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Have you noticed lots of 

our little black and white 

friends, the striped skunk, 

Mephitis mephitis, that have 

had a close encounter with 

a moving vehicle lately? 

These unfortunates, due to 

poor eyesight, are at the 

mercy of the mating season 

and busy roads.  We have 5 

species of skunks in Texas:  

spotted, striped, 2 species 

of hog-nosed, and the 

hooded skunk, which are 

rare,  found in the Big Bend area.   

I have always been scent-imental about 

these little guys.  Remember Flower in 

“Bambi”, and her daughters, Buttercup and 

Primrose?  Charming, sweet little girls all.  

And of course, my favorite, that French 

philandering Pepe’ Le Pew!  His animated 

voice was Mel Blanc, known to all the 

“boomers” as the voice of Bugs Bunny.  

Pepe’ was an odor-able kitty on the hunt 

for the hapless black cat with the white 

stripe.   

Now the poor skunk has a bad reputa-

tion for carrying rabies, though since they 

are mainly nocturnal mammals, just be on 

the lookout for strange behavior when one 

sees them in the daytime.  Skunks have few 

natural predators, other than man,  but 

include dogs, owls, coyotes, foxes and bob-

cats.  Their best defense mechanism is the 

release of  a foul smelling musk from two 

anal glands. Their unique chemical defense 

was illustrated by Charles Darwin in his 

Voyage of the Beagle.   Don’t think the 

skunk is unable to “rearm” itself for anoth-

er discharge, as it can release 5-6 times, 

and baby skunks are all “charged” at 7 

weeks of age, too.!    We all have our fa-

vorite stories of our dogs and skunk en-

counters.  The old tomato juice treatment 

has been updated to the best peroxide 

form of 1 quart hydrogen peroxide, ½ cup 

baking soda, and 1 tablespoon liquid deter-

gent.  This formula breaks down the thiols, 

just be careful and not get in your pet’s 

eyes.   Skunks are omnivores, with insects 

being the bulk of their diet.  They do eat 

berries, leaves, roots, reptiles, small birds, 

eggs, and have been known to rid a barn of 

rats and mice.  Skunks are the primary 

predator of honeybees. They scratch at the 

front of the beehive and eat the guard bees 

that come out to investigate, and they have 

been observed teaching this skill to their 

young.  Their breeding season generally is 

February and March, with a 63 day gesta-

tion.  They may have 3-7 young, with 5 on 
(Continued on page 4) 

P U,  I SMELL A POLECAT                     By Linda O’Nan 
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MARCH MEETING         by Pat Campbell 

Our speaker for the March meeting is going to be 

Mark Klym.  Mark is Coordinator of the Texas Hum-

mingbird Roundup and Texas Wildscapes programs at 

Texas  Parks and Wildlife.  The topic is "The Cats of 

Texas."  The program looks at the diversity of wild 

cats.  He will talk about their history and biology, 

where they were found, and what the future might 

hold for some of the species. 

Lunch before will be at the Tea Thyme Cafe, 2108-

C Hwy 281, Marble Falls.  Since we ran short of time 

last month, we are going to try something differ-

ent.  First, plan to go online to itsteatyme.net and 

choose what you want to order.  Then send me the 

order by Tuesday noon, March 5.  I will give them the 

pre orders and they will have them ready for us when 

we arrive.  Second, I would like to be there at 11:15 

not 11:30.  That should give us a few extra minutes to 

The progress at the nature center is coming along 

well with most of the trails blazed by the friends trail 

blazers in four sessions. We have had roughly 7 volun-

teers each of the first two sessions, 15 the next and 

17 this last session towards the volunteer hours 

(hence $ for the TXMN system). We have counted 

approx 180 hours of volunteer hours so far. It's be-

coming more productive and more fun as we go along. 

With the new class now eligible for volunteer hours 

and joining in, we expect to finish in another week and 

start the fencing. 

With the new class members help and the experi-

ence and help from the old time HLMN members of 

the friends group we have several new ideas to ex-

plore.    

Although your $10 membership fee is very useful 

(100 members equals $1000 in our treasury) we value 

even more the number of members (which will help in 

our efforts to get grants), and the ideas that the mem-

bers generate. 

We have been given some pretty cool ideas for 

speakers in the next few months that should fall under 

the realm of AT for the new class members along with 

the volunteer opportunities at UHLNC. 

Thanks to everyone that has re-upped and also the 

new members that have recently joined. We have 88 

paid members and 44 yet to re-up/carry over from 

last year. Any one not paid by the end of March will 

be taken off of the membership list.  

The best is yet to come. 

  

   

FRIENDS OF THE UPPER HIGH-

LAND LAKES NATURE CENTER 

(UHLNC)                       by Billy Hutson 

get to the meeting.  If you do not pre order,please 

order as soon as you arrive.  Do not wait until every-

one is there.  We'll see how that works. 

If you have lunch suggestions, please don't hesitate 

to tell me.  I am open!  Same goes for speakers.  See 

ya there! 

http://itsteatyme.net
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JANUARY MEETING                                                       Photos by Jerry Stone 

Pat Campbell brought us wildlife tracker and naturalist Dave Scott , co-author of “Bird Feathers: A Guide to 

North American Species” who regaled us with a lot of things we never new about feathers! 

The HLMN Class of 2013 was introduced.  Welcome to (alphabetically) Morgan Beck, George A. Brugnoli, Bob 

Caruthers, Jo Ellen Cashion, John De La Garza, Paula D’Orsogna, Susan Downey, Melissa Duckworth, Minerva 

A. Eaton (Minnie), Cris Faught, Teri Garrett-Benge, Lori Greco, George and Sharon Hehr, Rhonda Spray Kurtz-

man, Karen Lundquist,  Sunny Mazzan, Rebecca Nunnally, Karyn Ponder Parker, and Allan Wolfe. 
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INVASIVE OF THE MONTH                       Contributor: Judy Parker (Queen of the Invasives) 

 

average.  I remember driving home late from a hiking 

trip to the caprock, when just outside of Brady, I 

slowed down to see a mother and 5 adorable babes, 

with tails all held high in the same precise fashion, 

crossing the road.  What a sight. So slow down at 

night---give our friends a fighting chance in this increas-

ingly crowded world.  Stop and smell the ???? 

(Continued from page 1) 

What grows faster than a speeding bullet? Is more 

powerful than any native? Is able to leap tall shrubs in 

a single season?  Look!  Up in the tree!  It’s a vine, 

it’s a weed! It’s SUPER PEST !!!!! 

Native to China, Japan, Korea & Taiwan it’s used 

in Asian folk medicine as a cure for snakebite. It was 

introduced to Long Island, NY in 1806 as an orna-

mental. Due to its rapid growth rate (30’ to 120’ per 

year) and its extensive root system (single plant can 

be 3’ deep & 10’ wide), its usage quickly expanded to 

erosion control. By the late 1800s it was out of con-

trol in the Northeast.  Today, it is classified as an 

exotic invasive in 26 states.  Only 10 NW states 

don’t have it at all and it is still sold as a highly desira-

ble ornamental vine in many nursuries of the SW. 

Hummingbirds, bees, butterflies, songbirds and white-

tail deer love it! 

It’s a perennial woody vine with opposite leaves, 

flowers that bloom white & turn yellow in 24 hours, 

and black berries. It’s beautiful & smells divine! Active-

ly grows from early Spring thru late Fall, can be decid-

uous or evergreen depending on how cold it is, grows 

in sun or shade, dry soil or boggy in USDA Zones 4-

10. Spreads by underground rhizomes, above ground 

runners or seed.  It twines to cover and choke shrubs 

and small trees and forms such a dense blanket that it 

out competes everything else. 

Now we know what it is and where it came from. 

So, how do we control and/or eradicate it?  Where is 

it?  If it has just showed up and is relatively small and 

isn’t around anything else, you can pull, pull, then pull 

some more-get the root before it’s too big to get!  

More likely, it’s established itself along a fence or in a 

bed or is climbing up a small shrub or tree.  Cut the 

stems to the ground.  Wait for it to resprout (and 

believe me, it will) then treat it with glyphosate 

(Roundup or Rodeo) or triclopyr (Reclaim or Remedy 

RTU).  If you’re not worried about collateral damage, 

you can use this method year round.  If, like me, it has 

popped up in an established bed with desirable com-

panions, you can try a foliar application of either herb-

icide right after the 1st frost when the honeysuckle is 

still photo-synthesizing but most other plants are 

dormant.  Good luck! So far, my honeysuckle has uti-

lized Roundup as a fertilizer! 
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The Buffalo Soldiers, a 

group of volunteers from 

around the state, brought 

their interpretive program 

to Blanco State Park on 

Friday and Saturday, Febru-

ary 8th and 9th.  This Herit-

age and Outreach program 

from Texas Parks and 

Wildlife is a tribute to the 

Black soldiers who served 

in the U.S. Army during the 

Indian Wars campaign from 

1866 to 1892, and empha-

sizes our shared western 

heritage of that historic 

time. The Native Ameri-

cans had such great respect 

for the fighting abilities of 

these soldiers that they 

called them "Buffalo Sol-

diers," because of the 

strength and courage they 

displayed in battle. 

Buffalo soldiers were 

stationed at frontier forts 

and other military outposts 

from Texas to the Dakota 

territories to help with the westward expansion of the 

United States. "They helped build the West!!!" 

The Buffalo Soldiers “lived” their roles during their 

stay at Blanco State Park – both day and night.  They 

arrived the evening before the event and set up period 

style tents and teepees and spent both Thursday and 

Friday night camped in the park.  They set up a “mess” 

area and cooked their meals as if they were on the 

frontier in the 1800s and they were all in period dress 

throughout the event. 

Eight different learning stations were set up around 

the park Pavilion.  These learning stations included a 

Buffalo Soldiers' history and culture station, and sta-

tions covering mapping and orienteering, Seminole 

scouting, animal tracking, fishing with cane poles and 

women of the frontier – especially Cathy Williams, the 

only documented case of a lady Buffalo Soldier. 

On Friday over 200 local students attended the 

event.  There were 60 juniors from Blanco High 

School and 70 sixth graders, 65 fifth graders and 50 

fourth graders from the elementary and middle 

schools. The day was a little cool, but gorgeous and 

the kids seem enthralled throughout the day – even 

the high schoolers!  On Saturday the event was fo-

cused on the general public. Unfortunately the weather 

was not quite as accommodating with clouds and mist 

throughout the day.  However, there were still a varie-

ty of visitors and several scout troops made the round 

of the learning stations. 

Highland Lakes Master Naturalists and members of 

Friends of Blanco State Park provided support for this 

event. The event brought much praise from teachers, 

students and park visitors and hopefully will help lead 

to this becoming an annual event at Blanco State Park. 

THE BUFFALO SOLDIERS CAME TO BLANCO STATE PARK 
By Joanne Fishcher 
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NUTHATCHES AND USING TOOLS      FAMILY Sittidae 

By Sherry Bixler 

 

There have been an un-

usual number of Red-

breasted Nuthatches in the 

Austin area and west to the 

hill country this winter and 

even a few sightings of 

White-breasted Nuthatch-

es. Nuthatches are general-

ly residents of conifer and 

part-conifer forests but 

sometimes wander in 

search of food. Their comi-

cal upside-down foraging 

techniques are a treat for 

watchers, even in areas 

where the birds are com-

mon.  

Nuthatches frequently 

travel in mixed flocks with 

other seed-eaters like 

chickadees, titmice and 

creepers. They have an 

unusual nasal 'tin-horn' call 

that often reveals their 

presence before they are seen. Their diet includes 

spiders, acorns, nuts and conifer seeds.  

There are four nuthatch species in North America. 

The Red-breasted and White-breasted are the most 

wide-spread, occurring in most states except for the 

far south. The Pygmy Nuthatch is a resident of the 

Rockies and the far northwest while the Brown-

headed Nuthatch is found in southeastern pine forests 

from east Texas to the Atlantic,.  

All nuthatches nest in tree cavities that they have 

excavated or in old woodpecker nest holes. They gen-

erally lay from four to eight eggs that need two to five 

weeks to hatch and fledge. Brown-headed Nuthatches 

will also nest in nest boxes and they maintain their 

territory year-round. 

Nuthatches, especially Brown-headed Nuthatches, 

will use a chip of bark in order to pry up another 

piece of bark to get at an insect, but the best-known 

avian species availing itself of a tool is the Woodpeck-

er Finch studied by Darwin in the Galapagos. This bird 

whittles down a twig and then uses it to pry insects 

out of holes. It also uses cactus spines for the same 

purpose. Egyptian Vultures throw rocks at ostrich 

eggs to break them open and the choughs of Australia 

use pieces of mussel shell to pry open live mussels. 

The Australian Brush Turkey flings debris at moni-

tor lizards who might compete with it for seeds or 

insects. Green-backed Herons in Japan catch live in-

sects or pick up twigs or discarded human food and 

toss them into the water to attract fish. Green Jays of 

south Texas have been seen using twigs to dig out in-

sects but the only North American bird to use tools 

on a regular basis is the Brown-headed Nuthatch. 

Birds generally learn to use tools when food sup-

plies are low. In some species the practice is wide-

spread but in others only occasional instances have 

been seen, as with American Robins and Great-tailed 

Grackles. Using tools is also sometimes localized and 

only part of a population develops this skill. Birds are 

clearly more intelligent than many people believe. 

 

Brown Headed Nuthatch From Great Backyard Bird Count - Contributor Errol Taskin (Shreveport, 
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THE PLANT TAXONOMY CLASS    By Margy Butler       Photos by Margy Butler and Sue Kersey 

The third year of Flo Oxley’s Central Texas Plant 

Taxonomy class got off to a great start in February 

with a full house of enthusiastic student botaneers. 

Flo’s inimitable teaching style keeps attendees involved 

and interested as the intricacies of our botanical envi-

ronment are covered in full detail. Not one to let stu-

dents sit idle for four hours with no “hands on” work, 

Flo had the class actually dissecting flowers and identi-

fying tiny objects in the second half of this very first 

class (see the magnifying lenses worn by students in 

the image.) 

Many students arrived an hour before class Satur-

day morning to work in the plant beds around the Fly-

ing X ranch house, those beds being the class’s native 

plant project. This project was initiated just over a 

year ago at the request of Deborah Holle, Refuge Man-

ager, who asked if the Plant Taxonomy group would 

be interested in taking on the care and feeding of the 

plant beds. The answer was a resounding YES, and a 

dedicated workday got the project moving as class 

members cleaned out the beds, turned over the soil, 

installed a drip irrigation system (with the help of Dub 

Lyon, FOBCNWR Board President), and planted na-

tive plants, the majority of which were donated by 

class members. The plant beds are starting their se-

cond year in place now, have wintered well, and after 

Saturday’s early work session, are looking good. 

What do we learn in the Plant Taxonomy class? 

We learn morphology (the study of the form and 

structure of organisms.) We learn systematic delinea-

tion of plants. We learn distinguishing differences to 

aid in plant identification, e.g., leaf shape and edge 

form, how attached to the stem. Petioles?  Sessile? Pe-

duncles? Where do they come in? We read keys to 

identify plants. And we learn to MAKE plant identifica-

tion keys. We learn the who, what, and where of polli-

nation. We learn that botany is not only an important 

and complex science, but it’s a lot of plain, unadulterat-

ed fun when your learning is graced with a talented 

teacher like Flo. 

If you’re interested in getting your name on a wait-

ing list for future openings in the class, or if you would 

like more information, email Margy Butler at mbut-

lertx@gmail.com  The class regularly meets the se-

cond Saturday of every month except December, at 

the Flying X Ranch, Balcones Canyonlands National 

Wildlife Refuge. 

 

 

mailto:mbutlertx@gmail.com
mailto:mbutlertx@gmail.com
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FOXES                                                                                By Phil Wyde 

The other day Joan and I 

were driving to Georgetown 

when I saw a red fox lying dead 

alongside the road.  The color 

of the fox’s fur was so startlingly 

bright that I could hardly miss it.  

As we rode along I began to 

wonder how such a brightly col-

ored creature could survive.  I 

mean the only place that it could 

be camouflaged would be if it 

stood in front of a fire truck!  

Then I started to wonder just 

how much I knew about foxes.  

When I got home, I got on my 

computer and started a Google 

search on them.  It turns out 

that there is a lot that I did not 

know about these fascinating 

creatures.  I would like to share 

with you some of what I found 

out about them.     

First off, there are as many as 37 different animal 

species that are called fox.  This is because the name, 

“fox,” is used to describe many small to medium sized 

species of omnivorous (a creature that eats many dif-

ferent types of food, including both plants and animals) 

mammals belonging to the Canidae (dog) family.  How-

ever, only 12 of these species actually belong to the 

genus, Vulpes, or “true foxes” (ref 2).   (Below I will 

spend some time on a species of fox that is not a “true 

fox.”)  I need to add here that although most of us 

think of a small to medium dog-like creature with a 

long narrow nose and a bushy tail when we think of a 

fox, I know of a number of people, mostly male, that 

think of a sensually attractive, sexy, desirable woman, 

when the word “fox” enters their minds.  Of course 

none of these males are Highland Lakes Master Natu-

ralists.  All of them, like me, only think of bushy tailed, 

dog-like creatures when the word “fox” is mentioned 

or thought of. 

For those of you with an interest in the canine ver-

sion of fox, wild foxes can live to be up to 10 years 

old.  However most only live 2 to 3 years, primarily 

due to hunting, diseases and getting hit by cars (ref 2).  

Foxes are also vulnerable to predation, especially as 

they are one of the smaller species of Canidae (which 

includes wolves, jackels and domestic dogs).  Male fox-

es are called “Reynards” and, if a red fox, weigh, on 

average, about 13 pounds.  Female foxes are called 

vixens and are generally a little smaller than the males 

(i.e., weigh on average 11.5 pounds).  Young foxes are 

called kits and a group of foxes is called a “skulk” or 

“troop.”  As indicated above, the physical characteris-

tics most associated with foxes are their long snouts 

and bushy tails.  In fact, many of their other physical 

characteristics vary greatly according to species and 

the habitat that they live in.  For example, fennec and 

kit foxes that are adapted to living in desert environ-

ments have large ears and short fur, while the arctic 

fox has very small ears and thick cold-protecting fur.  

Arctic foxes also have a white color phase that is most 

fitting for an animal that lives on the arctic tundra but 

that would be most out of place in Texas (ref 3).  Lit-

ter sizes vary according to species and environment.    

Unlike many canids, foxes do not go around in 

packs.  Instead they usually stay in small family groups 

and hunt singly.   They eat mostly live prey that they 

opportunistically come across.  Most species favor ro-

dents (e.g., mice and rabbits), but they also eat a wide 

variety of other foods including snakes, amphibians, 

scorpions, grasses, fish, birds (including chickens), eggs, 

Figure 1. Image of a red fox (ref 1) 
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grasshoppers and other insects and different fruits and 

berries (ref 2 and 4).  This said, there are some fox 

species that specialize in eating a particular food (e.g., 

the crab-eating fox).  Other interesting things about 

the feeding habit of foxes include: 1) They often use a 

pouncing technique to catch their prey (often shown 

on TV); 2. They generally eat about 1 kilogram of food 

every day; and 3) Foxes often store (or cache) excess 

food by burying it under leaves, snow or soil to eat 

later.  The gray fox is one of only two canine species 

known to climb trees (the other is the racoon dog; 

ref 2). 

Foxes are normally very wary of humans and have 

not generally been successfully made into indoor pets. 

However, sustained domestication of the silver fox (a 

color variation of the red fox) has been achieved in 

Russia (ref 5 - 8).  Very interestingly, in that selective 

breeding program, not only did the foxes become 

tame and lose most of their wild personality traits, 

they often acquired different physical and behavioral 

traits that are frequently seen in domesticated cats 

and dogs.  This not only included the acquisition of 

diverse color patterns, floppy ears, and curly tails, but 

also traits such as wagging their tails when happy, 

barking like domesticated dogs, whimpering to get 

attention and licking and sniffing their caretakers.  As 

astounding as all of this was to me, I was more 

astounded to find the easy availability of foxes for pets 

on the WEB.  The following advertisements represent 

only a very small sampling.   (I have left off the contact 

information in these ads so as not to promote the 

vendors.) 

RED FOX KITS for sale  

Red Fox, Grey fox, Swift fox and fennec foxes for 

sale in Ohio. 

Animals For Sale - Lost River Game Farm 

FOR SALE. We are taking phone numbers for 

people wanting to be on a waiting LIST. We are ex-

pecting Fennec pups, Arctic pups, Red fox pups,Skunk 

babies, ... 

Fennec Fox For Sale 

exoticanimalsforsale.net/fennec-fox-for-sale.asp 

10+ items – Fennec Foxes for sale. An overview 

of owning a fennec fox, the … 

Tame stock for sale Jason Sierpien 847-xxx-xxxx 

Tame breeding pair of fennec foxes  Katie 908-xxx

-xxxx 

Chad St James Russian pet foxes for sale. Would 

you buy one ... 

Having a sneaky little fox as pet might come across 

as seemingly dumb idea and partially a cruel one, hey 

look at the animals Michael Jackson owned.  

Foxes For Sale - Mariah's Exotics 

 

Apparently at least some of the foxes for sale were 

started with animals obtained (licensed?) from the 

Russian program.  However, if you look at the ads, 

you will see that you can get fennec foxes, arctic foxes 

and other species and varieties not involved in the 

Russian program.  As far as I can tell a fox costs be-

tween $424 to $675 to obtain. 

I have resisted talking about the biologic classifica-

tion of foxes until now since I have come to under-

stand that taxonomy (to my dismay and disbelief) 

turns some of you off.  However, the following infor-

mation, although taxonomic is interesting (taken from 

ref 3) 

“Canids commonly known as foxes include mem-

bers of the following genera: 

Alopex: Arctic fox, although the definitive mam-

mal taxonomy list as well as genetic evidence places it 

in Vulpes, and not as a genus unto itself. 

Canis: The Ethiopian Wolf, also called, variously, 

Semien fox or Semien jackal (though recently re-

named to reflect its biological affinity with the gray 

wolf). 

Cerdocyon: Crab-eating fox. 

Dusicyon: Falkland Islands fox. 

Lycalopex: Six South American species. 

Otocyon: Bat-eared fox. 

Urocyon: Gray fox, island fox and Cozumel fox. 

Vulpes: Including 12 species of true foxes, includ-

ing the red fox, V. vulpes, Tibetan Sand Fox, Vulpes 

ferrilata and their closest kin.” 

Of all these species, the red fox is the most com-

mon and most widely distributed fox (ref 2).  Interest-

ingly, they are often found in cities and cultivated are-

as.  I am not sure that you would consider Kingsland, 

Texas cultivated, but I have seen red foxes near my 

house and have had gray foxes walk up our driveway 

no more than 30 feet from me, look at me and then 

just stroll by with a look that said, “What are you 

looking at?”   The picture of the gray fox in Fig. 2 was 

http://sybilsden.com/caresheet/mandy.htm
http://www.lostrivergamefarm.com/sale.html
http://exoticanimalsforsale.net/fennec-fox-for-sale.asp
http://chadstjames.com/russian-pet-foxes-for-sale-would-you-buy-one/
http://chadstjames.com/russian-pet-foxes-for-sale-would-you-buy-one/
http://mariahsexotics.weebly.com/foxes-for-sale.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arctic_Fox
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethiopian_Wolf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Semien_Mountains
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jackal
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gray_wolf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gray_wolf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crab-eating_Fox
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Falkland_Islands_Wolf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lycalopex
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_America
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bat-eared_Fox
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Urocyon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gray_fox
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Island_Fox
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cozumel_fox
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vulpes
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tibetan_Fox
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taken by my neighbor who lives two houses down 

from our house.  I am sure that you noted that the fox 

in this picture is high up a tree.  It lived in that tree for 

months, coming down apparently only to feed and 

maybe socialize (she eventually was seen with kits).   

Red foxes are indigenous to Europe.  However, 

Europeans introduced them to Australia, Tasmania, 

the United States, Canada and elsewhere.  (Often just 

to hunt them.)  Being so adaptable and clever, they 

readily adapted to their new environments and often 

became a successful invasive species.  In Australia 

more than 11 (and maybe 30) bird, mammal and rep-

tile species are thought to be threatened species, pri-

marily due to predation by the fox. 

To this point I have been talking about foxes in 

general and much of the emphasis has been on the red 

fox.  I would like to now highlight the gray fox, Urocy-

on cinereoargenteus.   As with the red fox, this mammal 

belongs to the order, Carnivora and family Canidae.   

However, as its species name indicates, the gray fox 

belongs to the genus, Urocyon (not Vulpes as does the 

red fox).  Moreover, unlike the red fox, the gray fox is 

native to North America.  (Evidence of the presence 

of gray fox in North America goes back 3.6 million 

years ago, making them contemporary with the giant 

sloth and other prehistoric creatures; refs 9 & 11).  

Genetic analysis of the gray fox and fox species be-

longing to the genus Vulpes firmly establish that the 

gray fox is a distinct genus from the red fox and relat-

ed Vulpes species.  Though the gray fox was once the 

most common fox in the east, and is still is found 

there, the red fox now dominates in that region (refs 

9-11).   

There is little sexual dimorphism in gray foxes with 

the exception that the females tend to be slightly 

smaller than males.   Gray foxes are not much larger 

in size than red foxes with male gray foxes tending to 

weigh between 7.9 to 15 pounds (though some can 

get to 20 pounds; refs 13 & 14). 

As mentioned above the gray fox's ability to climb 

trees is shared only with the Asian racoon dog among 

canids.  It can do this because it has strong, hooked 

claws.  Obviously the ability of the gray fox to climb 

trees is an asset, allowing them to escape predators 

such as the domestic dog and coyotes.  The ability of 

these animals to climb also allows them to reach food 

Figure 2.  Gray Fox in Tree (Courtesy of my neighbor, David Bryant) 
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sources that are up in trees.  In case you are wonder-

ing, gray foxes tend to descend from trees by jumping 

from branch to branch or by descending slowly back-

wards as a cat would (ref 9).  The gray fox is noctur-

nal (although I have seen them a number of times dur-

ing the day) and makes dens in hollow trees, stumps, 

or in burrows appropriated from other animals. Be-

cause of their climbing ability it should not surprise 

you that gray fox tree dens may be located high above 

the ground.  Where both the red and gray foxes ex-

ist, and where urbanization is less dense, the gray fox 

is dominant (ref 9).  

     The gray fox is monogamous.  The breeding 

season for this species varies geographically.  For ex-

ample in Michigan where it is colder, the gray fox is 

thought to mate in early March, while in Alabama 

where it is warmer, breeding generally peaks in Feb-

ruary.  The gestation period lasts approximately 50 

days and litter sizes can range from 1 to 7.  Kits begin 

to hunt with their parents when they are about 3 

months old.  By 4 months old the kits have their per-

manent teeth and forage on their own.  The kits gen-

erally stay with their parents until autumn when they 

reach sexual maturity.  As with the red fox, the gray 

fox does not hunt in packs and is omnivorous (ref 9). 

There are 16 subspecies recognized for the gray 

fox (ref 9). 

Urocyon cinereoargenteus borealis (New England) 

Urocyon cinereoargenteus californicus (southern Cal-

ifornia) 

Urocyon cinereoargenteus cinereoargenteus (eastern 

United States) 

Urocyon cinereoargenteus costaricensis (Costa Rica) 

Urocyon cinereoargenteus floridanus (Gulf states) 

Urocyon cinereoargenteus fraterculus (Yucatán) 

Urocyon cinereoargenteus furvus (Panama) 

Urocy on  c i ne r eoa rgen t eus  gua t ema lae 

(southernmost Mexico south to Nicaragua) 

Urocyon cinereoargenteus madrensis (southern So-

nora, south-west Chihuahua, and north-west Duran-

go) 

Urocyon cinereoargenteus nigrirostris (south-west 

Mexico) 

Urocyon cinereoargenteus ocythous (Central Plains 

states) 

Urocyon cinereoargenteus orinomus (southern Mexi-

co, Isthmus of Tehuantepec) 

Urocyon cinereoargenteus peninsularis (Baja Califor-

nia) 

Urocyon cinereoargenteus scottii (south-western 

United States and northern Mexico) 

Urocyon cinereoargenteus townsendi (northern Cali-

fornia and Oregon) 

Urocyon cinereoargenteus venezuelae (Colombia 

and Venezuela) 

I am not sure if we have only one or several sub-

species here, since Texas straddles the south-west 

United States, the gulf coast and the eastern portion 

of the U.S. 

     I would like to end this article with some gen-

eral comments.  First, in many cultures the fox is a 

symbol of cunning and trickery and they are frequent-

ly portrayed as such in the folklore and literature of 

these cultures.   Apparently these stories mirror real-

life fox behavior (i.e., they apparently are quite clever 

and cunning).  

My next comments reflect on the impact of foxes 

on agriculture – which is somewhat contentious (ref 

9).  In general, farmers perceive any predator as a 

pest because they have to bear the losses suffered by 

their livestock.  However, several studies on the eco-

nomic role of foxes suggest that some activities of 

foxes are beneficial.  For example, in Britain rabbits 

cause an estimated 120 million pounds (a pound is 

worth approximately $1.58 dollars) of damage to agri-

culture each year.  Thus since foxes only cause an 

estimated 12 million pounds of damage annually, but 

kill and eat so many rabbits, foxes may actually pro-

vide an overall economic benefit to British farmers – 

or at least be economically neutral to them (ref 9).  

Other analysis done with lambs, poultry, pheasants 

and piglets suggest that if farmers would use relatively 

simple measures to improve husbandry, predatory 

losses due to foxes could be minimized. 

My very last thought (in this article) is that I think 

that the red fox survives DESPITE his bright red color 

because he is so cunning and clever.  If I was forced to 

take a second guess on this subject, I would guess that 

chickens and rabbits are color blind.  (Least you 

spread this thought as fact and thoroughly embarrass 

me, I am only wildly speculating!) 

I lied. Another thought just popped into my head.  

Although red foxes are an invasive species, I really 

don’t want them to be eradicated. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Urocyon_cinereoargenteus_californicus&action=edit&redlink=1
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GALLERY                                                                                  By Sue Kersey               

Osprey - Such a wonderful bird and sooooooo 

good at fishing .                         

I was out birding and came upon these Great Blue Herons starting a new rookery.  They were 
very active and there was lots of mating behavior and posturing! 
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Please submit pictures, articles, reports, stories, calendar and event entries, etc. to chili865@gmail.com.  

Photos should have captions and appropriate credits. The deadline for submissions to each month’s 

newsletter is the 10th of the month and publication will be by the 15th. 

For volunteer opportunities and events scheduled at Inks Lake State Park, Blanco State Park, and Balcones Can-

yonlands, Balcones Canyonlands Preserve, check these websites for information:  

http://www.tpwd.state.tx.us/state-parks/inks-lake  

http://www.tpwd.state.tx.us/state-parks/blanco 

http://www.tpwd.state.tx.us/state-parks/inks-lakehttp://www.fws.gov/southwest/refuges/texas/balcones/ 

http://friendsofbalcones.org/  

http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/water/wildland/onlineregistration/ecowebevents.cfm     

http://www.tpwd.state.tx.us/state-parks/inks-lake
http://www.tpwd.state.tx.us/state-parks/blanco
http://www.tpwd.state.tx.us/state-parks/inks-lake
http://www.fws.gov/southwest/refuges/texas/balcones/
http://friendsofbalcones.org/
http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/water/wildland/onlineregistration/ecowebevents.cfm

