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CHAPTER IV.
DOMESTIC RABBITS.

POMESTIC RABBITS DESCENDED FROM THE COMMON WILD RABBIT—ANCIENT
DOMESTICATION — ANCIENT SELECTION — LARGE LOP~-EARED RABBITS —
VARIOUS BREEDS——FLUCTUATING CHARACTERS—ORIGIN OF THE HIMALAYAN-
BREED-—CURIOUS CASE OF INHERITANCE—FERAL RABBITS IN JAMAICA
AND THE FALKLAND ISLANDS—PORTO SANTO FERAL RABBITS—OSTEO-
LOGICAL CHARACTERS—SKULL—SKULYL OF HALF-LOP RABBITS—VARIATIONS
IN THE SKULL ANALOGOUS TO DIFFERENCES IN DIFFERENT SPECIES OF
HARES—VERTEBRAE-—STERNUM—SCAPULA—EFFECTS OF USE AND DISUSE
ON THE PROPORTIONS OF THE LIMBS AND BODY—CAPACITY OF THE
SKULL AND REDUCED SIZE OF THE BRAIN—SUMMARY ON THE MODIFICA-
TIONS OF DOMESTICATED RABBITS.

ALiL naturalists, with, as far as I know, a single exception,
believe that the several domestic breeds of the rabbit are de-
scended from the common wild species; I shall therefore
describe them more carefully than in the previous cases.
Professor Gervais ! states ‘ that the true wild rabbit is smaller
than the domestic; its proportions are not absolutely the
game; its tail is smaller; its ears are shorter and more
thickly clothed with hair; and these characters, without
speaking of colour, are so many indications opposed to the
opinion which unites these animals under the same specific
denomination.” Few naturalists will agree with this author
that such slight differences are sufficient to separate as
distinct species the wild and domestic rabbit. How extra-
ordinary it would be, if close confinement, perfect tameness,
unnatural food, and careful breeding, all prolonged during
many generations, had not produced at least some effect!
The tame rabbit has been domesticated from an ancient period.
Confucius ranges rabbits among animals worthy to be sacri-
ficed to the gods, and, as he prescribes their multiplication,
they were probably at this early period domesticated in China.
They are mentioned by several of the classical writers. In

U M. P. Gervas, ¢ Hist. Nat. des Mammiferes,’ 1854, tom. i., p. 288.
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1631 Gervaise Markham writes, ¢ You shall not, as in other
cattell, looke to their shape, but to their richnesse, onely elect
your buckes, the largest and goodliest conies you can get;
and for the richnesse of the skin, that is accounted the
richest which hath the equallest mixture of blacke and white
haire together, yet the blacke rather shadowing the white ; the
furre should be thicke, deepe, smooth, and shining; .. ...
they are of body much fatter and larger, and, when another
skin is worth two or three pence, they are worth two shillings.”
From this full description we see that silver - grey rabbits
existed in England at this period; and what is far more
important, we see that the breeding or selection of rabbits was
then carefully attended to. Aldrovandi, in 1637, describes,
on the anthority of several old writers (as Scaliger, in 1557),
rabbits of various colours, some * like a hare,” and he adds that
P. Valerianus (who died a very old man in 1558) saw at
Vercna rabbits four times bigger than ours.?

From the fact of the rabbit having been domesticated at an
ancient period, we must look to the northern hemisphere of the
0Old World, and to the warmer temperate regions alone, for
the aboriginal parent-form ; for the rabbit cannot live without
protection in countries as cold as Sweden, and, though it has
run wild in the tropical island of Jamaica, it has never greatly
multiplied there. It now exists, and has long existed, in the
warmer temperate parts of Europe, for fossil remains have been
found in several countries.> The domestic rabbit readily
becomes feral in these same countries, and when variously
coloured kinds are turned out they generally revert to the
ordinary grey colour.* Wild rabbits, if taken young, can be
domesticated, though the process is generally very trouble-
gome.®> The various domestic races are often crossed, and are

2 U. Aldrovandi, ‘ De Quadrupedi-
bus digitatis, 1637, p. 383. For

lands,” 1801, b. i. p. 1133. 1 have
received similar accounts with respect

Confucius and G. Markham, see a
writer who has studied the subject,
in ¢Cottage Gardener,” Jan. 22nd,
1861, p. 250.

3 Qwen, ¢ British Fossil Mammals,’
p- 212, ’

4 Bechstein, ¢ Naturgesch. Deutsch-

to England and Scotland.

5 ¢Pigeons and Rabbits,” by E. S.
Delamer, 1854, p. 133. Sir J. Se-
bright (¢Observations on Instinct,’
1836, p. 10) speaks most strongly on
the difficulty. But this difficulty is
not invariable, as I have received two
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believed to be quite fertile together, and a perfect gradation
can be shown to exist from the largest domestic kinds, having
enormously developed ears, to the common wild kind. The
parent-form must have been a burrowing animal, a habit not
common, a8 far as I can discover, to any other species in the
large genus Lepus. Only one wild species is known with
certainty to exist in Europe; but the rabbit (if it be a true
rabbit) from Mount Sinai, and likewise that from Algeria,
present slight differences; and these forms have been con-
sidered by some authors as specifically distinct.® But such
slight differences would aid us little in explaining the more
considerable differences characteristic of the several domestic
races. If thelatter are the descendants of two or more closely
allied species, these, with the exception of the common rabbit,
have been exterminated in a wild state ; and this is very im-
probable, seeing with what pertinacity this animal holds its
ground. From these several reasons we may infer with
safety that all the domestic breeds are the descendants of the
common wild species. But from what we hear of the mar-
vellous success in France in rearing hybrids between the
hare and rabbit,” it is possible, though not probable, from the
great difficulty in making the first cross, that some of the
larger races, which are coloured like the hare, may have been
modified by crosses with this animal. Nevertheless, the chief
differences in the skeletons of the several domestic breeds
cannot, as we shall presently see, have been derived from a
cross with the hare.

There are many breeds which transmit their characters
more or less truly. Every one has seen the enormous lop-
eared rabbits exhibited at our shows; various allied sub-
breeds are reared on the Continent, such as the so-called
Andalusian, which is said to have a large head with a round
forehead, and to attain a greater size than any other kind;
another large Paris breed is named the Rouennais, and has a

accounts of perfect success in taming  féres,” tom. i. p. 292.

and breeding from the wild rabbit. 7 See Dr. P. Broca’s interesting
See also Dr. P. Broca, in ¢ Journal de  memoir on this.subject in Brown-
la Physiologie,” tom. ii. p. 368, Séquard’s ¢ Journ. de. Phys.,” vol. ii.

¢ Gervais, ¢ Hist. Nat. des Mammi-  p. 367.
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square head; the so-called Patagonian rabbit has remarkably
short ears and a large round head. Although I have not seen
all these breeds, I feel some doubt about there being any marked
difference in the shape of their skulls.® English lop-eared
rabbits often weigh 81bs. or 101bs., and one has been ex-
hibited weighing 181bs.; whereas a full-sized wild rabbit
weighs only about 8} 1bs. The head or skull in all the large
lop-eared rabbits examined by me is much longer relatively
to its breadth than in the wild rabbit. Many of them have
loose transverse folds of skin or dewlaps beneath the throat,
which can be pulled out so as to reach nearly to the ends of
the jaws. Their ears are prodigiously developed, and hang
down on each side of their faces. A rabbit was exhibited in
1867 with its two ears, measured from the tip of one to the
tip of the other, 22 inches in length, and each ear 5% inches
in breadth. In 1869 one was exhibited with ears, measured
in the same manner, 23} in length and 53 in breadth; * thus
exceeding any rabbit ever exhibited at a prize show.” Ina
common wild rabbit I found that the length of two ears,
from tip to tip, was 7§ inches, and the breadth only 17 inch.
The weight of body in the larger rabbits, and the development
of their ears, are the qualities which win prizes, and have
been carefully selected.

The hare-coloured, or, as it is sometimes called, the Belgian
rabbit, differs in nothing except colour from the other large
breeds; but Mr. J. Young, of Southampton, a great breeder of
this kind, informs me that the females, in all the specimens
examined by him, had only six mamme ; and this certainly
was the case with two females which came into my pos-
session. Mr. B. P. Brent, however, assures me that the
number is variable with other domestic rabbits. The common
wild rabbit always has ten mamme. The Angora rabbit is
remarkable from the length and fineness of its fur, which
even on the soles of the feet is of considerable length. This
breed is the only one which differs in its mental qualities,
for it is said to be much more sociable than other rabbits, and

8 The skulls of these breeds are  Horticulture, May 7th, 1861, p. 108,
oriefly described in the ‘Journal of
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the male shows no wish to destroy its young.® Two live
rabbits were brought to me from Moscow, of about the size of
the wild species, but with long soft fur, different from that
of the Angora. These Moscow rabbits had pink eyes and
were snow-white, excepting the ears, two spots near the nose,
the upper and under surface of the tail, and the hinder tarsi,
which were blackish-brown. In short, they were coloured
nearly like the so-called Himalayan rabbits, presently to be
described, and differed from them only in the character of
their fur. "There are two other breeds which come true to
colour, but differ in no other respect, namely silver-greys and
chinchillas. Lastly, the Nicard or Dutch rabbit may be
mentioned, which varies in colour, and is remarkable from
its small size, some specimens weighing only 11 1b.; rabbits
of this breed make excellent nurses for other and more
delicate kinds.!?

Certain characters are remarkably fluctuating, or are very
feebly transmitted by domestic rabbits: thus, one breeder
tells me that with the smaller kinds he has hardly ever
raised a whole litter of the same colour: with the large lop-
eared breeds *it is impossible,” says a great judge,!! “ to breed
true to colour, but by judicious crossing a great deal may be
done towards it. The fancier should know how his does are
bred, that is, the colour of their parents.” Nevertheless,
certain colours, as we shall presently see, are transmitted
truly. The dewlap is not strictly inherited. Lop-eared
rabbits, with their ears hanging down flat on each side of
the face, do not transmit this character at all truly. Mr.
Delamer remarks that, ¢ with fancy rabbits, when both the
parents are perfectly formed, have model ears, and are
handsomely madrked, their progeny do not invariably turn
out the same.” When one parent, or even both, are oar-
laps, that is, have their ears sticking out at right angles,
or when one parent or both are half-lops, that is, have only

9 ¢Journal of Horticulture,” 1861, p. 527. With respect to the ears, see

p. 380. Delamer on ‘Pigeons and ILiabbits,’
10 ¢ Journal of Horticulture,” May 1854, p. 141; also ‘ Poultry Chroni-
28th, 1861, p. 169. cle,” vol. ii. p. 499, and ditto for 1854,

1 ¢ Journal of Horticulture,’ 1861, p. 586.
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one ear dependent, there is nearly as good a chance of the
progeny having both ears full-lop, as if both parents had
been thus characterized. But I am informed, if both parents
have upright ears, there is hardly a chance of a full-lop. In
some half-lops the ear that hangs down is broader and longer
than the upright ear;? so that we have the unusual case of
a want of symmetry on the two sides. This difference in the
position and size of the two ears probably indicates that the
lopping results from the great length and weight of the ear,

Fig 5.—Half-lop Rubbit. (Copied from E. 8. Delamer’s work.)

favoured no doubt by the weakness of the muscles consequent
on disuse. Anderson!® mentions a breed having only a
single ear; and Professor Gervais another breed destitute of
ears.

We come now to the Himalayan breed, which is sometimes
called Chinese, Polish, or Russian. These pretty rabbits are
white, or occasionally yellow, excepting their ears, nose,
feet, and the upper side of the tail, which are all brownish-
black ; but as they have red eyes, they may be considered as

12 Delamer, ¢ Pigeons and Rabbits, 13 ¢An Account of the different
p. 136.  See also ‘Journal of Horti-  Kinds of Sheep in the Russian Domi-
culture,” 1861, p. 375. nions,” 1794, p. 39.
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albinoes. I have received several accounts of their breeding
perfectly true. From their symmetrical marks, they were
at first ranked as specifically distinct, and were provisionally
named L. nigripes.* Some good observers thought that they
could detect a difference in their habits, and stoutly maintained
that they formed a new species. The origin of this breed is
so curious, both in itself and as throwing some light on the
complex laws of inheritance that it is worth giving in detail.
But it is first necessary briefly to describe two other breeds:
silver-greys or silver-sprigs generally have black heads and
legs, and their fine grey fur is interspersed with numerous
black and white long hairs. They breed perfectly true, and
have long been kept in warrens. When they escape and
cross with common rabbits, the product, as I hear from Mr.
Wyrley Birch, of Wretham Hall, is not a mixture of the two
colours, but about half take after the one parent, and the
other half after the other parent. Secondly, chinchillas or
tame silver-greys (I will use the former name) have short,
paler, mouse or slate-coloured fur, interspersed with long,
blackish, slate-coloured, and white hairs.’® These rabbits
breed perfectly true. A writer stated in 18571 that he had
produced Himalayan rabbits in the following manner. He
had a breed of chinchillas which had been crossed with the
common black rabbit, and their offspring were either blacks
or chinchillas. These latter were again crossed with other
chinchillas (which had also been crossed with silver-greys),
and from this complicated cross Himalayan rabbits were
raised. From these and other similar statements, Mr.
Bartlett!” was led to make a careful trial in the Zoological
Gardens, and he found that by simply crossing silver-greys
with chinchillas he could always produce some few Hima-
layans; and the latter, notwithstanding their sudden origin,
if kept separate, bred perfectly true. But I have recently
been assured the pure silver-greys of any sub-breed occasion-
ally produce Himalayans.

4 ¢ Proc. Zoolog. Soc.,” June 23rd., 16 1 Cottage Gardener,” 1857, p. 141.
1857, p. 159. 17 Mr. Bartlett, in ¢ Proc. Zoolog
15 ¢ Journal of Horticulture,” April  Soc.” 1861, p. 40.
9th, 1861, p. 35.








































































