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      Born in Bournemouth during the nineteen sixties and brought up in many areas of Dorset, I have gotten to know my county like the back of my hand. Being passionately interested in all things natural history, I was introduced to the subject of non-native large cats living in the UK whilst still a teenager, not by design but by circumstance or accident, as I watched badgers during the night… I got more than I bargained for!

      This set a president that led me to encounter more unusual goings-on in our countryside and sub-urban areas, I had more encounters and learned a lot about the subject as I indulged in my basic wildlife hobbies, leading to the realisation that this subject must be delved into, and the people educated, and all manner of investigations.

      Since 1983, I have been at work, with escalating success in not just investigating this phenomenon but having multiple sightings, finding an inexhaustible supply of field evidence and data, which in turn led me to be well known within the subject. I have given lectures nationwide and been involved from many angles. I have been involved in wildlife conservation for the whole of my life and have worked both professionally and voluntary within these fields, including a 22-year membership with the Bournemouth natural science society and have been the chair of the zoology section for two decades, as well as helping out with curatorship of our museum specimens, president and trustee, lecturing and leading field meetings. I am a taxidermist, teacher and lecturer, philosopher, ufologist, artist, photographer, musician and have many hobbies and interests.

      I decided to write a series of books on the subject of wild living large cats in the UK, as I had so much data and believed that knowledge should be available to all, especially something as controversial as this subject. I decided that there was no field guide to the identification of field evidence or guidelines from which people could work, enhancing that knowledge. Also, realising that so many people were in the dark regarding such knowledge, and with so many sceptical minds that refused to acknowledge, I needed to prove a few points.

      In this book, I relate my own observations and experiences and relay my findings regarding the numbers, behaviour and species of the animals involved, with many photographs of field evidence. One has to limit the number of photos for publication, and with my thousands of photos, I had to short list the whole lot, perhaps picking the best. The photos in this series are only a fraction of the overall amount of field evidence I have come across. My Studies have been mainly concentrated in my home county of Dorset, but overlap Hampshire and Wiltshire, and I have investigated other areas of the UK.
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      Why write a book about out of place big cats? Surely there are much more important things to write about?

      Yes, there certainly are, and I, for one, would rather be writing about topics that concern humans and the world we live in. The big cat phenomenon is an issue that is close to home, and people can relate to it. Much more serious issues need to be addressed to the public with a softer approach. The issue of big cats in Britain is harsh enough for the time being. Humans are of a delicate nature when exposed to revelations or truths, and this subject in itself creates much horror, debate, criticism, disbelief, awe, and wonder.

      This subject is something that I can easily write about as I have first-hand knowledge about it. I believe knowledge should be passed on for all to see, feel, hear or read. Nothing should be swept under the carpet; that just does not work. Too much of human history has been swept under the carpet and important information that has been hidden from mainstream society always has huge backlashes at a later time. If a subject arises that is of a certain amount of controversy, then it should be dealt with there and then, with all honesty, but in a way in which we humans can manage without mass panic.

      Knowledge regarding British wildlife has always been a strange affair, and to be straight, we know much about the species of plants, birds, invertebrates, fish, mammals and reptiles, and we depict them in books, their life cycles, distribution and so on, but are we totally right with the data that has been given out? Well, on the whole, yes, but there are still a few tweaks that could be made.

      A good example of how people think in the wrong ways regarding animals is the common badger (Meles meles). Most people think that badgers are carnivores and eat meat, and they prey on other animals such as sheep and deer. This could not be further from the truth.

      Badgers eat mainly earthworms and other invertebrates, cereal crops, nuts, fruit, bulbs and the odd small mammal or bird. Badgers rarely eat carrion, and most badgers within a colony will turn their noses up at a dead deer or rabbit placed near them. They tend to only eat meat in the harshest of winters when the ground is too hard to dig for worms or in draught periods when the worms go deeper underground.

      I have watched badgers since I was a small boy and observed their behaviours. I have baited game cameras with many dead deer and other animals for many years and failed to see badgers polishing off the remains. In fact, only once have I seen badgers tucking into a deer carcass, and in that instance, it was someone else’s game cameras in a water flooded area and it was freezing cold.

      Most badgers will not hunt animals, but there is often one within a large colony that does actively hunt other small animals, mainly rabbits, mice or voles. Badgers live in large social groups similar to other herbivores. If badgers were carnivores, they would not be able to live in colonies as they would out-compete with each other, there would not be enough animal protein to go around and they would be killing all other wild animals. This just does not happen, and nature would not allow it. But so many British people seem to think that a dead sheep eaten out could be the work of badgers.

      Whenever confronted with dead animals, everyone seems to debate whether or not it was dogs, foxes, badgers or big cats. Why the badger? It hardly comes into the equation. Don’t get me wrong, some badgers are quite capable of killing small animals and eating them, but it usually does not go any further than wasps, bumble bees and earthworms. Maybe it is because the badger is well known to be strong with a fighting spirit! All very well, but so does a buffalo fight to the death and so does an elephant, but they don’t go around eating other animals. In fact, the humble badger is far more of a coward than people give it credit for. It just simply retains some of the typical mustelid traits that other members of the weasel family still have but has lost most of them to become a social omnivore.

      If people believe that badgers bring down sheep to eat them, something is clearly very wrong, and this fuels other wrong beliefs about the species. Many so-called wildlife experts seem to think that badgers are top predators! This is very sad and damming. And to think that the species is responsible for spreading bovine tuberculosis to cattle is equally absurd, which fuels the myths. This is just one example among many, but may be the biggest miscarriage of justice and immorality regarding any British wild animal.

      The Eurasian badger is not the same as the American badger; this animal is mainly solitary and more carnivorous in nature, within a different taxonomic class. Few parallels can be afforded regarding this species.

      Another example is the common rat. Not many people like wild rats, and we have been taught that they are dirty and spread disease and that they are pests to be eradicated in any way whatsoever. Whilst rats are capable of spreading some diseases, most of the diseases they carry have been picked up from man in the first place.

      Most rats are clean and don’t carry any diseases, even the ones they are most renowned for carrying, such as veils disease (leptospirosis). Some city living rats may carry it, but most country living colonies are clear of the disease.

      Humans carry many hundreds of different kinds of diseases and viruses, but rats only carry a few. Rats are also fastidious cleaners and are among the cleanest of all animals. If rats carried many harmful diseases, why haven’t we all succumbed to them? Rats are one of the most common mammals anywhere in the world, yet we don’t hear of any colony of humans dying or getting ill because rats have spread disease? Yet we all know that rats live everywhere! Hasn’t anyone clicked yet? It is all rubbish about them and we would not be alive if it were not for the humble rat as they have been guinea pigs for us in helping to find cures for all kinds of diseases over hundreds of years! We would be knee-deep in our own filth if it were not for rats cleaning up after us, yet as usual, silly humans are not very bright when it comes to changing hundreds of years of old wives' tales and superstition.

      So to really understand wild animals and the big cats, we must have a clear head and think rationally about the subject with an open mind and not be tainted with human misconceptions. It is a hard lesson to learn, but unless one and all appreciate these disciplines, then there is no need to proceed with reading the rest of this book. We are dealing with human problems, not animal problems and unless we can see our own faults, who are we to judge? People become brainwashed in many ways and it is passed on to all.

      There are also many misconceptions regarding other wild animals, grey squirrels, mice, town pigeons, American mink, crows and magpies and so on. I am not stating that these animals are not pests, but they are not the evil we like to see them as. Remember, it is all selfishness and ignorance, as it is only the animals that are an inconvenience to our modern dirty ways of living that we choose to despise.

      When I look at wildlife books and magazines, I am constantly reminded that there is not much in regards to non-native animals except the common types which we all know about. I have looked at several modern field guide books about British wildlife now in the year 2011 and am horrified that in nearly all of them, old data is being used in regards to species and their distribution. For example, the Scottish wildcat only lives in remote Scotland; well, firstly, there is no such thing as a Scottish wildcat! There is a wild cat called the European wildcat (Felis sylvestris), and then there is the Scottish type, F.sylvestris Grampia, otherwise known as the Scottish wildcat.

      But what about the European wildcat, the type that also includes this Scottish version? Well, most people do not know about that. This is because so many writers and naturalists fail to mention it. The species lived all over Europe, including all of England, Wales and Ireland, and maybe it still does live in some places other than Scotland. I believe it does. Although there may not be pure specimens living to have hybrids with domestic cats (which were descended from the African wildcat) still means that there were, or are, wild cats still living today either as escaped captives or as relict populations here and there. I write more about this subject later in the book.

      The pine martin also only seems to live in Scotland according to many books; now proven to live in many English and Welsh areas. It has taken naturalists (scientists, to be more accurate) over forty years to notice this, as their numbers were dwindling. The general public, many of them competent naturalists, have tried to tell authorities for decades that pine martins still live in areas otherwise not known as dwelling places of this shy animal.

      The polecat only lives in Wales, according to some books but has now re-colonised almost all of its former distribution areas across most of England, especially the South West. Again naturalists were not believed by so-called authorities on mammals that they knew existed. I have heard many stories from competent naturalists regarding the same sort of dismissal. Science is often to blame, and armchair academics have no place within this scheme of things.

      Another very common and most damming misconception regarding wildlife in Britain is that deer have no natural predators here in the UK. It is this serious blunder of a myth that helps fuel scepticism.

      There is so much rubbish written about wildlife, it is a great shame, but most of all, it is giving across the wrong message. Our scientists, zoologists, biologists, and ecologists have a moral duty to put out the right messages to people, especially if they are looked upon as being an authority on such subjects. People tend to rely on the academic rather than the person taught by the University of Life. This in itself is tricky. I learn more about human psychology in this field than the topic itself, and that is something to dwell on, as it all has something to do with the way we think and go about life. Much can be learned from all angles about ourselves as humans and why we think in particular ways. It may open up the way for a more open-minded way of thinking and gently guide the reader into realizing that not all is what it seems to be, or what it is made out to be, and to search, means to find, and in doing so maybe we can better our knowledge of not just the natural world, but of ourselves as human beings and the relationship between us, our planet, and our spiritual growth.

      I have, over the last thirty years or so, gathered much knowledge and information about the big cat phenomenon that I feel that it must be shared, and not just for people's sake but for the animals' sake too.  I feel that I would be doing a great disservice not to write a book on this subject and pass on that information, but more so, to put matters straight. People need to know, what was that huge, sleek, shining black beauty that leapt across their garden? Or, what animal killed their sheep? What animal was seen by a coach load of holidaymakers? What animal made that horrid noise during the night? And so on. Questions need answers and this book sets out to answer most of those, but as we now stand, many questions cannot be answered so easily. The topic of big cats in Britain is a phenomenon and has many facets to it, many hidden aspects and strange twists in the tail.

      Of course, the phenomenon is not just a silly fable made up by bored country folk in Britain! It is a truly global phenomenon, or to put it bluntly, wherever humans have gone, they have taken their animals along with them and, in particular, Western cultured people. The situation is apparent in Australia, New Zealand, North America, and Europe. Basically, everywhere Westerners have lived and taken their exotic wild animals along with them.

      This book has been written in more than one style, the first few chapters being like a novel, and secondly, the more important field signs and my work and the conclusions that I make.

      This work is solely my doing and is based on my current knowledge of the subject. I rarely quote other people or use other people’s data, as that is not the thing that I do. My work is my work only and it is true experience that leads a person to write a valid account of knowledge regarding any subject. There are a few photos passed on to me by my fellow researchers and some reports from the public. One can compare, but in this situation, there is little comparison. There may be comparisons between certain large cat species within their usual countries of origin and that can be taken into account but I have not based any of my findings on those subjects. There may be comparisons between people’s experiences regarding sightings or their investigations or studies, and investigators may find parallels.

      Every time I decided that I had finished this series, there would be more data that I felt had to be included, thus prolonging its publication. I had to stop sometime, but it's good that a subject like this evolves and that the people do not give up hope. I also have medical problems to contend with and they have hindered me for twenty years putting great strain on my fieldwork as well as writing. Had I not suffered fibromyalgia syndrome combined with nerve and back problems and possible Lyme disease, then I may not just have had this book completed years ago but also may have had the smoking gun evidence in the form of photographs, video or biological evidence.

      All across Britain, from the far North of Scotland to the south coast of England, to the hills of Wales, to the flats of eastern England; From the mountains to the sea, and from the plains to the cities. In fact, all across the isles have been reports of large cats mainly since the nineteen sixties.

      Britain is not alone, no! Australia, New Zealand, North America and mainland Europe all seem to have many reports of out of place large cats. The reports from Europe are more recent within the last twenty years but mainly in the last ten years. Evidence from Australia and New Zealand goes back possibly hundreds of years, but more so in Australia, where reports surface from the Victorian times, very similar to Britain. In North America, pumas exist naturally and the jaguar lives in the most southwestern states. At one time, their distribution went further north. Many jaguars are black naturally, so many people in the USA think that big black cats are melanistic jaguars, but in reality, they are more likely to be black leopards, and some of them could be a black puma, especially if they have been reported from the East. (I will explain later).

      This book is basically an educational tool for all people interested in truths and the nature of our earth and of humanity, and for those people wishing to know the truths about alleged large cats living wild in the UK. This book is for the converted and the sceptic. This book is for the ecologist and the biologist. This book is for the conspiracy theorists, the realist and just about anyone, as there are many messages hidden within, messages that subconsciously train one's thought. It is also in everybody's interests to know what wild animals we have and to take a responsible approach to the phenomena; even with its small health and safety queries, we all should be told the truth in a way that does the least damage to the sensitive fabric of human mindset.

      I may repeat myself or go over the same ground twice or thrice within this book, but that is needed as it takes several attempts to get the knowledge out into the most receptive of human minds. You can tell a person a dozen times and still, they will ask the same questions.
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            ENCHANTED TEENAGE YEARS

          

        

      

    

    
      No native large cats living wild in Britain meant anything to me before the year 1983. I was very fortunate to live in a very rural, beautiful part of the Dorset countryside, in the South of England. I had spent most of my childhood in Dorset, in different regions of the Blackmoor Vale, or the East Dorset heathland, or the Cranborne chase chalk downs. I was a naturalist, and there was a great starting point to seriously observe wild animals.

      The best place where I observed wildlife was in and around the Okeford villages between Sturminster Newton and Blandford Forum. I lived in Shilling Okeford (Shillingstone) for about four years. They were the best years of my life. I was only in my fourteenth year and had just moved from another nice area just ten miles upstream of the river Stour. This was my river; I lived alongside her deep murky waters for most of my life. I drank from her, fished from her, bathed and swam in her, and watched the wonderful wildlife unfold from within her and along her high banks. I had a special bonding with her.

      At my previous address, I only needed to look out of my bedroom window, perched on top of the hill, to look down at her meandering course cutting through a corner of the Blackmoor Vale. Now at this address, I could not see her, but I could sense her. I could smell the damp fields on a summer evening, the earthy river smell wafting across a few fields to where I now lived. She gave me hope, foundations and a reason to live. I loved the river. She gave me so much pleasure, excitement and adventure.

      My early life was odd. I was tormented with stress, abuse and depression. I was a prisoner, deprived of the normal and vitally important love and shelter of a family home, but instead, I spent many periods of time with different foster parents. I did not know my real parents and the many siblings I had until late in my teenage years.

      I had an interest in nature from a very early age, living on the edge of heathland just outside Bournemouth, where I was born. I had to focus on something, and being naturally curious, I focused on the wonderful creatures that surrounded my life.

      I watched common lizards and slow worms that seemed to be everywhere in the garden.  Sand lizards, gigantic in comparison to their common counterpart hedgehogs, were mesmerizing. Rose chafer beetles found their way indoors and would end up embedded in the pile carpet or in the claws of domestic cats lazing by the hearth. Common frogs would leap across the lawn, they seemed as big as my head, and spiders of all sorts teased me and terrified me, especially as I had a phobia of spiders when I was very young (that changed later in life).

      I was teased by my older foster brother about spiders and I, who was afraid of them, also had an interest in wildlife, but it was more in a common young boy’s sort of interest. He would catch lizards and frogs and swap them with his mates and I watched them fighting over a huge female sand lizard that was basking under the washing line prop. I marvelled at her. She seemed like a dragon to me. As long as my arm and covered with big brown and white squares. We made eye contact. She did not scurry away but remained calm. I remember taking in the detail until two teenage boys started to roll about on the lawn under the apple tree, in a battle over who was going to take claim of her. All the while, she and I stared at each other. How benign was that face, almost with recognition of the fact that I did not want to harm her.

      I was terrified of two tortoises that came trundling through the garden one day. Their journey was cut short by an excited older boy. I do not know what happened to them or the five geese that suddenly appeared on the lawn staring into the sitting room window where I was cowering under the table terrified. I am so glad that these early beginnings in life were shrouded in wildlife adventures that helped me through the more difficult times in my life and gave me a special respect and knowledge about the natural world, and which also helped lead me on a quest to know more about the unnatural aspects of human living. These early adventures have a profound effect on a child’s future interest in the world about them, surely.

      So an interest was born in me, which seemed to run through my childhood, and kept me sane, even through my dark period of childhood abuse when I lived around heathland in East Dorset. The Moors River, a tributary of the mother river the Stour, was then my place to visit. Dragonflies were the fascination and small fish and, of course, more reptiles. At school, I would walk the hedgerows in my quest to find them. I was not bothered with British bulldogs or what’s the time mister wolf. I learned to be quick with eyesight to judge movements, as I never knew when a human fist would smash into my face.

      In my early years of training, my eyesight was to be so important in regards to my wildlife watching in general because one needs to be on the ball when it comes to wildlife. Not just eyesight but good hearing and a good sense of smell are needed. All of my early training helped me to experience all the amazing goings-on that I witnessed in my teen years as a young naturalist, and my eyes were opened wide to a fantastic adventure among British wildlife of which many people can only dream about.

      My First Sightings

      The year 1982 was a game-changer for me. I had new territory to explore, and being older, I could stay out later without the confines that I was used to in the last home where I lived, a children's home on the Dorset Somerset border.

      I had much freedom to fish, explore, cycle for miles, horse ride etc. I saw a lot of wildlife, especially along the Stour. I caught many fish and ate some of them. I watched wild mink, grass snakes, pike, eels, frogs, and fallow deer.

      From my bedroom window I once saw an osprey migrating, following the Stour north in springtime to its northern destination. I watched a great grey shrike perch on the dead elm trees. There were still many huge, tall English elms standing, although they were all dead due to the Dutch elm disease, they were still skeletons for perching birds and I would peel the bark off them to see the pretty tunnels the bark beetles make on the inner bark surface.

      Although the wildlife was great for a young lad like me, I didn't realise it was to get a huge load better. I had a great collection of wildlife books on my bedroom shelf, such as Observer's books on birds, fish, insects and reptiles, sheep and horses, and my favourite, mammals. I must have read that book dozens of times, especially in bed with a torch under the covers. I would marvel at the hand-drawn depictions of the animals or the black and white photographs, occasionally a colour one, which wasn't usually the best photo in the book but of something boring like a robin or a blue tit on a feeder or a new forest fallow deer. All was good, but I wanted more.

      I watched all wildlife documentaries and had lovely colourful books of distant romantic tropical places full of biodiversity that one dreams about experiencing. I was happy with what I had, by all means, as I was finding new insects and mammals to watch or keep in a tank. I kept lots of animals and learned a lot about them.

      I lived among farm animals or the usual kinds and kept fowl and ducks, rabbits, tortoises, frogs, snakes, fish, and many insects. I read about all British species and knew of all British mammals. I did also know about the history of extinct species, what we had and what we never had and what we had gained as unnatural introductions. Well, I thought I did. One believes wholeheartedly in the knowledge of books and one assumes that they are correct and set in stone regarding their scientific acknowledgement. I didn't read anything about non-native cats of any kind except feral domestic cats living wild and there wasn't a lot about that subject. I was led to believe that the grey seal was Britain's largest carnivorous mammal. I had heard almost nothing about native wild cats, but if I did, I didn't take much notice of them as I wasn't interested in cats.

      I loved reptiles and insects more than anything and I was a birder, a member of the young ornithologists club, visiting Slimbridge wildfowl trust every winter with other like-minded friends or teachers to observe the thousands of migratory geese and captive species. I loved it, but mammal watching was more exciting to me but was limited to a few species. I was also afraid of the dark, so crepuscular adventures for me were only the occasional murder in the dark games played by the other children I lived with.

      The new abode came with my older age and the freedoms that came with that. I moved from Marnhull, on the North Dorset, Somerset, Wilts Border, to Shillingstone, a village further south between Sturminster Newton and Blandford Forum. I explored everywhere by bicycle or on foot. There were many high hills, huge woodlands, chalk downland and a much wider section of the river Stour, and I couldn't get enough of it!

      After finding many badger setts, I decided to try and watch them emerge. After several failed attempts, I got into the swing of it and was amazed by what I watched. I got to know many setts and their individual badgers, foxes and would be off before dusk to watch and record their antics. There is nothing better in life than to sit on a summer's evening in a good wildlife site and melt into the undergrowth whilst the living things reveal themselves to you. This reward comes with peace and patience. I knew everywhere, from Durwestern to Hazelbury Brian and Fiddleford to Hamoon. The hills were my usual beeline. They were wild and quiet. Not many people would be out in the daytime, let alone the late evening, but when dusk came, the hills were a different world of excitement, adventure and revelations.

      The Badger Stalker

      It was 1983, the summer I remember had many a sultry day and I adventured to new areas around the neighbouring villages and experienced new wildlife. I spent more time out in the evening as I was fascinated with badgers and deer.

      During the mid summertime, dusk was rather late and so I could not stay out so late, but come the early autumn, then, things were great. September was full of windy gales but quite mild temperatures and I was out a lot watching several badger setts around the neighbourhood.

      One of my setts was above a stretch of the Stour river and underneath a great slope. It was a strange area as I never saw anybody around except perhaps the farmer working the fields and a shoot on Sundays in the woods. It was large and remote, but the badger sett had been tampered with. This was a problem that I was to experience a lot over the coming years and more so later in life. The main culprit was badger digging, a nasty bloodthirsty betting sport that has become more common. Many of the badger setts that I knew and watched were targeted by these nasty inhumane thugs who had no respect for animals, the environment or other people.

      The sett near gains cross, between the villages of Shillingstone and Durweston and Hanford, was a giant one. At one time it consisted of two hundred and ten entrances. These, of course, were not all in use at the same time, many had become covered with debris over the years, but I still counted them in as they could easily be reopened at any time. Only forty or so were being used at that particular time, which meant a lot of animals.

      Four sows with cubs and several non-breeding sows and several boars lived here. I would regularly position myself in an old huge oak tree or an arching holly that overhangs the sett and watch them emerge. Sometimes I would not get out until after dusk, and it was to be so on this particular night that I saw my first large cat.

      It was late September and already dark. It was cool and it was blowing a gale. Eighty mile an hour winds were forecast along the south coast, but here inland, they were about sixty-five. However, I wanted to know how the badgers fared in such weather, so I set out in the gale.

      There was an almost full moon at the time and clear skies, so that encouraged me as I had come to realise that a full moon means more visibility at night. I hurried out of the village and across the recreation ground to the disused railway line and briskly walked the one and a half miles or so to the vicinity. I loved the wind, the trees swayed hard and the moon shone brightly. No person around, just me and wild nature.

      I was a different person when I was out like this. I was a wild animal; I acted like one; I mimicked owls, foxes and deer. I skipped along like a lamb and rolled in the grass, crawled under hedges, climbed trees and pretended I was a cat, then stalked roe in the fields. In my imagination while playing, I became afraid of people, running away and hiding when I heard human voices and sometimes I gave alarm calls of other animals to warn them. I felt that I belonged to their world. I did not like human society. People were loud, dishonest, cruel and uncaring. I was not interested in courting the opposite sex or going to the pub, or racing around on motorbikes as all my friends did. I liked some of it, but I thought that it was needless and pathetic. I wanted to learn about the world in which I lived and just watch the beauty of nature.

      This particular night, I thought that as the badgers were already out, I would watch them from a distance across the maize field that had been cut and full of stubble. The animals come out of the wood to feed on earthworms in the field and spoiled cobs often
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