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Noccy the Noctule 

“The past is a different country. 
They do things differently 
there!”. LP Hartley The Go 
Between 
 

Dick Hogg sent me this article way back 

but I’ve held onto for a long time, but 

thought you would enjoy cringing at the 

bad old days of bat care published in The 

Countryman, Autumn 1956, pp.485-

491.The  original had somewhat grainy 

black and white photos which don’t 

reproduce. I have used the above 

drawing instead. You can find it at 

https://twitter.com/StewartBradshaw 

 

“A note in my dining room on 

September 10 saying ‘Bat loose in 

room’ was my introduction to him. 

What a terrified creature too! His 

squeal was so loud and penetrating 

that we could hardly bear to stay in 

the room. A boy had brought him to 

the house and, as I had handled bats 

before and tried to keep alive injured 

ones, I decided to tame him. He was 

a noctule and we called him Noccy. 

He weighed about an ounce. His 

coat, though brown, was not the 

golden brown it is suppose to be, 

except at times and in certain lights; 

it reminded me of the ripe head of a 

reedmace. The colour underneath 

was a little duller but not white. 

The wing membrane, which sprang 

from the body and enclosed the 

forelimbs, the legs to the ankle and 

tail, was black. Below, along the 

humerus, there was a little hair, and 

on the interfemoral membrane much 

fur at the base of the tail. Noccy 

carried his tail below his body to 

form, with the membrane, a pouch. I 

did not once see him use this for 

food, but I should hardly have 

expected to do so, since he did not 

feed in flight while he was with me. 

He extended his tail in flight and 

when he was using it as a fifth foot; it 

was then pulled alternately left and 

right, to follow the forward-moving 

hind foot. 

His hands were enclosed in the 

membrane of the wing proper, 

except the thumb which was free and 

provided witjh a good claw. Unlike 

(for example)  the fruit bats, Noccy 

never used the thumb for feeding, 

though he would stretch it out 

towards the feeding hand. The tips of 

his fingers in their membrane were 

still mobile, and he used then either 

straight or bent to grip a surface 

when his wings were extended. 

His black feet with five equal toes 

were even more fascinating. There 

was something almost reptilian in 

their groping for a hold. Each toe 

ended in a claw; translucent, curved 

and sharper than any squirrel’s. At 

the base of each claw was a tuft of 

bristly tactile hairs that swept a 

surface as, with claws lifted, the foot 

was moved over it. But only after he 

had examined it did Noccy obtain a 

grip. But what a grip! Ne claw of one 

foot was sufficient to to hold him 

without difficulty, as he turned, 

scratched and even washed. The leg 

cold turn till it was twisted on itself 

with the membrane wrapped around 

it – all without apparent discomfort. 

Somebody with more knowledge 

than I should really decide how 

much and how far a bat can see. The 

‘blind bat’ is certainly not blind. 
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Noccy’s eye, covered at rest by a 

thick skin lid, appeared protrusible: 

it rose from its encircling lid till it 

stood out like a brilliant black 

rounded bead. Surely he must have 

made good use of it then? 

The front of Noccy’s muzzle was 

black at first. Behind it were raised 

and flattened tubercles of flesh, each 

sprouting a stout black hair. The 

purpose of these I did not discover, 

but below the chin were more long 

hairs, and these I saw often in use. 

When Noccy was uncertain of 

proffered food, or did not really 

want it, he would pass his chin hair 

back and forth across it before 

deciding to accept or refuse it. 

Noccy spent his lone hours in a large 

cage with food and water: later I 

gave hima piece of Harris tweed 

with a thought – which proved futile 

– of keeping him warm. For the first 

week or so his one aim was 

apparently to be out, up my hand 

and arm to my head, and thence to 

explore the room, after which he 

craved only to be with me. Yet at first 

he bit savagely, leaving two deep 

holes from the upper canines. He 

hung on when he bit, so that 

instinctively I flicked him away with 

the pain of it – perhaps a foot away, 

without harm. In fact, he often 

dropped voluntarily six or seven 

inches, wings closed, without hurt. 

At first he bit in terror derived from 

capture: then in error when he 

misjudged his distance from food – 

sensed probably by scent, for I do not 

think he could see food straight 

before his muzzle. His initial terror 

disappeared but his errors continued 

till the end. Certain sounds, however, 

always terrified him: the passage of 

my wife’s hand over her oiled-silk 

apron, the turning of a book page, 

the rustle of newspaper and the 

tearing of paper. 

In the cage Noccy usually hung 

torpid, even in September. He then 

felt dead cold – much colder than his 

surroundings; even his Harris tweed 

felt measurably colder where his 

body had hung against it. I wanted 

to register these differences, but it 

was not easy. He was aware of the 

switching-on of a light, or even of my 

entry into the room, which meant 

that he had already begun to warm 

up. The lowest reading I obtained 

was 48° F. and I am certain that it 

was really lower. From that it rose to 

98° at least. Even when cold and 

torpid, with breathing slight and 

shallow, he could move, lift and turn 

his head, crawl and choose his 

direction. 

While he was warming up, his ears 

were in constant motion: he lifted 

them, depressed them forward and 

lifted them again rapidly. The 

muscles of his face, neck and 

shoulders heaved, as if in some 

gigantic struggle to come alive again. 

He could lift his head, but it swayed 

and throbbed as if out of proper 

control. As his breathing quickened, 

it shook his whole body. Then he 

lifted his head and mouthed. He 

might throb audibly or make a low 

buzzing. His time for warming up 

varied, not strictly according to the 

season of the year, though roughly 

from five minutes in September to 

thirty in mid November, and later 

still to forty. 

Early in February, when Noccy took 

twenty minutes to warm up, I tried 

to time his breathing, but something 

more accurate than the human eye 

and judgement are needed to time 

breathing which is sometimes deep 

and powerful, sometimes weak and 

shallow, and always punctuated by 

pauses of varying length. After one 

minute he appeared to be taking 

thirty-eight breaths to the minute, 

and at the tenth it had risen to 101, 

with scent from the mouth-glands. 

At the fifteenth minute it was 128, 

and then (to show how unreliable I 

am as a timekeeper) at the twentieth 

I counted only 124. Later I timed the 

breathing of Noccy warmed up and 

made it 160 to the minute. 

I know he washed more often than I 

saw, for otherwise he would not 

have kept so sleek; but tales of a 

noctule’s elaborate toilet at each 

hanging up are certainly not true for 

the winter, if Noccy is any guide. We 

often heard the rattle of a scratching 

leg on the side of his cage, and 

sometimes scratching led to washing. 

Upside down he would scratch his 

left side with his left leg; then over it 

came to the middle of his back, and 

down to scratch the back of his head. 

Then he would wash his interfemoral 

pouch. Then more scratching with a 

foot under his half-stretched wing. 

(At rest he tucked his wing under his 

body without interfering with the 

pouch.) Next he licked and bit his 

wing and membrane till the skin 

bulged out like a piece of balloon 

elastic, and the pink mouth showed 

through as it pushed and pressed. 

After feeding in the evening, Noccy 

would eat again in the night from his 

tray. Often he would be down 

feeding during the day, with gentles 

crawling unmolested in his fur, 

though he picked up those 

immediately within reach. Gentles 

formed the bulk of his food ; it was 

fishing season and I made some good 

friends showing him to the sellers of 

bait. He would eat between 100 and 

150 gentles at a meal, and later pick 

more from the tray in his cage. It 

took him fifty seconds to eat the first 

gentle or pupa, but when he was 

properly warmed I could hardly get 

them ready fast enough. When more 

or less sated he would discard the 

skins, which in a moment or two 

turned black. (If he chewed or 

sucked at my trouser-leg he left a 

hard dark ridge smelling strongly of 

mouth scent.)  I tried him with flies, 

but he flinched from the tickling legs 

and refused them, as later he refused 

cockroaches; they made him give his 

little spitting sneezes and wash his 

nostrils and mouth. 

His other food included moths, 

gnats, pear, apple, orange, orange 

juice, apple pie, custard (which he 

loved), buttered biscuit, cheese, 

banana, honey, potato creamed with 

butter and milk, cooked fresh 

herring, cod-live oil, milk, tea and – 

greatest treat of all – milk chocolate.  


