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Ferret Friends
Ferrets are playful, lively, and mischievous
creatures. They like to chew, dig, tug, and
bounce around. Some enjoy snuggling
their owners or chasing other
ferrets. These furry adventurers
are often curious. They can find
their way into small places, such
as the sleeve of your coat.
Owning a ferret is a big
responsibility. Your ferret will
count on you to provide food
and water. You will also need
to keep her cage clean and
supervise her while she is
outside of her cage. You may
want to train her to use a litter
box, too. Pet owners need to
make sure that their home
is always a safe, happy, and
healthy place.
Ferrets may face many
dangers in nature, such
as predators, disease,
lack of food, and
extreme weather.
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Temperatures above

85o Fahrenheit
(299 o Celsius) are dangerous
(2
to ferrets.

Common ferrets are
a tame form of the

European
polecat .

The common ferret and the
black-footed ferret are the only two
species of ferrets in the world.

“Fitchet” is another name for ferret.
Ferret
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Ferrets were used to catch rats
on ships sailing to
North America in the
18th century.

of
The first written mention
1551.
an albino ferret dates back to

Ferrets were first introduced
79
to New Zealand in 18
.

to control the rabbit population

It is important to make
sure your area allows
ferrets as pets. Check
local game commission
laws to see if a permit
is needed to adopt a
pet ferret.
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Ferret Firsts
No one knows for sure how long ferrets have been
tamed and kept as pets. Some experts think that
ferrets were first domesticated more than 2,500 years
ago. Egyptians may have been the first people to keep
this animal.
Others believe that the Greeks were the first to
domesticate ferrets. Records show that Romans used
ferrets to chase rabbits from their burrows. These
rabbits were caught for food. Over many centuries,
this hunting method reached Great Britain and other
European countries.
Ferrets were also used to catch and kill rodents
during the 1870s in Spain. However, some farmers
thought that ferrets were pests, and hunters did
not like having to compete with ferrets for prey. By
the 1900s, chemicals were used to control rodent
populations. As a result, it became illegal to own a
ferret in several areas.
Today, ferrets have become popular pets, with
breeders raising them to meet the growing demand.
There are ferret clubs and organizations. People even
show their pet ferrets in special competitions.

Ferret
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Pet Profile
Ferrets come in many patterns and colors. Some have patches
on their knees, markings on their head, or white feet called
mitts. A ferret’s coloring does not affect his temperament.
Each ferret is born with a unique personality. His behavior is
influenced by the way his owner trains and treats him. Both
male and female ferrets can make great pets.

Albinos

•	Have white or cream guard hairs
• Have a white or cream undercoat
•	Are lacking special dyes in the body,
called pigments, which cause the
coat to be white
•	Have red eyes
•	Have a pink nose
•	Are also known as red-eyed white ferrets

Chocolates

Sables

•	Have dark brown guard hairs
• Have a white, cream, beige, or golden undercoat
• Are known for raccoon-like markings on the face
•	Have a dark tail and legs
•	Have black or brown eyes and nose
•	May have a T-shaped pattern or speckles
on the nose

Cinnamons

• Have reddish-brown guard hairs
• Have a white, beige, or golden undercoat
• Do not typically have heavy markings on the face
• Have burgundy eyes
• Have a pink, light brown, or reddish-brown nose
• May have a T-shaped pattern on the nose

8

Pets We Love

Silver Mitts

•	Have white guard
hairs mixed with
some darker strands
•	Have a white or
off-white undercoat
•	Do not have as heavy
markings on the face as
other ferret varieties,
such as the sable
•	Have dark burgundy eyes
•	Have white feet
•	May have a white patch on
the chest called a bib

•	Have milk or chocolate brown
guard hairs
•	Have a white or golden undercoat
•	Have brown or dark burgundy eyes
•	Have a pink, beige, or
reddish-brown nose
•	May have a light brown, T-shaped
pattern on the nose

Butterscotches

• Have butterscotch guard hairs
•	Have a white, beige, or golden undercoat
•	Are a lighter version of the sable ferret
•	Have a darker tail, ears, and legs than
the rest of the body, like most ferrets
•	Have a butterscotch-colored nose
•	Were once known as the Siamese ferrets
Ferret
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Baby ferrets can be adopted when.
old
they are about 12 weeks
Ferrets have four
different kinds of teeth.
A ferret can cost
up to $250.

Picking Your Pet
Ferrets have become very popular pets. However,
owning a ferret can be difficult. Think about the
following questions before bringing home a ferret.
Can I Afford a Ferret?
Ferret prices will vary, depending on where
you look. Your pet ferret will need food and litter
on a regular basis. She will also need a cage and
accessories. Yearly check-ups, vaccinations, and
getting your ferret spayed or neutered are other
expenses to consider.
Will I Be a Responsible Owner?
Your ferret will depend on you for everything. You
will have to make sure your home is safe for her to
explore, under your supervision. Taking time to play
with your ferret is also important. She will need time
to exercise outside of her cage every day.

Ferret toys should
be made of hard
materials. Never give
your ferret anything
she can shred or tear.
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How Can I Make My Home Ferret-Friendly?
Everyday objects can be dangerous for your ferret,
if eaten. Plants, electrical wiring, and household
cleansers should be moved out of her reach.
Any opening larger than 1 to 2 inches (2.5 to 5
centimeters) must be blocked. Ferrets can get
along with cats and dogs, but they should not
share a home with birds, fish, rodents, or snakes.

Ferret
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Life Cycle

First Weeks

Between three and four weeks of age, kits open
their eyes and start eating soft food. They
develop a thick, white coat as they
mature. A kit’s coat will darken over
time, unless it is an albino. By five
weeks old, kits’ coats are thick and
full. At six weeks, they are ready to be
weaned from their mother’s milk.

The average life span of a ferret is between 6 and 10
years. During this time, ferrets go through many changes.
Knowing about the different stages of your ferret’s life
will allow you to better understand and care for your
pet ferret. This will help you to be a good pet owner.

Newborn Ferrets

Newborn ferrets, called kits, are born with
their eyes closed. Their pink skin appears to be
hairless, but they are actually covered with fine
hairs. Kits are only about 2 inches (5 cm) long.
A mother ferret usually gives birth to five or six
kits at once. She is very protective of her kits
and stays close by them.

Senior Ferrets

As ferrets get older, they will need to sleep and snuggle
with their owners more often. By age four, their fur
might begin to turn white or gray and become thin.
Senior ferrets’ eyesight may start to fail, and they can
develop arthritis or dental problems. More frequent trips
to the veterinarian may be needed. Other issues can be
dealt with at home. If a senior ferret’s paw pads become
dry, rubbing them with vitamin E cream or petroleum
jelly can help keep them moist.
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Adults

By six months, ferrets are fully grown.
Adult males are called hobs. They
grow up to 24 inches (61 cm) long and
weigh between 3 and 5 pounds (1.4
and 2.3 kilograms). Adult females are
called jills. They only grow to about
18 inches (46 cm), including their tail.
Jills weigh between 1 and 3 pounds
(0.5 and 1.4 kg). They are able to give
birth within their first year.

Ferret
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Ferret Furnishings
There are a few key supplies you will need to take
care of your pet ferret. These include ferret shampoo
and claw clippers. The most important things to get
for your ferret are a cage and a litter box.
A wire cage works well because it has good
ventilation. Two ferrets can live comfortably
in a cage with 2 to 3 foot (0.6 to 0.9 m) long sides.
If you own more ferret friends, you will need a
larger cage. It is important for the door of the
cage to latch securely.

Ferrets are curious
creatures that like
to explore. It is a
good idea to have a
“ferret proof ” space
in your home for
your pet.
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A litter box should be placed in the corner of the
cage. Always keep your ferret’s litter box, food,
and sleeping areas separate. Putting a light layer
of litter inside the litter box will keep your ferret
from playing in it. Be careful what you use for
litter, as some ferrets are allergic to wood chips
and shavings. Paper, wood pellets, or dust-free
litter are good options.
Ferrets need toys to play with as well. They love
to tunnel, so tubes made from cut-off pant legs or
dryer hoses are ferret favorites. These kinds of toys
will keep your pet busy and interested. Make sure
that you give your ferret toys made of non-toxic
materials. They should not have loose or breakable
parts, which could be swallowed by accident.
Ferret
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A ferret needs to eat every
three to four hours.

Feasts for Ferrets
A ferret's food bowl should never be empty. A
constant supply of fresh water should also be
available. When kits are being weaned, they need to
have their food softened with water. Older animals
can eat a variety of foods.
There are special foods made just for ferrets. Some
owners may feed their ferret high-quality dry cat
food instead of ferret food. However, soft cat food
and dog food does not provide the proper nutrition
for your ferret. Eating hard food helps keep your
ferret’s teeth clean. This is because plaque rubs
off as he eats.
You can also feed your ferret bananas, raisins, and
cooked chicken or beef as a treat. Avoid giving
your pet dairy products, nuts, chocolate, garlic, and
onions. Ferrets have trouble digesting sugary foods.
They digest their food too quickly to draw enough
nutrients from vegetables. Too many fruits and
vegetables may give your ferret diarrhea.
Your ferret’s food must offer a good source of animal
fat and animal protein. This will help him get the
vitamins that he needs. Always check with your
veterinarian to make sure that your pet is receiving
the right nutrition he needs to stay healthy.
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Feet to Fur
Ferrets are very energetic animals. It is not
surprising that such athletic creatures enjoy playing.
Ferrets have very flexible bodies. They are also
quite intelligent. Several features make ferrets
exceptionally skilled at exploring and hunting.
Head
Ferrets have long heads
that are flat on the top.
This shape helps them run
through very small spaces.
Teeth
Ferrets get their
permanent teeth
between two and three
months of age. As they
get older, these teeth
may start to yellow and
become transparent.
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Fur
Ferrets’ bodies are covered
in thick, soft fur. They may
shed in autumn before
growing a winter coat.
They shed again in spring.

Tail
Ferrets have about eighteen
bones in their tail. When
they are scared or excited,
the hair on their tail will
stand on end. Excessive hair
loss from the tail can be a
sign of illness.
Eyes
Ferrets are best at viewing
objects that are close. They
can also see well in shadowy
areas. Their eyes are placed
slightly to the side and top
of their head, which lets
them see large areas.

Scent Glands
A ferret has scent
glands all over her
body. These are
what give her fur
its musky scent.

Legs
A ferret’s short legs allow
her to explore tight places.
Their strength lets her
climb, jump, and run.
Ferrets use their claws for
digging and grasping.

Ferret
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Running water may scare
your pet ferret. You can
help keep him calm by
filling the bathtub before
placing him inside.

Fluffing Ferrets
Ferrets groom themselves, but your pet will need
some help from you. To control odors, clean your
ferret’s cage and change his bedding often. You
should clean your ferret’s ears at least once each
month. Your pet ferret may also have tooth decay
and cavities, just like a human. Your veterinarian
can check and clean your ferret’s teeth.
You should clip your ferret’s nails to help prevent
them from getting caught in carpet or bedding.
Be careful not to clip too far down, as this may
cause bleeding or pain. It is a good idea to ask
an adult for help with this task.
You can bathe your pet in a few inches of lukewarm
water, using special ferret shampoo. Take care not to
get soap in his eyes. It is important not to bathe your
ferret too often. Frequent baths will remove oils from
his skin. Your ferret’s body will try to replace these
oils, which will result in a strong, musky smell.
Many health problems can be prevented simply
by giving your pet ferret plenty of exercise,
proper nutrition, veterinary care, and a safe living
environment. Watch for potential signs of illness,
such as changes in appetite or bathroom habits.
Other symptoms may include weight loss or gain,
increased scratching, extreme sleepiness, and heavy
hair loss or lumps.
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It is important to take
your ferret to the
veterinarian to get
her annual shots and
physical exam.

Healthy and
Happy
Ferrets can get hair balls, just like cats.
These clumps of hair can be very dangerous.
They may block your ferret’s intestines.
Your veterinarian can suggest a product
to help prevent hair balls from forming.
If your ferret has black, heavy ear wax, this
may be a sign of ear mites. Ferrets can easily
catch ear mites from other ferrets. There are
special ear drops to help get rid of these pests.
You can get these drops from your veterinarian.

Pet ferrets should be spayed
or neutered by 4 to 6
months of age.
A ferret’s normal heart rate is
200 to 250 beats per minute.

A healthy ferret
will eat about 8
small meals each day.
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Unlike most animals, ferrets can catch a cold or
the flu from humans. Be careful to wash your
hands before handling your pet ferret. If you are
sick, do not cough or sneeze nearby. It is best to
try to stay away from your ferret if you are ill.
Your ferret may also become sick in hot
weather. You may be able to tell if she is not
feeling well by her behavior. If your ferret is limp
or panting, she could be ill. Avoid problems by
giving your ferret cool water or keeping her cool
with a fan. Never leave your pet alone in a hot car.

Ferret
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Fun with Ferrets
Ferrets need to play
outside of their cages for
four to six hours a day.

Your pet will need time to adjust to his new home.
Speak softly and approach him slowly at first. There
are two ways to hold your ferret. The first way is
to grasp the loose skin at the back of his neck. The
second way is to support his chest and front legs with
one hand, while holding his behind with your other
hand. This will make your ferret feel relaxed and safe.
Just like a puppy, your ferret will need to be trained
how to play nicely. You can teach him not to nip by
picking him up by the scruff and firmly saying “no.”
Another way to discourage your ferret from biting is
to spray a bitter apple flavor on your hands. He will
not like the taste of the spray.
Ferrets are incredibly smart animals. They can be
trained to use a litter box. To teach him, simply put
your ferret in his litter box every half hour. Leave
a bit of waste in the litter box to remind him of its
purpose. Remember that if another area smells like
his litter box, your pet will use it like one. If your
ferret has an accident, clean the spot thoroughly.
Your pet ferret will also enjoy attention. He can be
taught to roll over or sit up, and even to answer to
his name. Chasing games or tug-of-war can be fun
ways to spend time with your ferret. Use treats as a
positive way to encourage good behavior.
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Ferrets that were used
to hunt rabbits often
wore muzzles. This
stopped the ferrets
from killing and eating
a rabbit before the
hunters could catch it.

Ferrets Forever
For thousands of years, ferrets have been helpful
to humans. In addition to hunting rabbits and
catching rats, ferrets can be specially trained to pull
cables through oil pipelines or string telephone wire
underground. To do so, they wear small harnesses,
attached to wires and cables, and tunnel to the other
side where they receive tasty treats as a reward for
their work. Today, ferrets are also used for medical
research. They can help experts to study the flu or
the effects of different medicines.
Ferrets are featured in websites, television
shows, and movies. For instance, author Richard
Bach has written a series of fiction books about
ferret characters who have adventures and are
involved in rescue missions.
Ferrets Tales
Ferrets are also important characters in some of
Aesop’s Fables. “The Snake, the House-Ferret, and
the Mice” tells the tale of two mice who get caught
in the middle of a fight between a snake and a ferret.
While the ferret and the snake are fighting, the timid
mice come out of hiding. When the ferret and the
snake see the mice, they stop fighting each other and
attack the mice instead. The moral of the story is that
those who get involved in other people’s fights may
become victims of the fight.
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What is an
adult female
ferret called?

What do you know about ferrets?
If you can answer the following
questions correctly, you may be
ready to own a pet ferret.

1
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2

3

How often
does a ferret
need to eat?

4

What kind of
cage should you
get for your ferret?

5

What is the
average life span
of a ferret?

8

What are
the only two
ferret species in
the world?

9

Why should
you clip your
ferret’s nails?

10

At what age do
ferrets get their
permanent teeth?

1. Around 12 weeks old 2. Dark
burgundy 3. Every 3 to 4 hours
4. A wire cage 5. Between 6 and
10 years 6. A jill 7. Four to six hours
a day 8. The common ferret and
the black-footed ferret 9. To help
prevent them from getting caught in
carpet or bedding 10. Between two
and three months old

n baby
When ca dopted?
a
ferrets be

How much
time should
ferrets spend
playing outside
their cage
each day?

ANSWERS
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Key Words

Before you buy your pet ferret, write down some
ferret names that you like. Some names may work
better for a female ferret. Others may suit a male
ferret. Here are just a few suggestions.

allergic: to have a negative reaction to
a substance
breeders: people who raise and
sell animals
ear mites: small bugs that live inside
an animal’s ears
guard hairs: long, stiff hairs
mischievous: naughty
neutered: an operation that makes
males unable to reproduce
non-toxic: not poisonous
plaque: sticky film on teeth

s
e
l
d
d
u
C
s
e
l
k
c
Chu
Colu mbu s

Fra n k

lin

Dig ger Pe t u n i a
Bandit
y
t
i
c
i
l
Fe
30

Pets We Love

Fe i s

ty

prey: animals that are hunted
and eaten by other animals
spayed: an operation that makes
females unable to reproduce
temperament: personality
undercoat: soft, fine, short hair
vaccinations: medicines given to
help prevent diseases and illnesses
ventilation: clean, fresh air in an
enclosed space
veterinarian: animal doctor
weaned: becoming used to food
other than a mother’s milk
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