
I met Nibbler at a convenience store and gas station in Dallas, Texas, in late April of 
2008.  She was a sad sight indeed.  Her skin was peeling off, patches of hair were 
missing, she was so weak that she had to sit to eat, and she was starving.  A pet 
store owner, who had been asking $1,000 for Nibbler and her cage mate just a year 
earlier, now removed her bin from the trunk of his car and offered her to me free of 
charge. 

   

The first thing I noticed was that Nibbler was hungry. So much so she didn’t even 
seem to notice she was being moved.  She was sitting by her food bowl, eating as 
much, and as fast as she could. She was very thin, weighing in at less than 600 
grams upon arrival at my house.  
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The pet store owner informed me that 
Nibbler was not a cuddly animal and 
that I had better be careful if I ever 
needed to handle her.  He showed me 
the nearly inch-long gashes in his 
hand, acquired when he had tried to 
trim her toenails a few days earlier.  
He then demonstrated how he re-
strained her for handling: He pinned 
her neck to the floor of her bin with his 
left hand, then closed his fingers 
around her neck and secured her 
body with his right hand. I was in 
shock. I’d never seen an animal flail 
so frantically before.  I wondered what 
I had gotten into but assured myself 
that, if nothing else, Nibbler would at 
least have food, water and veterinary 
care at my house--things she had evi-
dently gone without at the pet store.  

 

Carefully, I tried to pick up Nibbler so that I could transfer 
her to my pet carrier. She thrashed and rolled so furiously 
I couldn’t hang onto her.  I ended up tossing a blanket 
over her and moving her that way, just to protect my 
hands.  I put her food in the carrier with her and made my 
way home.  Along the way I called my vet and made an 
appointment to have her checked out the following day. 
Upon examination, my vet found her to be severely ane-
mic from starvation.  She was also infested with lice and 
some kind of exotic mite that he could not exactly identify.  
We treated her for the skin parasites and hoped for the 
best. She would either recover or not.  Only time would 
tell. 

  

In the Beginning: 

 
Nibbler is a common tenrec, a species of insectivorous 
mammal that lives in the wild only in Madagascar and the 
Comoro Islands.  When I met her, Nibbler was emaciated, 
dehydrated, teaming with skin parasites of several kinds, 
and was very, very unsocialized.  She tolerated no human 
contact at all.  Her half-inch long fangs and alligator death-
roll behavior inspired a healthy respect from anyone who 
considered touching her for any reason. And who could 
blame her? She had been wild-caught in Madagascar as 
an adult, spent six months in a quarantine cage after ship-
ping, followed by six years in a display case as a breeder 
in a pet store.  Here she watched all the other tenrecs who 
had been trapped with her die one by one over the years.   

   

The average weight for a wild common tenrec is some-
where between 1000-1500 grams.  Nibbler weighed just 
over 550.  She had a moth-eaten appearance that made 
my heart ache for her.  Too weak to stand at her food dish, 
she sat most of the time.  Nibbler was also missing all the 
toes on her back feet due either to injury or malnutrition.  
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Instead of long finger-like appendages 
on her rear feet, similar to what you 
see on her front feet, she had tiny, 
nubby stumps where her first knuckles 
were.  Obviously, walking was difficult 
for Nibbler but she got around remarka-
bly well. She was strong and had an 
enormous will to live.  Within four 
weeks of her arrival, she had doubled 
her body weight, her skin was smooth-
ing out, and her parasites were begin-
ning to disappear.  Human contact was 
still something Nibbler could not toler-
ate but she would allow me to feed her 
meal worms and to talk to her while 
she ate.  Trust really was not in her 
vocabulary at this point, but food was.  
I used treats to my advantage to help 
her understand I meant her no harm. 

 

As time went on: 

 
Nibbler grew stronger every day.  She ate a variety of 
foods: Canned cat food, moistened cat kibble, giant meal 
worms, wax worms, and crickets.  Movement and being 
picked up still made Nibbler nervous but she learned to 
tolerate being patted on the back while she ate. She got 
used to our routines and would take meal worms from my 
hands.  Little by little, we were becoming friends. 

 

Nibbler eventually grew to tolerate human interaction and 
even  to enjoy it.  She liked to have her back scratched 
and her tummy rubbed, even allowing me the “privilege” of 
cleaning tenrec boogers off her nose when she was 
sneezy.  This was all facilitated by the fact that she had 
contracted a life-threatening upper respiratory infection in 
the fall of 2008, and was forced to allow me to give her 
oral and nasal medications, syringe feed her several times 
a day, and clear the mucous from her nose.  Poor Nibbler!  
She was so sick!  She could do nothing but lie on the floor 
of her cage gasping for breath.  I had her in the intensive 
care unit of my vet’s office for several days so she could 
receive medicated oxygen to ease her breathing.  I would 
take her home daily to monitor progress and feed her.  
She was too weak to object to feedings and medications.  
By the time she had begun to recover, about a week and a 
half later, she was accustomed to being handled.  She 
never tried to bite again. 

  

Nibbler’s Educational Career :  
 

Nibbler was now an official cuddle-bug!  She would lie in 
my arms, allowing me to scratch her back and pet her.  
She even let me kiss her on the face and rub her nose and 
the area between her eyes.  I could now trim her toenails 
without issue.  She became the perfect pet: 
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Sweet, loving, cuddly, and interactive.  I am so glad we man-
aged to bond in this way.  She was a very special girl.   

 

Nibbler became so tolerant of human contact, that I started 
taking her to elementary schools for educational presenta-
tions.  In addition to Nibbler, I also raised two other species of 
tenrecs: Setifer setosus (Greater Hedgehog Tenrec) and echi-
nops telvairi (Lesser Hedgehog Tenrec).  I took them to local 
libraries and schools to help teach kids about Madagascar and 
wildlife conservation.  Nibbler was the star of the show!  Kids 
being kids, they loved her long fangs and giant-sized mouth. 
They also loved her quiet demeanor and chubby tummy.  Nib-
bler was a wonderful ambassador who taught many people 
about the ecological challenges facing Madagascar. 

  

In the end: 

 
Nibbler lived with me for around fifteen months.  She died sud-
denly one day during the summer of 2009.  We came to know 
each other well.  I will always remember the sweetness and 
calmness she learned as she grew to understand life with hu-

mans.  I miss her tiny, beady eyes peering out at me from underneath her blankets and the gusto with which she always 
ate her mealworms, waxworms and canned cat food.  Her curiosity, gentleness, and beauty will be with me for the rest of 
my life.  Nibbler was truly a shining star that fell to earth one day. 

 

>t’s hard to rescue animals.  Often they are adults, sometimes elderly, and they may not have had the human interaction 
necessary in order to become good pets.  They may not live as long as you would like.  They may be sick.  But the re-
wards are many, if only we can sacrifice a little time and effort to let them know they are safe. 
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However, these patients had to be treated aggressively 
with barbiturate comas lasting weeks to months and had 
significant rehabilitation needs once awakened. Other pa-
tients given the same treatment have not survived.  >��
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�H�Persons who have previously been vaccinated against 
rabies and who have been potentially exposed to rabies 
should also be treated AFTER exposure, to prevent rabies 
(PEP).�
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According to the WHO web site, the levels of exposure to 
potential rabies fall into 3 categories. 
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While I don’t recommend looking at these idly, should you 
need reinforcement of the true seriousness of this disease, 
these videos are indeed deadly serious"�
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For many years now I’ve been in awe of a certain group of people here in our community - - those folks 
who do rescue work.  I know I am not tough enough for it, I don’t think most of us are.  Folks who do it year 
after year simply amaze me. 
 
To get needed and often expensive medical attention, deal with emotional issues, life-altering disease 
and/or hospice care, and make end-of-life decisions for the animals are just some of the day-to-day deci-
sions that folks who do rescue work have to make.   Again, my hat is off to you folks who take on this job 
and do it well.  You are a valuable part of our hedgehog community. 
 
Although I think most rescuers maintain a high ethical code, unfortunately not all of them do.  The decision 
not to breed rescue animals should be the number one code for all rescuers.  To engage in breeding ani-
mals when their lineage is unknown is reprehensible and unforgivable.  Presenting these animals as 
“healthy” to unsuspecting buyers, borders on criminal behavior. 
 
Thinking of getting in to the rescue business?  See the article in this newsletter by Cyndy Bennett on run-
ning a good rescue operation.  And for those of you thinking about becoming a breeder, the article by 
Nancy Denny will be a good place for you to start your research. 

Craig’s List 
Nancy Denny 

 
Recently a new trend on Internet sales sites such as Kijiji or Craig’s List has appeared.  It seems that there are people 
who scour these sites searching for free or inexpensive hedgehogs.  The disturbing part is that many of these people 
are really looking for breeding stock!  Occasionally they may even present themselves as rescuers in the hope that peo-
ple will give hedgehogs to them. 
 
This is an unethical practice which puts female hedgehogs at risk.  Often there is no accurate information about these 
animals such as their age, lineage and health history.  And, more often than not, the females are likely to be past the 
safe age for breeding.  These backyard breeders either do not know, or do not care, that they could be raising hedge-
hogs that have Wobbly Hedgehog Syndrome (WHS) or cancer in their genetic history. 
 
Ethical breeders take care to purchase breeding-quality hedgehogs from other ethical breeders.  These are breeders 
who register their animals and follow the Code of Ethics established by the Hedgehog Breeders’ Alliance.  HBA breed-
ers carefully check each hedgehog’s lineage to ensure that the animal is free of hereditary and congenital disease.  If a 
history of WHS or other genetic disease is found, that line is retired and any breeder who has purchased from the line is 
notified. 
 
Purchasing baby hedgehogs from sites such as Kijiji and Craig’s List is strongly discouraged because the seller is 
unlikely to know anything about the health and genetic history of the parents.  Reputable breeders are extremely unlikely 
to resort to these sites to sell their babies because they usually have waiting lists and have no need to make a quick 
sale online. 
 
When looking for a hedgehog baby, there are several sites to use that will help find you a reputable breeder.  
Hedgehog Breeders Alliance http://hedgehogbreederalliance.org/breeders.html 
International Hedgehog Association  http://hedgehogclub.com/breeders.html 
Hedgehog Central  http://hedgehogcentral.com/breeders.shtml 
 
You can also join Hedgehog Central forum and ask for recommendations from people there. 
 http://www.hedgehogcentral.com/forums/ 
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them in good health.  

 

Bonnie has no children other than her four legged ones. 
She also had a previous marriage. She is originally from 
Pennsylvania where she lived in a Philadelphia orphan-
age called the SPCC.  Yes, it was like the SPCA but for 
kids, the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children.  
She left a job in New York City to get out of the winter 
weather.  After living alone for 17 years, she arrived in 
Florida, met Merle in April, and September of the same 
year married this wonderful man.  This September they 
will celebrate 24 years of blissful marriage. 
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There are two stories that stand out Sunshine Sue and 
Posie Joy.  Posie was rescued because she was being 
thrown around like a baseball by young boys.  A young 
lady saw, this stepped in and just took her away from 
them! Well, she did not know anything about hedgehogs 
so she placed Posie in with a blind rabbit.  Posie did not 
know she was a hedgehog.  She ate what the rabbit did. 
Then the rabbit died and Posie became very withdrawn 
and mourned the rabbit very much.  We are listed in a 
book called the Pet Pages (like a yellow pages for crit-
ters) so the lady contacted us to rescue Posie.  When 
Posie was put in the cage with another female hedgie, 
she instantly perked up, started to eat hedgie food, ran in 
the wheel and just enjoyed herself.  Posie is a rather 
"fluffy" hedgie girl and can be quite bossy but her cage 
mates love her.  When she puts her head under a hedgie 
hat she thinks no one can see her, She is very entertain-
ing and a true joy.  

 

Sunshine Sue was also listed in the Pet Pages.  We re-
ceived a phone call from a lady who lived south of us, in 
Venice, Florida. She wanted to know if we rescued baby 
porcupines.   We said, “No, why?”   Well, her dog was 
outside, in a field across the street from her home and he 
would not stop barking. After she and her husband went 
out to see why, she described what she saw as "a kinda 
prickly thing rolled up kinda like a ball but alive.”  We 
knew just what it was--a hedgehog.  We got in our car 
and drove down to meet with her.  She handed over a 
small box and there inside was a little hedgie.  She told 
us her hubby had put on garden gloves to pick the prickly 
thing up!   We laughed and brought her to our vet.  She 
was in remarkable shape, small but no fleas, no parasites 
of any kind, a very sweet healthy girl.  Now she is our 
Sunshine Sue and currently her cage-mate is Mahitabell, 
(Bell). 
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In 1992, a young child and his mother, who was getting a 
divorce, had just moved to Florida.  The mother did not 
have time to care for their pet hedgie and her ten-year-
old son was having trouble with the parents divorcing.  
He just had no interest in the hedgehog.  So a mobile vet 
took in the hedgie then contacted us.  Of course we said 
yes, the hedgehog was more than welcome.   His name 
was Sir Snuffy, thus we named our sanctuary and rescue 
program after this wonderful little hedgehog. 
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We saw the mistreatment and lack of education and ba-
sic knowledge of hedgehogs where the public was con-
cerned.  We felt it necessary to give folks first hand, ac-
tual information about how to care for hedgehogs prop-
erly and why a rescue is sometimes necessary for them.  
That information will prevent rescue operations from be-
coming so overloaded.  If the information is made avail-
able then hedgehogs have a chance for love, care and a 
good life. 

��

������
���������
�	����
�
�����
�	����
���
����	��� ���
�����
��� ��

Merle spent 27 years on active duty in the United States 
Army and 19 years in the Retired Reserve.  He did some 
energy management, worked in a butcher shop, and his 
last job, prior to volunteering, was as operation manager 
at Clearwater Marine Aquarium.   

 

After college Bonnie managed six dry-cleaning and laun-
dry facilities, worked for Braniff International Airlines han-
dling reservations in Minneapolis/St. Paul, managed 
twenty-two dress departments at John Wanamakers and 
started a career at Group Medical and Dental Insurance 
Administration and Technical Research, from which she 
medically retired. 
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We live near the Gulf of Mexico.  We love the abundance 
of birds and animals, the magnificent Gulf of Mexico with 
its beautiful water and shoreline and the fabulous fishing. 
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Merle has three children, one son and two daughters 
from a previous marriage. He is originally from Ohio and 
spent 21 years overseas.  When he was in Germany he 
encountered and rescued approximately 12 European 
hedgehogs from road hazard accidents and released 

Merle and Bonnie Stubbins , Oldsmar, Florida  By: Sheila Dempsey 



�
year they participate in the ASPCA’s Operation Orange, 
Downtown Clearwater Rescue/Adoption Street Fair and 
senior venues.  They participate in a summer camp in 
Oldsmar, Florida where approximately 75 to 100 children 
are involved in a hands-on venue.  Merle and their female 
hedgehog Mahitabell entered the 4th Annual Pet Festival 
Parade.  Mahitabell was presented with a beautiful plexi-
glas award for the cutest and smallest pet. 

 
Merle and Bonnie are listed as hedgehog rescue provid-
ers for all of Pinellas County were they live.  They are 
both senior citizens who dearly love hedgehogs. They do 
everything they can to honor all hedgehogs everywhere. 
Like many rescues, Sir Snuffy's Hedgehog Rescue does 
not receive outside funding. The Stubbins are very active 
representatives of the Hedgehog Welfare Society and we 
would like to take the time to thank them for all they do 
for hedgehogs everywhere. 
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Sir Snuffy's Hedgehog Rescue is run by Merle and Bon-
nie Stubbins in Florida.  I would like to thank them for all 
they do to educate the public, both adults and children, 
about  African Pygmy Hedgehogs. 

 
Each of their public presentations feature two or three 
hedgehogs including both females and males.  They 
make sure that the temperaments of the “demo” hedge-
hogs range from sweet to grumpy to show that not all 
hedgehog personalities are the same.  

 
Their handouts offer information on other Florida hedge-
hog rescue services including location and contact infor-
mation.  Also included are ideas for setting up a hedge-
hog living area, facts concerning hedgehogs such as 
states where it is illegal to own them, details about rescue 
and adoption shows, and general hedgehog information. 

 

Merle and Bonnie are very active in different events and 
shows in Florida. They were involved in St. Francis Day 
with the Humane Society in Hillsborough County, twice a 
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Sir Snuffy's Hedgehog Rescue 
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Most of you may recall M. Christina Butler’s hedgehog story, One Winter’s 
Day, in which a very considerate hedgehog shares his mittens, muffler and 

stocking cap with the distressed creatures he meets as he walks to his friend Badger’s house on a 
cold and windy day.  Recently a sequel, One Rainy Day, was published.  
 
>n this story, Little Hedgehog has exchanged his fuzzy red winter gear for a shiny yellow raincoat, 
hat and boots and he also has a bright red umbrella with white polka dots.  The illustrations by Tina 
Macnaughton feature some kind of plastic coating over the rain wear to give it an authentic shine. 
 
L.H. is delighted when he awakens to the sound of rain one day.  He immediately departs his nest in 
search of puddles.  Soon he encounters mole who complains that his home has been flooded.  The 
ever-conscientious hedgehog shares his umbrella and suggests that Badger may be able to help. 
 
On the way to Badger’s home, the friends encounter several other animals in need of assistance.  
Little Hedgehog gently assists each one and the entire group makes its way to Badger’s house. 
 
Badger is equally accommodating when the animals arrive at his lair.  He invites them in to sit by the 
fire, sip cocoa, and munch cookies as they share their stories with one another. 

 
This is a very pleasant story with large, colorful, textured illustrations.  
Children from preschool through second grade will find it very appeal-
ing as will hedgehog owners and enthusiasts �

Margaret Myhre 


