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​​Why Keep Rabbits?

I suppose the quick answer to this question would be – why not! For the fact is, that Rabbit is one of the cheapest, most nutritional; and ‘good for you’ meats available in the market-place today.

For the homesteader, or indeed anyone with space for a simple rabbit hutch or enclosure; the rabbit is cheap to buy, produces a very lean meat which is high in protein, low in fat and has less than half the calories of Pork. Rabbits are easy to rear and breed, and make considerably less noise that chickens or geese!

They are super-efficient convertors; pound for pound, a rabbit produces 6 times more meat per food and water intake, than a full grown cow!

Check out the following chart to compare rabbit with other popular meat sources.

Common Nutrition Values:




	Meat Type

	% Protein

	% Fat

	Calories Per Lb




	Rabbit

	20.8

	4.5

	795




	Beef

	16.7

	28.0

	1,440




	lamb

	15.7

	27.7

	1,420




	Chicken

	20.0

	17.9

	810




	Pork

	11.9

	45.0

	2,050




	Duck

	16.0

	28.6

	1,015




	Turkey

	20.1

	20.0

	1,190







Quite apart from the meat, there is also the fur or pelts to consider. Whilst this is pretty much dependent on the breed of rabbit you intend to keep, the pelts can be sold on to help make a few extra dollars for feedstuffs etc – quite apart from whatever you may decide to make with them, such as pocket warmers, glove collars, warm liners for boots etc...More on what you can do with Rabbit pelts, later in this book.

For anyone involved with Homesteading or Hobby-farming, then I hope to help convince you through this short introduction, that rabbits are indeed worth considering when it comes to self-sustainability issues, and feeding the family with top quality, home grown products.

Just as is the case with all types of poultry farming, breeding rabbits can have a major impact when it comes to stocking the food larder, and is also a great way to introduce the idea of Homesteading values to the kids!

As a youngster, one of my first jobs was to look after the rabbits, and thereby gain invaluable knowledge in the years to come regarding the rearing and general care of several species of domestic animals.

It was an excellent grounding in the whole area of self-sustainability, and something I have never regretted learning over the years since – though I do remember hating it at the time, when my friends were off enjoying the football and I was cleaning out rabbit cages!



​​Introduction:

Rabbit is in my opinion, one of the most underestimated and ignored source of food available in the market place today. The reasons are numerous, but go as far back as the film ‘Watership Down’ in 1978, when children the world over were lulled into the whole idea of the ‘cute bunny rabbit’ and went around singing ‘Bright eyes, burning like fire, bright eyes......’ Yea, call me cynical, but that is where it all went wrong!

The UK in particular went rabbit crazy, and any idea of treating rabbit as a food source went right out the window! Strangely enough, this ‘corruption’ did not seem to hit Europe in general, as much as it did the UK and the USA. Rural France in particular, has always seen rabbits and even guinea pigs as an excellent cheap, but highly nutritional food source – and rightly so.

Another big reason to my mind, for this move away from the livestock yard to the pets cage, was the introduction of  Myxomatosis (Myxy). First discovered in Uruguay at the end of the 19th century, it was introduced to Australia in 1950; and in 1952  introduced almost by accident into France by the bacteriologist Dr. Paul Armand Delille – while trying to control the rabbits on his private estate. 

The virus quickly spread throughout France, wiping out some 90% of the rabbit population; before spreading out through-out the rest of Europe. By 1955 95% of the UK rabbit population suffered the same fate; and the disease/virus is now spread throughout the United States and South America.

In all examples the results were devastating to the rabbit populations, and in different ways contributed to the lack of interest in many quarters today with regards to rabbits as a genuine food source.

There were several reasons for the demise of the rabbit from our butcher shop windows.

Firstly: The fact that many children were now keeping rabbits as pets, resulted in them growing up to consider them as just that. This meant that to kill and eat their rabbit’s would be tantamount to killing and eating their dog or cat!

First lesson in keeping animals for meat – never give them a name! To do so is to personalise them, and make it difficult – even for adults- to consider killing them for meat. Naming something gives it personality, and makes it many times more difficult when the day comes to introduce them as guest of honour at the dinner table!

Secondly: I don’t know if you have ever seen a rabbit with Myxomatosis? If not, then believe me it is not a pretty sight. The first signs of a rabbit with Myxy, is usually the fact that they do not run away from you. This is because the swelling and discharge from their eyes makes them blind, whilst the virus causes them to stumble around as if drunk.

It is indeed a pitiful sight, and would put anyone off the idea of eating rabbit should they come across one infected by this hideous virus – even though the disease cannot be transmitted to humans, making the rabbit itself fit for consumption...hmmm.

Thirdly: Simple economics have played their own part in the demise of rabbit from our dinner tables. With the loss of supply exacerbated by the myxy, coupled with the  reluctance of breeders to breed something that no-one wants; the sight of rabbit hanging in the butchers window became something of a rarity – meaning that fewer and fewer children grew up with the idea that rabbit was indeed on the menu!

Thankfully however, things seem to be on the turn again, and interest in rabbit as a good nutritional food source is growing along with the general interest in healthy home-grown food.

Rabbits are once again adorning my local butchers shop window, and whilst it may still be something of a novelty in some areas, people are finally awakening to the nutritional value of this much-ignored food source.

Hopefully this trend will continue, and offer a welcome financial as well as material boost to any Homesteader, who is keen to learn all about rearing rabbits for profit as well as for meat and fur.




​Glossary of Terms:

Listed below is a selection of the common terms used amongst rabbit breeders.

Adult: A mature rabbit of breeding age, usually 6 months and older.

Albino: A rabbit with white fur and pink eyes.

Alter: A rabbit that has been spayed (female) or neutered (male).

ARBA: American Rabbit Breeders Association.

Arch: A term used to describe a gentle curvature of the spine on rabbits.

Awn fluff: The soft intermediate downy hairs that end with a straight tip.

Awn hair: The strong straight guard-hair on the rabbit.

Back: The back of the rabbit from head to tail.

Bangs: The longer wool generally found at the base of the ears or atop the head.

Barn: Another name given to a rabbit hutches kept together in a purpose built building.

Base color: The color of the coat next to the skin.

Bell ears: Rabbit ears that have a distinctive tip and fall.

Belly: The underside of the rabbit from the front to the back.

Belt: The line where the colored portion of the hair meets the white, just behind the shoulders.

BEW: A short term for Blue Eyed White rabbit.

Binky: What an excited rabbit does when it jumps up in the air and kicks its legs out, while standing still or running.

Bloodline: A term to denote the pedigree of the rabbit.

Bloom: The finish and vitality of the rabbits coat when in excellent condition.

BOB: In shows this denotes Best of Breed.

Boils: An infection causing boils in the skin.

Bonding: Rabbits that have paired up to form an inseparable bond.

BRC: British Rabbit Council.

Breeder: An individual who breeds rabbits, or used to describe a rabbit that is used primarily for breeding purposes.

Broken coat: A coat that has been affected by moulting, or one that has the guard hairs missing in places.

Buck: An intact male rabbit able to breed.

Buck teeth: A situation where the incisors meet together instead of the top incisors overlapping the bottom. Also called pegged teeth.

Bunny Burrito: A rabbit wrapped tightly in a towel in order to administer medication.

Caked teats: A does mammary glands engorged with milk.

Cannibalism: A doe eating her own young (usually a sign of stress).

Cecotrope Pellet: The soft pellet that is eaten straight from the anus.

Cobby: A stocky short body type.

Coprophagy: The normal practice of eating some droppings straight from the anus.

Cecum: The biggest part of the GI tract in the rabbit, where the food gets processed.

Chinning: A term used to describe the habit whereby a rabbit will rub its chin (where it has scent glands), on objects it wishes to make a claim upon.

Circling: The act just before mating where rabbits will run around in circles chasing each other.

Cross-breeding: Breeding individuals of different species.

Culling: The selective process where rabbits will be killed for commercial or other reasons.

Dam: Female that has produced a litter. A rabbits dam would be its mother.

Dew claw: An extraneous claw on the inside of the leg.

Dewlap: The skin that hangs under the chin of the female rabbit, used to pluck wool for nesting.

Doe: Female rabbit.

Dressing: Preparing an animal for the table.

Ear canker: A condition of the ear causing inflammation and general discomfort. Caused by rabbit ear mites.

Flank: The side of the rabbit above the belly between the ribs and the hips.

Fryer: A young rabbit between 3 and 5 pounds in weight.

Gestation: The time between mating and kindling of a female.

Guard hair: The longer coarser hair protecting the rabbits coat.

Hindquarters: The rear-end of the rabbit consisting of loins, hips, rump and hind legs.

Hock: The middle joint of the hind leg between the joint and the foot.

In Kimble: Pregnant rabbit.

Kindling: The process of giving birth.

Kindling box: Nest box for the rabbit.

Kit: A baby rabbit.

Litter: Young rabbits.

Malocclusion: The misalignment of teeth.

Moult: The process where a rabbit loses hair or the old coat.

Mounting: Rabbits will mount each other to show who is the boss. Not related to sexual or mating behaviour.

Muzzle: The projecting part of the face including the mouth, nose, and lower jaw.

Myxomatosis: A fatal disease introduced over 50 years ago to control rabbit populations.

Open Doe: A rabbit of breeding age not yet having bred.

Out breeding: The mating of unrelated rabbits.

Palpate: A way to check for pregnancy by feeling the abdominal wall.

Quad: A group of rabbits put together for breeding purposes.

Rabbit fever: An infection in rabbits caused by the bacterium Francisella tularensis. Transferable to humans by contact with infected animals or ticks.

Roughage: Grass, hay, or other similar semi-dry organic material consumed by rabbits.

Sexing: The process of checking out a rabbits genitals to determine its sex.

Sire: Male rabbit that has produced offspring.

Succulent feed: Soft green grass or vegetation.

Suckling period: The time that a kit feeds from its mother.

Thumping: When a rabbit is afraid or warning of danger, it will thump the ground with its hind legs.

Vent disease: Found in both sexes, this is indicated by a red, inflamed or scabby male and female organs.

Viral Haemorrhagic Disease: Usually fatal disease to any rabbit unfortunate enough to catch it – similar in this respect to Myxomatosis. 

Weaning: The time when the kits are removed from the doe, to signify the end of the nursing period.

Wool block: A blockage of the digestive tract caused by a wool mass.



​​Choosing Your Rabbits:

There are many domestic rabbit breeds to choose from, when considering the best ones for meat. Listed here is a selection of the most popular, along with their particular specifications.

Be aware also that you do not choose the wrong animal for your particular climate. The French Angola for instance, with its warm woolly coat, would not do well in the Arizona sunshine! A little research before purchase of a particular breed is always recommended.

As for the rabbits themselves; always give new stock a good check over to see that they are fit and healthy for breeding.

Things to check for instance is inside the ears – make sure that there are no signs of scabbing, caused by ear mites. Its nose should be dry and free from running or crusting. Hocks and feet should be free of any sore spots, and eyes clear and free from discharge of any kind.

Carefully inspect the fur for any signs of fleas or other vermin, this can be a major factor in the spread of disease, and indeed it is how Myxomatosis itself is spread amongst the rabbit population.

As an added precaution, I would always apply a period of quarantine before presenting any new rabbit to my rabbitry, just in case there is some disease that has not yet revealed itself in outward appearance.

Finally, always buy from a reputable dealer or someone that you know breeds good rabbits if at all possible; at least that way you will have some sort of guarantee that the animal is healthy and a good specimen. 




​Popular Rabbit Breeds

There is a virtually unlimited choice when it comes to rabbit breeds, especially if you are not averse to cross bred rabbits. Here are a few of the more popular breeds to consider when choosing rabbits for your homestead.
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