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NOTES ON THE HISTORY OF THE RABBIT 

J.C.Sandford, 
172, Reading Road South, Church Crookham, Fleet, Hampshire, GU13 OAE, England 

The Phoenecian and Roman Era. 

The first records in the history of man's relationship with the rabbit start .with the 
Phoenecians at the end of the second millenium B.C. Their naming of Spain, where they 
found rabbits very widespread, is well known. Eight hundred years later, none of the Greek 
writers [for example Aristotle 384-322 B.C.] mention the rabbit which indicates that it had 
not reached the eastem mediterranean by then. No further records occur until the second 
century B.C. when Polybius [ca 204 - 122 BC] comments on the presence of the rabbit in 
Corsica but the absence of hares. "The rabbit indeed at a distan ce looks like a small hare; 
but when taken in the hand, it is found to be widely different both in appearance and in the 
taste of its flesh; and it also lives generally underground." Writing in Greek, he calls the 
rabbit "kunikloi". 

The next, and certainly the most important, text is that of Varro [116 - 27 BC] who in 
his eightieth year wrote his treatise on farming, De Re Rustica. In the 12th chapter of the 
3rd book, he speaks of what "is still called by its ancient name of hare-warren." peporarium]. 
He says "Everyone knows, too, that if you put in but a few hares of both sexes, the warren 
will swarm with them in a short time, so prolific is this quadruped ... often when a litter has 
not long been born, they are found to have others inside them." And again "There is also 
the recent fashion, now general, of fattening them - by taking them from the warren, shutting 
them up in cages, and fattening them in confinement.". He describes three varieties of what 
he calls hare, "A third variety is found in Spain, which resembles in sorne measure our 
Jtalian hare, but it stands low. This is called cuniculus." Finally his companion replies "One 
should have ... all these kinds in a warren. You, at any rate Varro, have 1 think too, for you 
were so many years in Spain that 1 believe the rabbits followed you here." 

There can be no doubt from this description that the Romans kept rabbits in warrens 
and also in cages, and it seems probable that sorne of the details given of hares in those 
times, really applied to the rabbit and not the hare. What is rather surprising is that .no 
comment was made of the antagonism that exists between the hare and the rabbit. 

Strabo, [63 BC - ca 29 AD], informs us that. on one of the Balearic lslands [almost 
certainly Majorca] rabbits were not indigenous, but-from a pair introduced from the "opposite 
continent..thence the whole stock sprang, which fórmerly was so great a nuisance that even 
houses and trees were overtumed, [being undermined] by their warrens, and the inhabitants 
were compelled ... to resort for refuge to the Romans. However, at the present day the facility 
with which these animals are taken, prevent them from doing injury, consequently those 
who posses land cultiva te it with advantage." 

Pliny the Elder [ca. 23-79 AD], has written "There is also a species of hare, in Spain, 
which is called cuniculus; it is extremely prolific, and produces famine in the Balearic islands, 
by destroying the harvests. The young ones, either when cut from out of the body of the 
mother, or taken from the breast, without having the entrails removed, are considerad a 
most clelicate food; they are then called laurices. lt is a well known fact that the inhabitants 
of the Balearic islands begged of the late Emperor Augustus the aid of a number of 
soldiers, to prevent the too rapid in crease of these animals." In his next chapter [82] he 
writes " Hares are seldom tamed, and yet they cannot properly be called wild animals; 
indeed, there are many species of them which are neither tame nor wild, but of a sort of 
intermediate nature."Aelian [AD 170-235], Herodotus, and others of this period also-write of 
the rabbit, whether as "hare" or "rabbit" matters not. 
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Darwin [1888 p. 1 09] believed the writings of Confucius [551-479 BC) indicate that they 
were probably domesticated in China at t~is time. Most authorities have considerad this to be 
incorrect, the words used being considerad to refer to hares and not rabbits, and the sense of 
the words used by Confucius are considerad not indicativa of domestication. However, Chen 
Yaowang [1984) takes the view that the present domestic rabbit originated from the native wild 
white rabbit of China, also Oryctolagus, and that the domestication of the rabbit began in the 
Han dynasty [202-220 B.C].This is opposed to the views of other Chinese scientists who 
consider the domestic rabbit in China was introduced as the wild [domestic ?Jrabbit from 
Europe, via the Silk Road during relatively modem times. 

Nachtsheim [1949] considerad that the first true domestication of the rabbit took place in 
medieval France and that it was not the Romans who first domesticated the rabbil His grounds 
for this belief are that selection for killing would work in favour of the perpetuation of wild 
characteristics, that is, when the animals were caught up for fattening, the wildest would remain 
and the most likely to be tamed would be caught and eaten. There is, however, another 
hypothesis. The Romans were aware that the rabbits bred in relativa captivity and if they put 
them, as Varro says, in cages, and young were bom therein as must surely have happened, 
after a period the Romans might very easily have continuad to keep them in cages for breeding, 
thus reaching Nachtsheims' definition of the next stage of dornestication. 

Certainly the start of the domestication of the rabbit, then, bagan sorne 2000 years ago; it 
is, thus, one of the last species of common animals to be domesticated. Others have been 
domesticated at least five times longer Even before domestication bagan, rnan started to move 
rabbits from one place to another where they became established. He has continuad as the 
great distributor of the rabbit to the present time. 

The Post Roman Era to the Fifteenth century 

Whether the Romans brought the rabbit to Britain 2000 years ago has always been the 
subject of debate. There is no question that they brought many of the foods which they greatly 
appreciated, alive; that is, the pheasant, the quail, the dormouse and others. lt is probable that 
they brought the first rabbits to England. lf they did the rabbits did not survive, which is not 
surprising with the range of camivorous animals then in Bñtain. lt was not until the Norman 
conquest that the animals became established in England, after a long presence in warrens [or 
preserves] in France. · 

There was very probably sorne natural spread of the Spanish rabbits into Southem 
France, but almost certainly man also brought rabbits into France. Since Roman times, the 
pleasures of hunting have driven men to release rabbits on their estates, often in enclosed 
warrens, and this has accounted for much of its sprread. The same process still occurs today. 
For this purpose it is highly probable that the original wild stock was procurad. Domesticated 
animals would have been too valuable to use in this way. Rabbit reserves for hunting and rabbit 
parks and islands were established at a very early stage and long before the end of the middle 
ages were widespread. Undoubtedly sorne animals escapad and formed feral populations. 

The damage they did to agricultura, and partirularly that of the peasants at that time, did 
not matter to most of the park owners, although some French kings in the fourteenth century 
[Philip 4th and Charles 4th] bequeathed money to tftlose peasants bordering upon their forests 
"in compensation for the losses caused by the rabbits". Others, [Philip 5th, John 3rd and 
Charles 5th] made laws, without success, that warrens over 40 years old should be abolished. 

lmportations were rnade to the lsland of Porto Santo, sorne 25 miles north east of 
Madeira. in 1420, and became a plague. The case of the Porto Santo rabbit is interesting for 
other reasons. Whilst it appears to be of the original stock from Spain, it .had, according to 
Darwin [1888) evolved in such a way that it had become a separata species, it being less than 
half the weight of, and not breeding with, the original O. cuniculus. Emest Haeckel (1874] was 
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also convinced and named ita new species, Lepus huxleyi. Nachtsheim [1941] showed that this 
was incorrect when he obtained successful matings between a Porto Santo doe and a buck 
from a Greek wild rabbit doe and a domestic rabbit buck. 

The completion of the domestication process occurred certainly in the 5th or 6th century 
and very probably it was the French medieval monastic establishments that were responsible. 
They were also responsible for the early spread of the domesticated animal. The domestication 
stage spread over a number of centurias. There is a belief that it was only the wild rabbits that 
escapad from warrens, but it is highly probable that at a quite early date there was also the 
introduction into the warrens of the domesticated types. There are records of movements of 
domestic rabbits as early as the 6th century. 

From at least the 12th century, domestic rabbits were being transportad from country to 
country. In the 12th century records show animals being sent from France to Germany and 
almost certainly other countries. Whatever the source, by the sixteenth century there were 
domestic rabbits in England, sorne of which had certainly originated there. 

That the wild rabbit had become fairly widespread by the 15th ceritury in England is 
indicated by the fact that sorne 4000 •conies· were part of the feast celebrating the appointment 
of the Archbishop of York and Chancellor of England in 1465. 

The speed with which domestication can be accomplished at the present time, may of 
course be that it is done with apparently wild, but really feral, stock. lt is often suggested that it 
is extremely difficult to obtain fully 'tamed' rabbits by handling and selection from apparently 
wild rabbits. lt has, however, relatively frequently, been done, and a year or two with severa! 
generations, usually suffices. The reversa is of course also true. lf domestic rabbits are allowed 
total freedom [but usually protection and assistance is also necessary in the beginning], they will 
revert relatively quickly to the characteristics of the wild type. 

Domestication has a number of effects. Whilst the animals become less shy and timid, the 
longar term physical effects include: usually an increase in weight up toas muchas four times 
the weight of the wild animal, a reduction in brain weight, eye size, and proportion of dry 
skeleton to liveweight, of over 200/o comparad to the wild animal of the same weight and a 
considerably larger proportionate reduction in heart size. These are of course all features not 
essential to survival under protection. There are also increases in fecundity and in fertility over a 
lengthened breeding season. More apparent however are the changas which, usually, occur fn 
ear size, in bodily conformation and of course in colours and fur texturas. · 

The names of the rabblt. 
~-.. 

The origins and variations of the names of the rabbit, in all languages are of great interest 
and are well discussed by Barrett-Hamilton [191 O] and Bodson [1981 ). Suffice it to say here that 
the earliest known use of •rabettes· in a list of foods for a feast in 1 387 "viij dussen rabbettes" 
and -rabetts restad". The word in any form in England ls however, later than the original word 
coney, in its various forms. lt appears first in the thirteenth century first in Norman French and 
later in English in 1302. 

Prior to the use of the word coney, the Latín cuniculus was used, the word coney coming 
not from the Latin but from the old French conil, connil or counil. The Nonnan word for rabbits 
was conis, hence the English conies. 

The use of the word rabbit was restricted at first to the young rabbit. In 1440 -rabet" is a 
"yonge conye"; in "The Boke of Saint Albans• by Dame Juliana Bemers [1486}, the distinction is 
clear between "a Bery [burrow] of conyis [adult]" and "A Nest of Rabettis [young]". By 1575 the 
two names were still used in Turbervile, "The Conie beareth hyr Rabettes xxx da.yes, and then 
Kindeleth" in his Noble Arte of Venerie or Hunting. · · 

There has been a tendency in recent years to insist that a special name shauld-be given to 
young rabbits, kit and pup, bunny and kid and many others have all been usad, but the 
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indiscriminate use of such terms has caused a good deal of confusion. The name for a young 
rabbit i$ - a young rabbit. 

The Sixteenth Century and Onwards. 

By the end of the middle ages domesticated rabbits were widely spread. Georgii Agricola 
gives details of different colours of rabbits which were being kept. Thomas Tusser, writing his •A 
hundreth good points of husbandne• in 1557, says in the list of work for January, "Let Doe go to 
buck, with Conie good luck, Spare Labour nor monie, store borough [i.e. warren] with conie." 
There can be litUe doubt then that he is making a distinction between rabbits kept confinad in 
cages of sorne sort. in addition to rabbits in the warren. By the seventeenth century sorne 
domestic rabbit keeping had become established in England and elsewhere. 

In 1600 a translation of a French Book was published by Richard Surflet. This discusses 
rabbits in detail, but of course refers to the French situation. lt becomes clear that the warren 
was not to be confused with rabbits running wild in a wood, and also that a 'clapper' [i.e. french 
clapier or rabbitry of hutches] was necessary for the proper conduct of the warren by re
stocking, and the fattening of rabbits. The clapper would consist of "certaine small lodgings 
paved with boords", and the book appears to be the first to recommf:md post-partum mating. 

Gervase Markham, a most prolific writer on agriaultural matters in the eariy part of the 17th 
c:entury, has in several books much to say about rabbits, both wild and tame. In A Way to Get 
Wealth [1631] he writes that "The female or Doe Conies are wonderful in their increase, and 
bring forth young ones every month: Therefore, when you keep them tame in Boxes, you must 
observe them, and as soone as they have kindled, to put them to the Buck. The boxes, in whtch 
you shall keep your tame Conies, would be made of thin Wainscot-board, sorne two (eet square, 
and one foot high; with a lesser room in which the Conie may lodge and kindle •.• and thus you 
may make boxe upon boxe in different stories." 

His directions for the choice of bucks is explicit "As for the choice of these tame rich 
Conies, you shall not, as in other Cattel, look not to their shape, but to their richnesse," Size was 
important but the silver colour, with fur ,hicke, dee¡pe, smooth and shining• was paramount. 
After the silver ·a blacke coat without silver hairs, though it be not reckoned a rich coat, yet :it is 
to be preferred befare a white, a pyde, a yellow, a dun ora grey". The best rabbits were WQrth 
five times as much as others, and the best skins 8 or 1 O times other skins, fetching as m u eh .as 
2 shillings or more. The domestic rabbit also "increase oftener, and bring forth more Rabbets at 
one kindling than any wilde Conie doth, .. .for their s!<!ns will ever pay their Masters charge with a 
most large interest" For feeding he recommends "the sweetest, shortest softest, and best Hay 
you can get •. .ln the troughs under their boxes, you shall put sweet Cates, and their water." His 
words of wisdom were to be repeated many times in the next at least 150 years, often word for 
word. 

Mortimer [1707] remarks that "many make great Profit of them by keeping of them in 
Hutches near great Towns, .••. for the tame Rabbets must lie dry, and warm, or else they will not 
Bread in Winter, which is the chief time of their Proflt." He also mentions most unusually "the 
White Shock Turky Rabbet" by which he means the Angora. 

Bradley [1724] comments on an improved pit $ystem in which fifty does were kept in a 
paved court with individual cells each of which had a trap door to allow them to be confinad or 
released into the general yard. Two bucks were kept chained at one end of the court "for the 
service of the Does" a system which was usad in sorne establishments into the nineteenth 
century. 

Although the rabbit court and rabbit pit had been in existence for very many years it was 
beginning to be realised that "There are more profits by far in Hutches than in pits" and "when 
their Skins are clear without Spots [i. e. moult free.} a single one is worth 4d or. 6d". [The 
Complete Family Piece, Anon. 1739). This is one of the first books which recommends the 
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weaning of young at two months, "and at' five Weeks End let her take Buck, that the former 
Brood.may go off befare the kits about a·~eek", and adds that "A doe is reckoned to pay 10 
s[hillings] aYear clear, and that her Oung will pay for Grains." 

Any number of Agricultura! books were written in the eighteenth century, most of which 
included sorne details of rabbits, both in warrens and in hutches. Without fail they enlarged upon 
the profits to be made. lt must however be said that quite often they were copied one from 
another, indeed in sorne cases word for word. Thus in 1771 , The Country Gentleman and 
Farmer's Treasury of Useful Knowledge, was written by an unknown author, to the title of which 
was added "To which are added a curious Treatise on the Breeding and Management of Wild 
and Tame Conies". This item was entirely a copy of the words of Gervase Markham on tame 
rabbits, written 140 years befare. 

lt is somewhat singular that it is difficult to find at this time much mention of Angoras or 
their wool in England. lt is peculiar because the Angora and its culture must ha ve be en· known, 
for in 1789 there was published in Dresden a book "lnstructions for the Angora or English Rabbit 
Breeding" by F. Ch. S. Mayer, with a second part "The lmproved Rabbits by.Silk Rabbit Bucks" 
written by Johann Riem in 1792. The en tire work consists of 114 pages. 

Apparently in 1777 the "English Silkhaired Rabbit" was taken from England to Germany 
where they were found to be very useful. Mayer in a fairly short period exported them to Vienna, 
Prague, Bayreuth and Holland. Reim adds that Angoras were to be found [1792] in France, 
ltaly, Denmark and England. 

The most detailed instructions are given as to the keeping of Angoras, even to the 
castration of bucks to prevent fighting. The biggest problem appears to have been disease. 
Harvesting the wool was done by combing and plucking and 350 to 480 grammes of wool per 
year per head was obtained. 

In England warrens had been increasing in number slowly from the 14th century but the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centurias saw a great increase in warrening as a commercial activity. 
lt was generally considerad that poor quality land invariably paid better with rabbits than any 
other crop, a different story at the end of that century to poultry, which were considerad highly 
unlikely to make a profit commercially, a situation which continuad in England until the latter part 
of the nineteenth century, when almost the entire supply of eggs carne from abroad. 

Parkinson [181 O) writes at length on the matter of warrens and gives accounts showing a 
profit of sorne ~518 a year on a total expenditure of ~332 [rent of tarm, ~250, full time warrener 
~31 ~ncluding rent and 2 cows], 3 killers for 12 weeks, including board, L20.8s.]. Whilst he was 
much in tavour of warrens he adds that opposition ·to- warrening occurred because of its dreary 
appearance, the impossibility of growing trees, the~fmpossibility of all field sports in the area, the 
encouragement of poachers and, on moral grounds, that the system used less labour than other 
forrns of farming. The larger Uncolnshire rabbit farmers sold the rabbits as careases on the 
London markets at ~13 per hundred, but the skins were dried in small drying rooms with a 
charcoal tire. Parkinson adds that "this is a profitable proceeding, as many men who have 
followed this rabbit-jobbing business have amassed very large fortunas." 

Parkinson also deals with hutched rabbits. He recommends fostering over six young per 
litter, selling the rabbits at 5 weeks of age, when they fetched 14 pence each, and the use of 
twenty to thirty bushels of rabbit dung per acre to increase the yield of the crop by 30 percent. In 
the great need for fertilisers at this period rabbit dung was very highly prized. Parkinson notes 
that farmers in Buckinghamshire were so anxious to get it that they would transport it trom 
London where it was "sold so cheap as about 6d a bushel." [about 1.25 cubic feet] ! This would 
mean that the price per ton would be at least equivalent to sorne tour weeks wages of a 
labourer. The manure seems to have contributed quite a lot to the profits made from the 
domestic rabbit. 

Dickson [1824] gives probably the most extensiva details published up to this time and 
includes the selection of stock, the size and design of hutches, including what might be termed 
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the first flat deck system, a system for keeping dung pure, and the use of sawdust as litter. 
Ouring the second half of the ninet~nth century what could be called a split between the 

warren and hutch rabbit keeping appeared. There was a definite movement to small scale rabbit 
keeping for meat. The cottage economy became the subject of much agricultura! writing. From 
this time on, with increasing frequency, small handbooks were published encouraging the 
keeping of rabbits on a small scale. Sorne of them, towards the end of the period, were very 
good, e.g. Journal of Horticultura, [1864] and a colour plate 'Book of the Rabbit' [1881] but 
others were very poor indeed with advice which certainly meant that little success would attend 
the enterprise. In other cases the general farming books contained sections devoted to rabbit 
keeping [e.g. Ward & Lock's Book of Farm Management, London, 1881 ]. Almost without 
exception, however, these books had one thing in common • they all treated the subject linking 
together meat rabbits, childrens' pets, the simplicity of rabbit keeping and the fancy rabbit. lt was 
solely a home or cottage economy. · 

In the 1880's and 1890's in England, agricultura was in a very poor state. Attempts were 
being made by the the Govemment to exterminate the wild rabbit on agricultura! land and the 
Ground Game Act of 1880, was introduced, which gave all occupiers a right to kili rabbits on 
their land. One result of the legislation, however, was that fears grew that the supply of rabbit 
meat would greatly diminish and in just a few years the price increased by 50 %. 

This gave rise to a great deal of discussion on the subject of rabbits as food and how they 
should be kept in the future, and three books, which had a great influence, were published. 
These were: Rabbits as a Food Supply, by G.F. Morant, 1883; Rabbits for Profit and Rabbits for 
Powder, by R.J. Uoyd-Price, 1884, and The Wild Rabbit in a New Aspect by J. Simpson, 1893. 

Simpson's book dealt solely with developed forms of warrening and how this could be 
improved, but Morant and Uoyd-Price dealt with hutch bred rabbits, although Uoyd-Price added 
a section on "shooting warrens". 

lt was however Morant's book which led to his name being given to a particular type of 
rabbit keeping by the use of a movable ark with a wire meshed floor, through which the rabbits 
could graze, with a wooden roof and sides except for part of the front. lt could be used for 
growing stock or, with a nest box, a breeding hutch. The Morant hutch was moved usually twice 
per day over grass. This system was used occasionally until the 1950's, although there were a 
number of modifications. lt was also the system mainly used in large scale farming in Russia in 
the late 1920's. 

Uoyd-Price firmly believed that if his hutch 'system of rabbit farming "had been more 
thoroughly explained ... the notion would not have P._eEin so prevalent that rabbit farming upon a 
large scale was, as poultry farming is admitted to have been, bound to fail". 

That the idea of large scale rabbit farming became something of a fashion is indicated by 
the books being reprinted severa! times at short intervals. Within fifteen years, however, there 
was very little large scale commercial rabbit farming with this or any other system. There is 
perhaps sorne link between these writers and the subsequent Belgian Hare Boom in America, 
for all three authors write in· ene way or another of Belgian Hares, and there is little doubt that 
this information was communicated to America. 

Aspects of the different identities of the rabbit. 

One cannot appreciate the full significance of sorne points in the history of the rabbit, particularly 
the history of the last 1 00 years, without recognising the different identities of the rabbit. These 
include: 

1. the original rabbit the phoenecians knew, certainly different in sorne respects to the 
wild/feral rabbit in the modem worid; 

2. the Roman rabbit, raised in their leporaria and almost certainly partly if not substantially 
domesticated and in one form or another taken elsewhere; 
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3. the medieval rabbit, transportad to France and there left to remain wild or to beeome feral 
and also fully domesticated; ·. 

4. the warren rabbit, for certainly 600 years providing sorne individuals with substantial 
profits, but the countryside in which it lived with a burden of loss; · 

5. the sporting rabbit being, hunted for a thousand years or more and in more recent times 
one of the main small game animals of the world; 

6. the rabbit taken by man to so many places where it has caused plagues of quite 
remarkable proportions; 

7. the very variable domestic rabbit, developed constantly into new varieties which 
themselves become changed and are sometimes lost; 

8. the natural history rabbit, the subject of much study by the great naturalists and scientists 
of the past, and present, Leeuwenhoek, Agricola, Aldrovandi, Gesner, and thousands of others; 

9. the genetics rabbit, the animal used a great deal by the early geneticists, ·castle, 
Nachtsheim, Punnet and Crewe and so many others; 
10. the modem scientific rabbit with its two fold role, its numerous uses in the study of 

biological phenomena and disease and its role in the preparation and testing of drugs; 
11. the industrial rabbit, with a great number of different types of industry and three products, 

the meat, the fur, and wool; 
12. the Fancy rabbit which, for the last 200 years or so, has been bred by dedicated men and 

women to produce more and more perfect specimens of the different varieties of rabbits with a 
passion that builds into intense rivalry in the exhibition world; 
13. the vermin rabbit, to be destroyed in any possible way; 
14. the childrens' rabbit, as a hero of innumerable childrens' books, cartoons, films and 

videos anda beloved pet [the third rnost popular in England]; 
15. the well known rabbit, for in both its wild and domestic form it is better known than any 

other animal throughout the world; 
16. and finally the rabbit of the written word. An enormous amount on all aspects has been 

written but in many cases is so scattered that it is lost. 

The Spread of The RabbH in the last few hundreds of years 

Attempts to introduce the rabbit into Australi.a using domestic animals, failed. The first 
such attempt was in 1788, with sorne five domestic rabbits. There followed several other 
importations which did not establish themselves. Jt was only when a consignment of 24 wild 
rabbits were shipped from England in 1859, to stock a farm near Geelong, Victoria for sport, 
that it became fully established and spread very rapidly. The speed with which it did so is 
astonishing. By 1880, 20 years later, the rabbits had moved a distance of sorne 300 miles. In 
the next six years they moved over 350 miles. 

In New Zealand, many early introductions, the first in the very early 1800's and all 
probably of domestic or recently feral types, were unsuccessful. In the 1860's however, 
introductions of wild animals took a similar course to the explosiva spread in Australia. 

lntroductions into Chile spread from Tierra del Fuego throughout the greater part of the 
coastal areas to over half the length of the country, and sorne spread inland also occurred. 

As far north as the Swedish lsland of Gotland and parts of Norway, the rabbit has 
successfully established itself. Feral rabbits are also found in Lower Egypt and in Uganda in 
Africa. In the last century or two, rabbits have been introduced into many islands where they 
often reached plague proportions. 

Domestic rabbits were introduced on to Smith lsland of the San Juan lslands group off the 
ooast of Washington. Possibly prior to, but certainly "about the year 1900 a lighthouse keeper 
purchased a few so-called Belgian Hares, with the idea of supplementing his rneagre income 
through meat sales to the Seattle marl<ets. Subsequently, at four year intervals, Black Aemish 
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and New Zealand Breeds were introduced to prevent inbreeding ... a later keeper, not being 
interested in commercial pursuits, left the ~bbits to shift for themselves .... until 1924 when the 
Navy Department requested assistance ...• [as] the rabbits were undermining the buildings." The 
rabbits had ruined the vegetation and were exterminated. [Couch, 1929]. A number of other 
islands in the same group carried stocks of feral rabbits and Couch suggests that the history of 
these domesticated rabbits could be traced back to the time when the Hudson Bay Company 
occupied the region. 

Rabbits were introduced to a number of Pacific lslands. [Watson, 1961]ln about 1903, the 
manager of the Pacific island of L.aysan, introduced various breeds of domestic rabbits. By 1911 
it was found that although the rabbits had killed many bushes and exterminated severa! plant 
species, the damage was less than might have been expected from their numbers. They were 
finally exterminated after more than 5000 rabbits were killed and the island had been reduced to 
a barren waste. Vegetation regeneration then occurred. On Usianski lsland, rabbits from Laysan 
had destroyed much vegetation by 1913. By 1923 the rabbits having stripped all the vegetation, 
died, apparently from starvation, and the vegetation started to regenerate. · 

Prior to 1915 domestic breeds were introduced to several other Hawaiian islands which 
have periodic droughts. The rabbit populations were subject to violent fluctuation in · numbers 
due to food shortages in those times and Watson considers this to be the factor that allowed the 
vegetation to recover periodically and the rabbits to survive. Phoenix lsland, almost on the 
Equator, provides conditions only just within the level of tolerance of rabbits. On Phillip Jsland 
the rabbits and the vegetation appeared to have reaohed equilibrium after sorne one hundred 
years. 

Another quite different environment is that of the southern lndian Ocean Kerguelen lsland, 
a heavily glaciated land with long dark winters and freezing temperaturas. Domesticated rabbits 
introduced in 187 4 became well established. Since thelr introduction they ha ve exterminated the 
nativa cabbage, [Pringlea antiscorbutica] over very large areas in which they now have to exist 
largely on sea weed. 

A constant fear that the importation of rabbits into South Africa might lead to the same 
situation as in Australia caused a ban to be imposed on the importation of any rabbits in the 
early 1920's, although at that time there were number.s of domesticated rabbits in the country. 
The ban was, however. lifted a few years later when a very small but thriving rabbit industry was 
established and the Government even went so far as to authorize a small amount of research on 
the animal at the Experiment Station Cedara in Natal. A second ban was later imposed and it 
was not until the end of the 1970's that this ban was)itted again. 

A study of the introductions which have been made almost world wide indicates two 
important features. The first is the enormous adaptability of the rabbit, both wild and domestic, 
which can exist in conditions ranging from the tropical to the arctic on an exceptionally wide and 
varied diet This adaptability has important implications for those who are interested in the use of 
the rabbit for the benefit of man. 

The second point is something of a paradox. lt is that the domesticated animals have on 
many occasions only managed to survive with the aid of man until they have established a firm 
foot hold in their new environment. In other cases domestic rabbits have been able, in 
apparently exceptional circumstances, to establish themselves in areas which would not at first 
sight seem promising. 

Their early distribution throughout Europa which occurred almost invariably to warrens of 
various types, where man assisted in their welfare, lends sorne support to the idea that in fact 
the spread of the rabbit in Europe was most likely of domesticated, semi-domesticated, or at 
least feral, stock. When animals from the warrens escapad, having gene sorne way towards 
becoming feral, they relatively quickly resumed a wild state. Both Nactsheim [1949] and Fitter 
[1959] have considerad this the correct hypothesis. 

Notwithstanding the knowledge that true domestic stock usually have great difficulty in 
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establishing themselves in the wild, resistance to domestic rabbit farming, not only in Australia 
and 1\lew Zealand, but in other countries :~as been basad on the totally mistaken belief that if 
sorne domestic rabbits were allowed to become feral they would survive happily, retum to the 
truly wild state, and, often remaining as giant rabbits, beco me an even greater danger. 

The Plagues of The Wild Rabbit. 

The damage and loss to Agricultura and Forestry throughout the world is causad no~ only by the 
food that the rabbit consumes, by its destruction of young traes and the damage that occurs 
through its burrowing. The greatest cause of loss wworldwide is by the rabbits destruction of 
pastura and the loss of grazing for other farm stock. In Europa the greater damage, however, is 
by its food consumption, damage to traes and burrowing. 

The first plague of course was in the Balearics, when the occupants were almost driven 
out of their country by rabbit damage to their harvests. Since then there have been many. 

The costs of the wild rabbit in different parts of the world are incalculable but astronomical. 
Sorne examples should sufficiently describe this. 

In the early 1900's in Westem Australia, one fence alone was built over a distance of 
sorne 11 00 miles, at enormous cost, over a period of five years. lt did not however stop the 
spread of the rabbit. Neither did the numerous other similar fences so erected. The cost of 
attempts to maintain them was not inconsiderable. This was however a minor cost when 
comparad with the many millions of pounds which have been spent in attempts to find control 
measures. On one occasion, in desperation, a prize of L25,000 [a very larga sum at that time] 
was offered for a solution, and over 1400 applieations were made, one of which was from Louis 
Pasteur with suggestions for control by disease. 

The cost to the Govemment of New South Wales, in three years ending in 1883, for 
attempts to control the rabbit amounted to ovar f:360,000. 

Calculations in Australia indicate that the additional annual value in 1953 of the sheep 
wool and meat crop attributable solely to the reduction of the wild rabbit by myxomatosis was of 
the arder of f:35,000,000 [Reid, 1953). 

When myxomatosis entered the U.K. it was welcomed with delight by the majority of the 
farrning community. Estímate of the yearly cost to farming and forestry variad from a mínimum of 
f:50 million to over f:1 00 million per annum. 

These are only a few of hundreds of such ite'ms. There can be no other case of a cost to 
man by any other animal which has reached in th~ last 1 00 years even a few percent of the cost 
of the wild rabbit. -: 

The Rabbit Fancier and the Rabbit Farmer. 

As there has been for at least 150 years, an interacting relationship between wild, pet, 
exhibition and commercial rabbits, so there has also been an odd relationship between the 
Rabbit Farrner and the Rabbit Fancier. Sorne may change from one to the other and sorne may 
be both, but this is un usual in the U.K. where there has always existed a sort of hostility between 
them. 

That the Fancier has maintained a wide gene pool cannot be doubted, and this must be of 
benefit to the rabbit world in general. But there are today a greater numbers of fanciers 
throughout the world who select breeding stock for non utilitarian characteristics than there are 
meat furor wool producers, and this has unquestionably influenced the development of a purely 
utilitarian industry. 

· The philosophies and aims of the Farmer and the Fancier are completely different The 
commercial producer must be concemed to produce the largest number possibJe of animals of 
a uniforrn good quality, for meat or wool or fur, at the lowest possible overall cost. The Rabbit 
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