out again.

Around 9 pm Liane began mauing loudly as I worked at my desk
and for the first time made a strange chirring noise in her throat, like a
juvenile imitation of her mother’s ‘Brrrooo’ trill when greeting her
kits. Ithought she was missing the family but when I lay on the bed she
jumped up, cuddled close purring, twisted on her back and pushed at
my beard with her front paws. It seemed she had just felt neglected.
Several times as I lay still she looked intently at my eyes blinking, then
shot both paws out, her claws protruding slightly, as if trying to stop
the movements of my eyelids. If this became a habit it could be dan-
gerous when she was bigger, but a quick ‘Na!” and a human hiss after
the third time stopped her.

After her meal, I removed the shavings on top of the sawdust in
her toilet box and replaced them with an inch of short hay clippings.
To my relief she now used the box — fully. Later, after Moobli had
come in after his gargantuan meal and was dozing stretched out on
the floor, his huge paws sticking out straight like the cabriole legs of a
piano, I noticed the room had become strangely quiet. Liane had
found the warm living comfort of Moobli’s great bushy tail, had put
both paws over it with her head between them, and had gone to sleep!
He was well aware of this of course and was looking at me sideways,
the whites of his eyes showing with the strain of peering at me in that
fashion without moving his head and disturbing Ais little friend!

Moobli, after my constant reminders, now knew exactly what was
required to keep Liane trusting him and that any sudden movement
from him or me scared her. He often kept dead still as she walked
about what had once been just his and my room, nervously sniffing up
at his gigantic form. I could not let this extraordinary moment go by
without record; I sneaked to the shelves and managed to take several
photos of Liane draped over his tail. It was to become a regular doz-
ing place for the little kitten over the next few evenings. Moobli never
once showed any jealousy and behaved like an angel.

When I took the kit outside again Cleo was back from hunting, a
dead woodmouse on the pen floor, and she greeted Liane with a wel-
coming ‘Brroo’.

On July 23rd, with a low mist hanging over the hills and loch, 1
boated out for supplies then went to explore the rocky cairns and
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woods that ran for almost a mile along the single track road near the
sea where Cleo and Patra had been found as kittens two years earlier.
I was looking for the den of a huge old tom wildcat I had seen two
years before that, and which had eluded me on two previous searches.
That afternoon I found it — between huge boulders below a cliff and
to the right of the entrance a dry mossy rock held the greening bones
and skulls of rabbits and small birds. It did not appear to have been
used recently. AsI watched some rabbits hopping in the fields towards
the sea, a friend drove by. He told me the big old tom had not been
seen for at least a year, but he had seen a new but smaller wildcat twice
in his car headlights, and when he had seen it in early spring it had
appeared to have bald patches along its flanks. I recalled that old Syl-
vesturr had sustained so heavy a moult during one April that his skin
had shown pink along his lower flanks. It seemed possible this new
wildcat was also a tom. Hmm, I thought, when it came to releasing
Cleo and her brood maybe this rabbit-filled area where she herself had
come from would be a good place. There was a good disused den and
the new wildcat did not sound too large so her tom kits would pro-
bably be safe enough.

When I returned home at dusk, however, Cleo and her kits, in-
cluding Liane, had all gone! Had she taken them off into the wild
already? In panic, I raced round her hunting area in the west wood
with a torch, ordering Moobli to ‘Track the pussy coots!” He tried his
best but the frequent leg cocking on tufts and scent he was finding on
mossy rocks told me all he was finding were recent fox trails. Only
later, when I went to fetch his biscuit meal and nightly meat sausage
from the rear workshop, did I find the answer.

Cleo had carried each one of the kits into the workshop, the door
of which I’d not only failed to lock but had foolishly left open, and
had installed them on the piles of sacks I used for bird hides near the
free food supply! She reacted as usual when not in the pens, flared and
hissed, backed into a corner with ears flat, then shot past me and
vanished into the night. I had a hard task rounding up the kits into a
den box but I finally got all four back into the pens and left the gate
open, sure Cleo would shortly return to them and the food and milk I
set out. Sure enough, she was back in half an hour and I closed the
gate in case she tried to spirit them off somewhere else during the night.

As 1 came back with the paraffin lamp, remembering I hadn’t yet
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fed Patra and her three Kits in the woodshed, there was a sudden flurry
in the grass by the shed wall. And as Moobli shot forward instinc-
tively a small striped shape shot across the path, its little claws scrab-
bling on the earth as it forced its way through a tiny hole at ground
level and back inside. One of Patra’s kits! They too had the wander-
lust upon them and while Patra could not get out, it seemed her kits
were now investigating the world outside on their own. I blocked the
hole up.

It was now clear that Cleo was ready to take the kits on their first
forays away from the den, and in a week or two this would lead to
them going with her on proper hunting trips. And Patra’s family were
obviously in the same situation. I now had to think carefully about all
their futures.
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Liane appropriated my desk swivel chair as her favourite bed. She would not
give it up without a struggle. Often she leaped onto the arm and forced me to
move up to make room for her.




In the early morning three days later an extraordinary event happened
which made me hasten my plans. I had just dressed, sitting on the bed,
when I caught a glimpse of a large bird floating silently past the win-
dow barely thirty yards above the front pasture. Hoping it might be
an eagle, not just a buzzard, and knowing both birds circle round
when hunting, I screwed the big telephoto lens onto my camera and
closing the door on Moobli who was whining oddly, I stole slowly out-
side to try for a shot. Sneaking to the west corner of the cottage, [ was
just in time to see the bird, a large female buzzard, sailing serenely
over the lochside edge of the west wood. But when I looked over to
the wildcat pens an astounding sight met my eyes.

There, in the smaller pen, partially obscured by the brambles,
stood Cleo, her tail as thick as a bottle, ears back and growling in a
way I'd never heard before. She was standing high, ready to attack.
And facing her, just outside the pens and glaring with its big orange
eyes as if trying to mesmerize her, was the red-brown form of a large
fox. It was visibly wilting before the ferocious wildcat stare and very
slowly was starting to back up.

I knew I was far too close with the big lens to try for a photo but
my main thought, although the kits were clearly safe in the den, was to
get that fox out of there, and teach it a lesson it would not forget. 1
drew back slowly, then tiptoed swiftly to the door, and as Moobli,
who had sensed something odd was happening, shot past me I hissed,
‘Go on boy. See him off I’

By the time I reached the corner again both fox and Moobli had
gone, racing past the rear of the cottage eastwards to the main burn
and its waterfalls. Moobli had an astonishing turn of speed when he
needed it. I ran as hard as I could, stumbling through the long bracken
on the north hill, hampered by the camera and long lens, then I heard
Moobli’s deep baying bark in the east wood. Cursing my mere human
speed, I reached the burn - just in time to see Moobli floundering out
of the far side of a pool, the fox just a foot in front of him, and Moobli’s
jaws actually clamp onto the very tip of the fox’s thick tail. But, as
Moobli struggled to get his footing out of the pool, the fox, now on the
edge rocks, tore itself free, bounded forward and made a tremendous
leap of at least ten feet onto an almost sheer slab of rock, hooked its
forepaws over the top and vanished into the herbiage.

Moobli, whining, the fox’s tail hairs still sticking to his mouth,
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danced about, knew he couldn’t make such a leap from the standing
position himself, and was about to rush downstream to cross the water
flow where the far bank was lower and go after the fox when I called
him off. I knew he hadn’t a chance, for the long legged fox can run as
fast as a hare and, knowing the ground and its trails intimately, would
in that quarter minute have been several hundred yards away through
the thick bracken and summer growth. I found later that in those few
tremblingseconds I had tried totake a photo with the impossibly long-
focused lens — a fuzzy out of focus shot it turned out to be too, of the
middle of the slab of rock. It is at moments like these the erstwhile
wildlife photographer experiences the heights of frustration — if I'd
had a standard lens on the camera, I could have moved faster and
photoed the incredible moment when Moobli’s jaws had clamped
onto the fox’s tail. Most impressive, apart from his speed for so large
an Alsatian, was how he had sensed while inside the house that some-
thing was wrong, and how in a trice he had picked up the running fox’s
scent.

The fox had obviously come sneaking around in the hope of pick-
ing off one of the kits, possibly Patra’s who had been straying through
that little hole for several nights. I did not think it would return during
the daytime again after such an experience, but it was probably cun-
ning enough to know Moobli was normally kept in the cottage at
night, and might just return in the dark a few days later for another
attempt.

While I would shortly have to release all the wildcats so they could
learn to hunt well with their mothers, I knew Cleo and her kits were
not yet quite ready to go. She had proved herself fearless when con-
fronting the fox and I felt reasonably certain she could protect her
kits from it. But what if it returned with a mate? I could no longer
leave the pen gate open for her to hunt alone in case the fox, or foxes,
got to the kits while she was absent, or she herself took the kits away.
I had two other reasons for not releasing them in my own woods — if
Sylvesturr was still around, though I’d seen no signs of him since
March, he might just possibly attack the tom kits; also there would
then be too many wildcats in my rabbit-less area for a natural balance
of wildlife. No, she and her kits, and Patra’s, would just have to be
kept penned in a few days longer.

I now made my final decision about their release. I would keep
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little Liane but Cleo and Eeny, Meeny and Miny would be set free
amid the rocky cairns and woods near the rabbit-filled fields by the
sea. And Patra and her kits would be set at liberty in a large conifer
wood on the far side of the loch where there were many voles, mice
and other prey. I would leave a food supply for both families each
week until it ceased to be taken.

The immediate problem was Liane because, being the smallest kit,
she could still wriggle through the mesh of the enclosure, so she was in
more danger from the fox than the others. The answer was both simple
and expedient. She was now well used to the study-bedroom after her
daytime visits, so from now on it would be her permanent home. I,
too, would virtually have to /ive with the young wildcat for many
weeks until she was large enough to look after herself, but if all went
well the process of taming her would be enhanced. If she needed the
companionship of her mother and brothers and sister, as well as to be
with them for hunting training on dead voles or mice that I would now
have to trap, I could, until they were finally released, let her spend day-
time periods in the pens while I kept frequent watch. But every time I
went on a trek or supply trip she would stay in the room.

Having worked this out, I caught Liane and brought her indoors.
She was very playful for about an hour, then chirred loudly and leaped
onto my lap and went to sleep. Carefuily I transferred her to the hay-
box and did not hear a sound from her all night.

I was woken up by a sudden thump on the bed and strange pokes all
over my body. Liane had leaped up and was investigating the strange
humps and bumps now below her on the normally flat bed. Heart
beating fast, I didn’t want to scare her off, yet wasn’t sure what she
was going to do — my face was exposed — I kept still and soon found
out. She crept right up to my face, watched my eyes blinking and once
again shot out a paw to stop the movement. ‘Na!’ I hissed and she
leaped two feet backwards, then started one of her Zorba dances over
the bedspread, advancing and retreating, ears back, looking ferocious.
I swizzled my hands about under the bedclothes and she watched
every movement, leaping and chasing after them with swift jerky
movements like a big squirrel. She ‘caught’ my fingers with both sets
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of claws and bit down into the clothes — and I was thankful for their
covering.

Presently she tired of this and, apparently hungry, began to nuzzle
round my face and beard, smacking her lips — the noise wildcat kittens
make when they want some food. Then she forced herself down past
my chin into the bed itself as if looking for a dark place she could
explore. I wiggled my toes, she felt where the movement was coming
from and like a mole burrowed down to them. The next thing I knew
she was biting my toes! I soon stopped moving them and started twid-
dling my fingers instead. I felt her forcing her way up towards the
movement when suddenly I felt a sharp excruciating pain as, en route
to my fingers, she encountered something else of interest, a naked
hairless mouse no doubt, and bit me in a most embarrassing place!
For years I had slept naked summer and winter, did not even own a
set of pyjamas, but if this bed burrowing became a regular early morn-
ing feature — and it did — if one did not wish to surrender, well, one’s
wedding equipment to a wildcat, one would need to make other
arrangements. From then on I kept my underpants on in bed. On this
first occasion, however, I managed to grit my teeth and stay still,
finally enticing her back up to my neck area with frantic finger twid-
dling of my left hand.

Before long she emerged by my face, looked over at the window,
leaped down and with a fast sideways tail-dangling caper, shot across
the carpet, up onto my chair, and found a new resting place on my
work files on the window shelf. Here, allowing me to get up and dress,
she dozed for about half an hour, then started grooming herself with
long licks up and down her shoulders and forelegs.

When she started playing about on the floor again I put down my
large round shaving mirror, magnifying side outwards, to see what
would happen. At my movement she had shot with a hiss to the top of
my clothes case under the bed and from this perch she sniffed with
bobbing head the strange new shiny object on the carpet. Then, over-
come by curiosity, she jumped down, walked round to the side as if
not wanting to stalk it directly, then came in front of the mirror. The
sudden appearance of a huge wildcat kitten’s face twice the size of her
own made her flare and leap about two feet backwards. But as noth-
ing happened she again crept forward, saw the face begin to appear
again, ducked back, but each time she grew bolder until she was star-
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ing at the strange cat full in the face and sniffed it. Most peculiar — no
scent! Within four minutes she was reaching behind the mirror with
her claws for the other big kitten and was clearly mystified there was
nothing there. But within ten more minutes she had somehow worked
out that the other kitten’s movements corresponded exactly with hers,
that it was therefore something only to do with herself, and she never
played with the mirror image again. Not even on the normal side
where the image was the same size as she was.

After she had eaten and drunk, still shaking her left paw violently
before lapping the milk, she scratched at the floor, looked round,
spied her sawdust and hay-filled litter box and went to perform her
toilet, her tail pumping up and down like a pump handle. That com-
pleted, she stood and with her left foot delicately raked debris over
her leavings. It seemed at that moment she had been ‘toilet trained’ by
Cleo for she used the box and covered her wastes this way for the next
two days. I was delighted — prematurely as it turned out.

By now the early blue of her eyes had been banished to the outer
edges and the replacement greeny-grey was gaining a lighter gold
tinge. The few spots mingling with the stripes down her sides were
elongating into the final shorter stripes of her adult coat, and the tram-
lines of dashes that swelled out and in again from the dark brown line
down her back were also starting to merge together. While still a runt
compared with the others, she was fast, well built for her size and
seemed to be thriving on the fare I gave her.

On two fine but sunless days, I took Liane outside, set her down in
various places in the hay of the front meadow, then backed quickly
away. Each time she looked furtively about then ran to me mauing
loudly, hopping over the long grasses with four-footed leaps for forty
yards or so like a rabbit. When I took her to the shore she was terrified
of the tiny lapping waves and instead of running to me again, she cut
up towards the house, walking slowly through the long bracken below
the fence with plaintive maus. It was amazing how her stripes mingled
with the stems and shadows so I lost sight of her and had to call in
Moobli, who brushed through the bracken and found her in seconds.
When I picked her up, although his noise had scared her, she was not
standing at bay or growling but just crouching down looking at him
quietly. She knew by now he was a friend.

I carried her up to the pens and dropped her through the camera
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hole after removing one of the wire strands. She ran straight into the
den and Cleo greeted her with a murmured ‘Brroo’ not even getting
up, as if the kit had never left her side. I was sure Cleo couldn’t count.
Liane then barged in among the other kits who also showed no sur-
prise. Although one kit was suckling away and [ watched for a quarter
hour, Liane made no attempt to get milk. I was sure now that I could
separate Liane totally without problems, and at night I brought her
back into the cottage again.

One morning Moobli and I went on a short trek to a badger sett
about a mile away that had been unoccupied since the spring of the
previous year. As we walked the deer track below the steep wooded
hills, we found badger signs aplenty — little scraped toilets with fresh
deposits here and there as they had rooted about during the nights for
worms and grubs — but when we reached the sett it was still empty.
Searching in a wide circle around the sett, we had just negotiated a
huge rockfall above it when Moobli picked up scent which brought us
to the edge of a steep dry gorge. To my surprise there were five-toed
badger tracks there, going upwards along small sloping ledges, at
times so sheer we were almost climbing. Yet it seemed the badgers
used the trail often for it was well churned up and I felt sure we’d find
a new sett around the four hundred foot mark. We worked our way
up to around 800 feet where the slope was shallow again, but on the
hard packed short heather surfaces the trail just seemed to peter out.
Baffled, we returned home.

The far corner of my study was a mass of white where all my files
had been ripped open and tossed about, as if by a whirlwind, sheets of
paper were lying everywhere with very few left on the shelves. The
mischievous cause of all this rumpus, who had clearly had a fine old
time on her own, was lying neatly curled upon what was now her
favourite bed — my desk chair. “You can’t discipline a wildcat,” I re-
peated to myself as the lovely little brute greeted me with a ‘chirr’ and
stretched herself lazily. Well, I'd feed the other cats before I tried to
restore order.

When I went to the woodshed, I found that the bottom half of the
double door had somehow come open and Patra and her entire brood
had vanished. Moobli found them in seconds — now they were en-
sconced in the workshop and the kits dashed everywhere. Patra snar-
led, spat and dashed through the door and into the north hill bracken
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but I forbade Moobli to go after her. She had broken into the carton
of sterilized meat and between them they had devoured two whole
sausages and had used one of the sacks as a communal 1oo. As I roun-
ded up the swelling kits and put them back into the woodshed, leaving
the top door open so Patra could join them later in the dark, I knew
the time for her final release was nigh.

That evening it took me a full three hours to sort the right papers
into the correct files. The wanton little miss, meanwhile, full of beans
after her meal, discovered that a sheet of paper lying on the carpet
made a jolly good toboggan if one leaped on it at speed and braced all
four feet. And when, finally, I sat down to type out my diary I found
she was not prepared to give up her new bed to her huge foster parent,
not without a struggle that is. She leaped onto the arm and forced her
way down beside me, making me shift up into a cramped position to
make room for her! There she stayed stubbornly and went to sleep,
only the hot lump by my backside reminding me now and again that
she was still there.

The only time she stirred was when I’d just come to the end of eat-
ing my supper, so thinking she wanted to get down I shifted over
slightly to let her out. Instead, she climbed up on the desk beside me,
watched me put the last forkful in my mouth, then as I licked my lips
swatted out at my tongue. Ouch! None of this did I really mind for the
little wildcat was turning out the most affectionate — and demanding —
animal I had ever had. But I had a suspicion that Moobli, who was
dozing on the floor, was taking a rather dim view of all this, for I
occasionally caught him, with head up, looking at me — was that an
expression of contempt in his eyes?

Around dawn next morning, after playing moles under the bed-
clothes again, I heard Liane land with a little thud on the floor and
gratefully turned over for another fifty winks. No way — suddenly
there was a great deal of swishing. She was at the files again and as I
looked up she had, quite by accident, worked a thin hard cover file so
that it rested halfway over a small wooden divider on the shelves. It
had become a see-saw! She walked up to one end and down it went, to
the other and down went that end. She did this several times, enjoying
herself thoroughly, until the papers suddenly slithered out onto the
floor — and the great crash sent her scurrying for shelter on the suit-
case under the bed.

61



[ IANE

She now began to assert herself in other odd little ways. If stroked
while asleep she woke with a loud squirmy note of protest. But if I left
her alone too long, especially at night, she walked about the floor
mauing loudly to be picked up for a cuddle, then she purred and lip-
smacked in my ear. If I picked her up when asleep she gave an angry
‘maow’ and within a minute or so, as if deliberately, would leap on the
bed for a pee. I wasn’t having that so the first time she did it I seized
her gently but firmly by the neck scruff, pushed her nose into it lightly
and thrust her into the haybox. This manoeuvre worked — for a time.
I soon learned that her peaks of greatest activity, when she indulged
herselfinfileshuffling, Zorbadancing, sledging along on paper sheets,
swiping out and biting at the tassels on the dangling bedspread, were
at 10 pm, 1 am and 7 am. Unfortunately, they did not coincide with
mine but, when one lives by choice with a young lady of independent
mind, one needs to make a few adjustments.

Patra, in fact, did not return until the evening after we had found her
in the workshop, so she had left her kits alone for nearly twenty-four
hours. They were certainly ready to go free and I felt Patra would turn
vicious towards her kits if closed up again in the woodshed.

On the last day of July, I enticed them with meat into a den box,
slammed the door shut by tugging a long cord through an eyehook,
and in blazing sunshine took them over to the long conifer wood on
the far side of the loch by boat. Patra growled most of the way over,
pushing her claws through the ventilation holes of the box.

With a parcel of sterilized meat sausages in my pack, I carried the
box of cats up a steep bank, negotiating about half a mile of difficult
twiggy going between the small spruces and tussocks until we reached
the first green open patch. Then setting the box in a thicket, spreading
the meat around so she could see it, I opened the door, said ‘Goodbye
old girl’ then took off quickly back to the boat. I felt if I had stayed
looking at them I might have changed my mind.

I felt little emotion as we boated home as I intended to check up
and renew their meat supply on fishing trips, and would probably see
them again. But Moobli lay in the well of the boat looking miserable.

I cleaned out the entire woodshed floor and the litter area — good
fertilizer for the fruit trees — and then went to see what new havoc little
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bossy boots had created in my study. But as I peeped into the window,
the place seemed in perfect order and there she was, lying all alone and
still on the green cushion of my chair, her big ears twitching slightly,
pink nose between her big paws, little sides heaving as she breathed.
It was almost as if she were keeping my chair warm for me. It was bad
enough that the normal term ‘pussy cats’ had been perverted by my-
self to a fond ‘pussy coots’ when referring to Cleo and Patra, but as I
looked through the window at little Liane, she looked so utterly sweet
lying there a new term coined itself in my mind —‘Pussy Queets’. Ludi-
crous perhaps, but it seemed apt, and I’'m afraid to say from then on I
called her Pussy Queets more often than Liane throughout her kitten-
hood. At times it degenerated even further — to Pussy Tweets or Pussy
Poots!

From her warm cramped perch beside me, she now launched into
new kinds of mischief. She took to leaping on the desk and chasing the
moving typewriter carriage, flicking at the ends of the paper, swatting
my typing fingers. Once she seemed to leap from nowhere and land
her front quarters right into the well of the machine as I was in full
spate so that two of the hefty sharp keys hit her. She squawked, leaped
out and shook her paw in pain — and never tried that particular stunt
again. Instead she took to Zorba dancing on the desk itself and, after
one intricate dervish-like double pirouette, swiped my tin of biros and
pencils right off and into the fireplace. She also started burrowing
through the middles of the loose files, like a huge shrew going berserk
and hurlingupdebris from a woodland floor. She used her claws more
often too, usually to hook off paper clips. Once she hooked the photo-
graph of a woman friend out this way, slung it up into the air, batted
at it with her clawed paws, as broad and spiky as huge black sundew
flowers, and waltzing about on her rear feet only, whapped down upon
it time and again with her front feet, then blithely chewed it to shreds.

Yet she was a fastidious eater like her mother, not greedy like her
auntie Patra had been, and only ate what she needed. She often left
choice meat and milk in her bowls for later snacks. At night she still
spent time sleeping while draped over Moobli’s bushy tail — while he
dared not move for fear of upsetting her. Then she would wake, look
up at me, then leap and haul herself up the old coat on the back of my
chair and force her way down beside me. Once I forgot she was there,
sat back too far, and she squawked loudly ‘Mauw’like a duck grabbed
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by a fox, as her foot had been momentarily trapped. I still took her
into the front meadow for walks. Usually she ran to me but some-
times she made for the nearest cover of small hazel, birch and oak
trees amid the long grasses. But if it was drizzling or Moobli went too
near, she hared straight back into the house and study. This was a
useful reaction for it meant she now regarded the study as home and I
hoped she would continue to do so in mature life.

Before I finally released Cleo and the other three kits, I wanted to
make absolutely sure Liane no longer needed her mother and to clinch
this process I resorted to a low-down cunning trick. I put her into the
pens for a short period each afternoon, gladly noting that while she
walked in among the bigger Kkits as if she’d never been away, often out-
wrestling them all in play, she never once tried to get suck from Cleo.
But when I fed them then I put in only the roughest of foods: stodgy
meat sausage and plain water in the bowls. The other cats would eat
and drink but Liane, used to the best, sniffed and turned up her nose
at the rough fare. I then removed her again and fed her the choicest
meats and milk in the study but returned to the pens to feed the other
cats good food and milk too. Liane didn’t know this, of course, and I
think she came to realize that only in the study would she receive the
fare she liked most, and not with her real family. It was sneaky but
effective.

One night I returned from a fishing trip with Moobli to find Cleo
and the kits had disappeared. Moobli soon traced them. Cleo had
forced her way through a loose wire in the camera hole and had car-
ried each of the kits into the newly vacated woodshed, her home when
she herself had been a kit. Eventually I got them all back into the pens.
It was time for them to go free too, for it was now essential the kits
learn to hunt in the wilds with their mother.

Next day, as I had to go out later on a post trip and to collect saw-
dust for Liane’s litter box from a local sawmill, I went out to the pens
wearing leather gauntlets, now necessary with Cleo’s kits, and got
Eeny and Meeny into the big den box easily enough. Cleo followed
them in to eat the bait meat, but Miny hid in a rock cleft at the back of
the den. I managed to haul him out a little by the root of the tail and
seized his neck scruff as he bawled and tried to bite, then thrust him
into the box with the others. We boated and drove to the site I had
selected, the rocky cairns in the woodlands by the rabbit fields, and |
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For a wildcat, Liane sometimes had a sweet, almost ‘pretty’ expression.

staggered up with the box to the disused wildcat den — she could use it
if she wished or find another.

I set out the meat sausage supply where she could see it, opened
thefrontdoor flap of the box then retired some twenty-five yards away
with Moobli to watch. At first Cleo stayed crouched, her kits all be-
hind her with saucer eyes, looking fearfully around, then, bit by bit,
eased herself out. She put her feet on top of the box and with eyes huge
and black-pupilled looked cautiously at the strange new area. She
knew it was goodbye this time, she knew by the distance the boat and
Land Rover had travelled that I meant it now, there was no going
back.

She then went back into the box among her wide-eyed kits as if she
didn’t want to leave. I walked forward again, picked her up with sooth-
ing words and gently set hei on a rock below the den after kissing her
neck. Then she went, sneaking low, and was out of sight in seconds.
Twenty yards away she staried calling to her kits ‘Maoo, maoo’ and
they answered with little maus and one by one filed over the rocks and
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through the thick grasses. My last look was of Miny’s backside before
they disappeared for ever.

‘Goodbye Cleo,’ I said, feeling a terrible lump in my throat. ‘God
bless and look after you, dear old lady.” And that was that.

As I closed the box and carried it back down, Moobli looked as if
he could not believe what I was doing and made a move forward with
his head low as if he wanted to track them as of old, but I called him
back. If I felt sad as we drove away and boated home, Moobli seemed
even more downcast. He lay in the boat, forcing himself to sleep as he
always did when unhappy, his eyes red and bloodshot when I woke
him up by trying to explain ‘It’s for their own good, old son.” How he
had loved running out ahead of me each morning to check Ais charges,
his playmates, were still there.

Although I set fresh sterilized meats out for Patra and Cleo and
their kits on my next few fishing and supply trips, Cleo’s remained un-
touched after two weeks and Patra’s after three, and I brought her den
box home again. We never saw either wildcat again.

For more than two years the lives of Cleo and Patra had been
intertwined with ours. Now all we had left was little Liane.

66



CHAPTER7

/ !
Although she could climb slanting logs quite well, it took a bit longer before
Liane, at nine weeks old, learned to descend backwards under her own power.
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For the whole of August Liane lived in the room with me, apart from
accompanied outdoor excursions, and as she grew stronger, weighing
over three pounds by the middle of the month, there were times when
‘little Liane’ was as much as I could cope with. The very night we re-
turned from releasing her mother she seemed to realize her family
were no longer outside as usual, that she was now on her own with us
and she was suddenly more wary and kept her distance. I had to learn
that a deep underlying love was not in itself sufficient when dealing
with such an animal that is wild and independent by nature — that love
had to be constantly communicated in every movement and action.
I’'m convinced wildcats are ‘psychic’ and somehow know when the
status quo they have been used to is about to change or has altered,
even should there be no outward sign.

I knew she knew her mother had gone and this knowledge made
me nervous. When I picked her up and was stroking her as I had done
many times before, she suddenly and for no apparent reason yowled
noisily, scratched, then sank her teeth hard into my right forefinger. I
reacted instinctively, protectively, without thought, and threw her
away. She hit the floor, rolled over, then spitting and growling with a
high whirring sound, dashed for refuge on the suitcase under the bed.
There she crouched hidden by the ‘curtain’ of the tasselled bedspread,
and when I lifted it up trying to make friends again she spat and slam-
med down her foot against me, just as her father Sylvesturr had done
throughout his life at the approach of any human.

At that moment I thought I had undone all the work of taming her
and I cursed my stupid reaction. I sucked and washed my gashed fin-
ger, then put some meat and milk by the side of the case. But for two
hours she just stayed there, refusing to touch it. I realized then what a
great part mental telepathy played in trying to tame a wildcat — any
fear or nervousness on your part communicates itself to them and
upsets them, overcoming even the love one really feels. I knew better
than to try and make any more approaches, left Moobli in the kitchen
where he normally slept, and just stayed working at my desk, not
daring to go to bed in case the noise above frightened her even more.

At about 2 am I heard a movement — she had sneaked down and
was lapping her milk. I watched sneakily from the corner of my eye as
she ate some of the meat too, then walked a few steps towards me,
apparently thought better of it, then leaped onto her second best bed,
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a pile of sweaters on an old sea chest near my bed. When she was asleep
I tiptoed quietly over and slid between my own blankets.

Next morning I woke to find her still there. Pretending not to even
look at her, doing without breakfast so I wouldn’t have to open and
close the door, I moved quietly to my desk for some typing — a noise
she was well used to. Suddenly there was a little ‘mau’, a thump on the
back of the swivel chair, and she was beside me, trying to force her
way down between me and the arm. Apart from shifting up to make
room I again made no move to touch her. The next thing I knew she
was clawing at my right arm as I typed. I kept typing with that arm
while I sneaked a finger of my left hand over and darted it about on
my sleeve. She immediately started to claw it, but in play now. By just
ignoring her it seemed I had won her back.

During the next few days her play sessions became even more in-
tricate. She tried to climb the hard mahogany leg of the desk, but kept
slipping because her claws could not penetrate far enough. She knock-
ed my plastic, slide viewing lens off the desk and began batting it about
the floor — it was the first time she had chased a large hard object this
way. She seemed far faster than a domestic kitten, her movements
delicate but deadly accurate. She lay down, tail flicking, stalked it,
then dashed in a high romping run like a tiny lion. To replace Cleo’s
black tail tip, I made another plaything for her, a hard rolled ball from
a bright green and red stiff magazine cover and suspended it on nylon
fishing line from a string near her litter box.

She played with this for hours, dancing, swatting, flirting, waiting
for it to swing overhead as she ducked low, then whacking out at it
after a swift turn, her eyes huge, intent and black. Sometimes she dived
on it with both sets of claws, pinning it down to the floor, then doing a
forward roll with both feet and her teeth fixed into it.

At night with the paraffin lamp hissing away, I noticed her looking
at moving shadows on the white walls. So I made strange animal
objects, pecking birds, fluttering butterflies with finger shadows and
she leaped onto the bed and began to chase them. But on the second
night she worked out they were not ‘real’, began to look from them to
my hands - far faster than it had taken Moobli to work this out when
he was a pup.

Of course, the dozing, occasionally snoring form of Moobli proved
too much of a temptation for her. Naturally he was becoming slightly
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jealous of her, at being ordered to ‘sit’ every time he nosed towards
her out of interest, and he never really liked it when she snoozed over
his tail. So when I saw her dancing deliberately near him when he was
lyingin the lion couchant position with his head up watching her, I was
a little worried — one chop from those mighty jaws and inch-long
canines would have ended her nine lives in a trice. But when she
sleeked her ears back, did a rearwards waltz, then danced in like a
mini Muhammad Al and delivered a quick left and right with claw-
less paws to his huge fawn muzzle, he merely blinked and drew his
head back half an inch. Again she went in, right, left, right, and away,
but he actually seemed to be enjoying it. His mouth suddenly dropped
open in a huge grin, his long pink tongue lolled out and he started
panting as he often does in a warm room. But when Liane saw the
great mouth and teeth she did a reflex leap right over his head and
landed on the bed. Not for long. Moobli saw me looking at him
approvingly and started wagging his great tail. This sight again proved
too much for Liane and down she jumped, dived straight onto it,
clutched, bit, rolled over, then started kicking at it with her hind feet.
Now Moobli didn’t think much of this treatment and he whined sotto
voce, but he took it and let her get away with it. For the next two weeks
it became a regular feature of Liane’s nightly play — if Cleo’s tail tip
represented a vole then Moobli’s was a big hare — but never once did
the long-suffering dog snap at her.

Another game she invented with him was to suddenly throw her-
self on her back right under his nose, lie there with her legs splaysd
out, then whack out with each paw at his chin. If his nose went too
close, she flared — while still lying on her back on the floor! One night,
however, Moobli decided to cut this latest caper out — he whoofed
right in her ear. At that close range it must have sounded worse than a
thunderclap — and she was on the suitcase under the bed so fast he
never saw her go. I felt it essential I stay out of these dog and wildcat
play sessions, for it was important they worked out their own adjust-
ments and came to trust each other.

Every time the urge came upon her now, seldom more than once a
day, Liane used the sawdust haybox, never once performing her toilet
anywhere else in the room. It seemed she was perfectly toilet trained
for which I was grateful. For a time her droppings were too liquid, but
I solved this by mixing some crushed dog meal with her cat meat for
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one of her three feeds. She not only scraped hay over her v, astes now
but once or twice also tried to rake debris over her left-over food too,
a real wildcat trait.

She also used her suitcase refuge if I walked into the room wearing
my rustly oilskins, or when I made a wood fire. She stared at the
flickering flames nervously, showing no signs of wanting to investi-
gate or sit near on the mat like a domestic cat. Other differences I
noticed were that she seldom erected her tail hard when stroked, and
never once ‘kneaded dough’ with her front paws when on my lap.

One morning I woke to feel a strange weight by my side nearest
the wall, then heard a loud purring. Liane had apparently spent part
of the night sleeping outside the covers next to me. Then she walked
right over my face, sniffing my nose and eyes with the cold tip of her
own then right along my hair line, making lip-smacking noises as she
did when searching her mother’s belly fur for a teat. She would now
lie upside down on the bed and push against the mighty human hand
with all four feet, and with considerable strength, taking harmless
tiny bites at my fingers. When she shot out a paw onto my eyelids now
I didn’t hiss but nipped one of her rear legs from under the clothes,
changing the type of play, or else made sure my eyes were shut when
she looked about to do it. It seemed she now trusted me completely
again. That day she reached up against the fish box shelves in which I
keep all my natural history files, and dug in her claws for the muscle
strengthening or ‘claw sharpening’ movements for the first time. She
was two months and five days old.

One day, feeling it would do her good to have a long spell in the
fresh air, I put her into the pens alone for three hours while I wrote
indoors. When I went out again she set up a great racket, mauing
loudly and trying to claw her way out through the mesh. I went round
the back, opened the gate and she shot into my arms, mauing, purring,
sniffing at my nose and eyes and gazing upwards into my face as if to
be sure it was really me after such an age! When I brought her indoors
the fuss continued, though, again, she never rubbed herself against me
like a domestic cat. Later she sat on the desk as I typed, gazing at my
face so intently I began to feel embarrassed. Once she shot out a paw
and one claw stuck lightly in my lip. I just prised it off and gave her a
hard look!

By mid-August, although she was still rather small for a wildcat,
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just one foot eight inches long at thirteen weeks of age, she was strong
enough to inflict considerable damage if she really wanted to. Her
Zorba dance sessions now had an air of ferocity about them. The
initial ears-back coy look as she drifted and waltzed about with
turned-out toes, was now supplanted by a really nasty black-eyed look
as she dived onto my hand, clawed hard with both sets and pulled her
head down for a bite, which was sometimes quite hard. Then she
would dance away again, sideways, looking back archly as if to say
‘Now now. How DARE you!” — as if I had attacked her! Then in she
would come again, pounce with a loud ‘Feya!’ clutch, bite and kick,
and be away again in a trice. It was lovely to watch, painful to ex-
perience (though she only seldom drew blood) and I fervently hoped
she would not do it when mature. I found at this time that she would
accept a light tap on her backside, providing it was in play and no
harder than she would have received from her mother, without revert-
ing to ferocity. This usually stopped her biting too hard. But she was
full of confidence now, in her own den. In fact she was just about
taking over the joint!

Although she could now climb the logs that were propped up
against the outer wall quite well, it was not until August 9th, when I
refused to lift her down again, that she learned how to descend<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>