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Red Foxes

By
Jennifer Schwing

Arustle is heard in the tall grass; a pair of bright, eye
slits are visible in the night. Silently stalking a tiny mouse,
listening to the faint, whispering breaths that no human could
discern, a predator is hunting in your backyard. No, it isndt your
neighborfs cat. It is a red fox, one of the most successful preda-
tors in the world, and quite at home in the pelds, woods, marshes
and human communities of New Jersey.

Red foxes, or Vulpes vulpes, are the most common
species of fox in the world. Indeed, theydre found all over the
world, in an amazing range of habitats. They are native to most
of North America, Europe, most of Asia, and Northern Africa.
They were introduced by humans to Australia in the 19" century.
What makes these beautiful canids (relatives to dogs) so suc-
cessful? The answer is adaptability, a trait that humans share in
being able to make a home just about anywhere.
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Ayoung fox, a few months old, relaxes on the authords porch.
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Almost everyone recognizes the red fox. We all know
one when we see a picture. Thick, orange-red fur, long black
legs, bushy white-tipped tail 0 all are hallmarks of this handsome
animal. The fox is known for being particularly clever. The
human culture of every one of the foxis homelands have stories
featuring him. The fox is nocturnal, which means his preference
to hunt at night leads to few sightings by humans. Adult red
foxes range between 8 and 17 pounds and stand an average of
15 inches tall, about the size of a large house cat. Unlike other
animals in the canine family (dogs, wolves, coyotes), red foxes
have slit-shaped pupils, also like house cats. If youdve ever had
the opportunity to watch the behavior of a fox, it may remind you
more of a feline than a canine.

Red foxes are known as carnivores, or hunters, but they
can also be omnivores, which is one reason for their success.
Omnivores, like humans, can eat almost any type of food that can
be found. Foxes will hunt rodents, rabbits, songbirds and wa-
terfowl, domesticated fow! like chickens, insects, and any other
small animal in their territory. They will psh for craypsh, snails
and frogs, and raid nests for eggs. They canft climb trees the way
cats can, but given a short running start, have been known to run
up the trunks of trees! Foxes are often scavengers, helping them-
selves to the remains of animals killed by something else. They
will also enjoy nuts, seeds, berries and fruit! In addition, when
food is plentiful, foxes are adept at storing food away to retrieve
during times of scarcity.

Foxes are solitary animals, more like lone coyotes than
pack animals like wolves. They will pnd each other when it is
time to mate, and for a short time, an adult male and a female will
live and hunt together. Before the female fox, or vixen, is ready
to have her kits, the pair will search together for a suitable
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den or burrow to shelter the new family. They will usually

pnd one that was previously used by another animal, such as a
groundhog. She will enlarge it if necessary, or dig a new burrow
if she must. Vixens will have between 5 and 13 kits, which will
live on their motherds milk for around 4 weeks. Before they

are weaned, they will be allowed out of their den under momas
watchful eye to play and explore the world close by. Sometimes
the father fox, or dog fox will help to hunt for food and supply

it to his new family. However, if the mother vixen is raising her
family alone, she will tuck them safely inside her den before she
ventures out to pnd food. Upon her return, she barks softly to
her Kits to call them outside, and out they come, tumbling around
each other in their excitement to taste what mom has brought
them. The Kits are fully weaned by ten weeks, and are able at
this point to catch small meals on their own. After a few months,
they are ready to head off and pnd their own territory. Foxes will
generally return to the same den year after year, unless something
makes the burrow unsuitable.

The foxds ability to adapt to any set of conditions has
also allowed it to bnd some unusual and sometimes inconvenient
homes. Often, this means the backyards of suburban and urban
areas inhabited by humans. Generally, foxes avoid humans, but
human homes are attractive because they can offer an easy food
supply and protection from larger predators. Foxes usually will
not bother pets such as cats and dogs, but they have been known
to prey on chickens in backyard coops. They will also help
themselves to dog or cat food left on the porch for the family
pet. A burrow dug under the shed provides a cozy, safe home.
Healthy foxes pose no danger to humans. They can be vectors
for contagious diseases such as rabies, mange and distemper.
Often, the sight of a fox close to a human home can cause anxiety
or concern, but for the most part, it shouldngt be feared. How-
ever, a fox can be frightened away by loud noises when sighted,
and eventually will avoid a backyard. Unfortunately, sometimes
the prst time a fox might be sighted in your yard is only after a
vixen has set up a nursery nearby! This is what happened in my
case. Inearly spring, | caught sight of a gorgeous healthy adult
red fox trotting along the edge of the woods at the back of my
yard as | was washing dishes at the sink. There was no apparent
reason for her to be there; we have no outdoor pets, no bird feed-
ers, and keep the garbage locked up. But as | watched, | found
what brought her near. She trotted to our shed, sat down, and
barked. Immediately, eight dark gray yuffy kits emerged from
under our shed started wrestling at her feet. She sniffed each one
in turn, then settled down to nurse them all as | watched. It was
a beautiful sight, and I felt honored to see it. For the next few
weeks, my family and | enjoyed watching the big family grow
and play and turn from that dark gray to a beautiful deep rust red.
As the spring warmed, | found | could step out onto the deck to
take a few pictures before mama fox ushered the Kits back into
the safety of their burrow.

After a month or two, the litter began exploring all over
our yard, and started to hunt on their own. We rarely saw them
during the day anymore, but our delight at having them for neigh-
bors turned to annoyance as they used our driveway as a

New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection

Natureds Grapevine

Winter 2010

Photo: Jenny Schwing
The author photographed this vixen with her young family
of only a few weeks in her yard last summer.

litter box. We were sure that very soon they would move on and
pnd new territories. We were right, for the most part. Imagine
our surprise when we began to spot three of the almost-grown
kits lounging on our front deck, a couple of feet from the front
door! | began to worry, then, when the kits showed little fear
when | tried to scare them off. Apparently their mama forgot to
teach them to be wary of humans. After a few more weeks, our
little rascals pnally left us. | can be sure that without taking the
proper precautions, mama or one of her kits will return to enjoy
the comfort of our shed once again in the spring. For now, 161l
toss a generous handful of mothballs in the hole. They will be
smelly to the foxes, without being poisonous. When 16m sure
that there are no residents, 161l pll the hole with gravel. If our
neighbors return, 1811 disturb the area in front of the den regular-
ly, until the mother decides to move her brood to a backup den.

Itds almost impossible to prevent a fox from hunting
in your backyard. Most times, you wongt even know that one
is there. But steps can be taken to be sure a fox family doesnét
interfere with yours. Dondt leave pet food outside (this will also
discourage skunks, raccoons and other onuisance6 wildlife),
keep garbage secure, and if you do see a fox nearby, dondt feed
it! Feeding wild mammals is dangerous for both humans and
the animals. It undermines their ability to pnd food for them-
selves, and the food people might offer can not come close to
the nutrition of the foxesd natural food sources.

There is one benept that we found when hosting our
red-coated family: during the time the foxes lived in our yard,
we never found a single mouse in our basement!
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