
 

4                                                       Articles  
 

Bats in Beds                                       The newsletter of the Bedfordshire Bat Group                July 2006 Volume 74 
 
 

 

 

Bringing Up Baby 
 

Ever since I took over the 
editorship I have been 
acutely aware that we 
haven’t had an article on the 
work of our bat carers. 
 
In the last three issues I’ve 
been looking at the bat life 
cycle from conception to 
birth. So in this issue I 
thought I’d kill two birds with 
one stone, and look at what 
happens if a baby bat is 
brought in to the Bat Group. 
 

You may remember from last time 
that bats pups are born weighing 
20-30% of their adult size. Growth 
is rapid with the babies reaching 
70% of their adult size and 90% 
of their skeletal dimension in 14-
22 days. The pups are weaned at 
45-65 days after birth. Suckling 
induces rapid milk production, so 
the more the baby feeds the more 
milk is produced. If milk is not 
available the young go torpid until 
mum returns. In the wild the 
young can probably go for seven 
hours between feeds 
 
So how on earth do you mimic 
this regime if you are caring for a 
baby? 
One of those who know is Linda 
Piggott who has hand reared a 
number of very small bats. - 
including the psychotic Noctule, 
mentioned in previous issues, 
who we now know was named 
Volvo.  
In 1997 Linda kept detailed 
records of the feeding regime, of 
a Daubenton’s that she named 
Parsons, which gives you an 
indication, of just how complex a 
task she had let herself in for. 
Very young pups are not given 
milk as they may inhale it into 
their lungs and develop bacterial 
infections, which prove fatal). If 
the young are given more than 
this the milk begins to ferment in 
their stomach and they develop 
bloat and die. 

At one time diluted cows milk was used, but now she uses synthetic milk 
called Esbilac, which was formulated as puppy milk. It is important that the 
pups get enough calcium as otherwise their skeleton becomes deformed. 
 
Date Time Feed 

strength 

Amount 

consumed 

Weight 

6/7/97 12.30pm Plain water   

 6.15 pm 1part feed/6 
parts boiled 
water 

0.7ml  

 8.50 pm “ 0.3ml  

 Midnight 1 part feed/5 
parts water 

0.3ml  

7/7/97 7.00 am “ 0.3ml  

 8.30am 1 part feed/ 3 
parts water 

0.35ml  

 1.10pm “ 0.3ml 1.9g 

 4.10pm  0.35ml  

 6.30pm “ 0.2ml  

 9.30pm “ 0.35ml  

 11.15pm “ 0.3ml  

8/7/97 6.30am “ 0.4ml  

 8.30am “ 0.24ml  

 1.00pm “ 0.3ml  

 5.30pm “ 0.5ml  

 8.10pm “ 0.35 ml  

 10.50 
pm 

1 part 
feed/2.5 parts 
boiled water 

0.3ml 2g 

And so on until August 8
th
 when weighing 5.1g Parsons was fully weaned. 

 

Data from the Journal of the Milton Keynes Natural History Society – volume 6 1992-1998 

 

The level of calcium is gradually increased at the 
stage that they are exercising their wings prior to 
beginning to fly (calcium is important for muscle 
contraction as well as bone development). Another 
essential is vitamin D. Without this the bones don’t 
develop and the animal develops thumb deformities 
or worse. On a number of occasions Linda has 
observed bats doing press ups on their thumbs – a 
piece of behaviour which has also been reported in 
the wild. 

 
 

Weaning - why bat carers have black thumbs 
Those of a nervous disposition 
may not want to read the next 
bit too closely 
Linda swears by cream cheese 
when it comes to weaning the 
pups. But after that it gets 
sordid. The youngsters will have 
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nothing to do with the mealworms 
that adult bats relish So what she 
does is to feed them what she 
calls mealworm ice cream”.  
Mmm sounds yummy, but be 

warned this is definitely not going to be a Delia Smith recipe. “Take one 
mealworm, pull off its head and the squeeze out the soft bits “like squeezing 
toothpaste out of a tube”. If the bat is slow to feed then simply smear ice 
cream onto the fur near the bat’s mouth and it will lick it off when you’re not 
looking. 

The black thumbs result from 
having bits of mealworm head 
caught under your fingernails. 

 

Linda offers milk to the pups as 
well as solid food until they lose 
interest when she replaces it with 
water. 
 
As time goes on they are 
persuaded to try the mealworm 
guts and eventually they will 
crunch into intact mealworms like 
a human might to a stick of celery 
(always assuming the human 
concerned liked celery). At firsts 
you have to feed them by hand, 
but later you can leave the 
mealworms in their cage and they 
will snack when they want. 
 

Gut loading mealworms 

 
Mealworms themselves are not 
particularly nutritious. There is a 
good supplement called Nutrabal 
but the bats turn their nose up at 
it and will have nothing to do with 
it. So cunning is called for. Linda 
is nothing if not cunning. She 
mixes the Nutrabal with.bran and 
some apple peel and broccoli. 
The mealworms feed on the bran 
mix, but love the apple peel and 
broccoli and sit on them 
munching enthusiastically Once 
they have stuffed themselves for 
a day or two she simply transfers 
the fruit, complete with mealworm 
topping, into the bat cage and the 
bats help themselves little 
realising that the mealworms guts 
are full of yummy goodness. 
 

Another sordid moment 
Talking to Tony Aldhous who also 
looks after captive bats. He 
cheerfully informed me that if you 
have a very poorly bat you have 
to be careful as they will collapse 

into the container of mealworms, and the mealworms will then proceed to 
eat the bat.  There were times I wished I had never started this article. 

Rehabilitation 
 
The aim is always to return bats to the wild. The long-term captive Beds bats 
are all injured in a way that means they could not hope to survive. We use 
them to show people what bats are like close up. Their genetic material is 
lost to the wild stock – except in rare circumstances.  Long-term members 
will remember Lee a wonderful Noctule who lived with Joan and Tony for 
many years. On one occasion a female was put in his cage and shortly after 
certain behaviour was observed which led Tony to believe that to believe 
that bodily fluids had been exchanged. The female made a full recovery and 
was released. 
 
From what you have read so far you probably don’t need telling that the 
rehabilitation process can also be time consuming. 
 
I’ll tell you more about that next time. 
 
Thanks to Alan and Linda Piggott who let us go and visit and bombard them 
with questions for hours.  
 

Jude Hirstwood 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photos Alan Pigott 
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