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  What people are saying about




  The Way of the Rabbit




  Rabbits are everywhere and nowhere, often glimpsed but seldom seen for what and who they are. In The Way of the Rabbit, Mark Hawthorne gracefully helps us see our small-bodied, big-eared co-voyagers in a new light. If you love rabbits, he will deepen your understanding. If you don’t love rabbits—you soon will.




  Carl Safina, author of Becoming Wild: How Animal Cultures Raise Families, Create Beauty, and Achieve Peace




  I was delighted from the first page to the last. From Easter Bunny origin stories to the presence of lagomorphs in literature and the arts, rabbits in popular culture come alive through Mark Hawthorne’s gentle and funny prose—and even better, so does the sweetness and intelligence of real rabbits. Rabbits in nature, rabbits in the house, they’re all here and exceptionally good company.




  Barbara J. King, author of Animals’ Best Friends: Putting Compassion to Work for Animals in the Wild and Captivity




  What a lovely tribute to our furry rabbit friends! Hawthorne’s admiration shines through in this thorough telling of the story of Leporidae. It’s an enlightening and enchanting account of an animal most of us love but, it turns out, barely know.




  Jennifer S. Holland, author of the Unlikely Friendships series




  By delving into details of the science and sensibilities of rabbits, The Way of the Rabbit journeys into the lives and minds of these amazing beings.




  Gay Bradshaw, PhD, author of Elephants on the Edge and Talking with Bears




  The Way of the Rabbit is an insightful book that describes who rabbits are and how they have been part of our world for millennia, appearing in various forms of human art and cultural expression. This well-researched volume engenders a deeper appreciation for these gentle creatures and encourages us to treat them with kindness and respect.




  Gene Baur, author of Farm Sanctuary: Changing Hearts and Minds About Animals and Food




  Mark Hawthorne’s latest book, The Way of the Rabbit, delves deep into the place of rabbits in society and culture. As rabbits have, over the past few decades, gained new status as companion animals and animals deserving of respect and compassion, the scholarship on rabbits is maturing as well. The Way of the Rabbit brings new light to the complex narratives that we tell about these animals, and about ourselves as well. The Way of the Rabbit is for people who care about rabbits, but also for people who care about animals and our relationships with them.




  Margo DeMello, coauthor of Stories Rabbits Tell: A Natural and Cultural History of a Misunderstood Creature




  Mark Hawthorne shows that each and every individual rabbit is a sentient, feeling being with a unique personality, and every single one deserves to be treated with respect, compassion, and empathy. This wide-ranging book is sure to be a game-changer.




  Marc Bekoff, PhD, author of The Animals’ Agenda: Freedom, Compassion, and Coexistence in the Human Age and Canine Confidential: Why Dogs Do What They Do




  This very informative and in-depth book about rabbits has some excellent and entertaining chapters on the rabbit in art, literature, myth, and popular culture, which I particularly enjoyed.




  Libby Joy, The Beatrix Potter Society
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  Because of Cameron, Frankie, Laxmi, Melville, Nibbles, Peri, and Sophie




  We who play under the pines,
We who dance in the snow
That shines blue in the light of the moon
Sometimes halt as we go,
Stand with our ears erect,
Our noses testing the air,
To gaze at the golden world
Behind the windows there.




 —Elizabeth Coatsworth
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Introduction





  It would be difficult to identify an animal more universally admired than the rabbit. Maybe it’s that rabbits are ubiquitous in nature and yet somewhat mysterious—fully present while remaining mostly concealed. We respect their independence and resourcefulness. To see a rabbit or a hare (who are closely related to rabbits) in the wild, possibly nibbling on vegetation or hopping about with their mates, is to experience a moment of pure joy. For an instant, time stands still. This helps explain why rabbits and hares figure prominently in the mythology, folklore, and religions of so many ancient civilizations, some of which have even credited them with having supernatural powers. Farmers in Britain, for instance, were once so astonished by the colossal number of rabbits in their fields that they believed both the females and males could give birth. Or perhaps it’s that rabbits are the subject of countless children’s stories and are symbols of innocence, good luck, and abundance. It’s little wonder that so many people yearn to share their homes with these lively animals.




  Such is the attitude that inspired The Way of the Rabbit. I set out to explore, as much as a person can within a humble book, what makes rabbits special. Their friendships, their courage, their history, their playfulness, their spirits, their ability to forgive. This is what I mean by their way; rabbits are a physical manifestation of harmony, at once both perfectly at home in the natural world and an elemental part of humanity’s spiritual traditions. But I had another motivation for writing this.




  As a longtime rabbit lover, I have amassed a modest collection of books relating to the cultural history of rabbits over the years. And while these volumes all add to the wealth of knowledge we have on these long-eared ambassadors of mirth and mischief, each of them includes text or images illustrating in exquisite detail how rabbits are painfully exploited for animal testing, fur, meat, entertainment, and even the pet industry. That is understandable and not a criticism of these titles; people have used rabbits for as long as they believed they could benefit from doing so, and it’s important to educate the public about this. Yet as I vainly sought a nonfiction book that did not dwell on how humanity abuses rabbits—one that I could share with fellow sensitive rabbit lovers—it became apparent that I might fill a niche in the lagomorph literature by creating such a title myself. Here, then, you have a book that not only celebrates these charismatic animals but also focuses on the positive aspects of their lives. Only because humans began domesticating rabbits as a source of food will the volume you’re holding even superficially allude to them as farmed animals.




  You may be surprised to learn, as I was, that during the nineteenth century some commentators believed that rabbits were rather stupid animals incapable of returning the affection of humans. “There are not many stories to be told about the Rabbit, because it is not very clever, and does not do much that we can tell about,” wrote one detractor. “It does not appear possible to teach rabbits any kind of tricks,” declared another, “and they do not appear even to know their names.” An author who claimed to have had 30 years’ experience with tame rabbits opined that they were “the most foolish of created beings,” adding, “I never saw the remotest glimmer of understanding in any one of them.” Writing in a respected natural history tome from 1870, another critic dismissed rabbits as “odd, quaint, and ludicrous beings” who are full of “absurd airs of assumed dignity.”




  This was in an era when rabbits were gaining wide popularity as companion animals both in the United Kingdom and the United States, and yet we didn’t seem to be making any substantial effort to comprehend them. Characteristic of Victorian children’s literature is Snowdrop: Or the Adventures of a White Rabbit, a pseudo-autobiography in which the protagonist declares: “As a rule, the world does not allow any large amount of intelligence to individuals of my race, because, ordinarily, we remain motionless, and with eyes fixed.” Such is the belief of many people whose only interaction with rabbits is through the wire mesh of a hutch or the bars of a cage. Fortunately, our opinion of rabbits has become more enlightened, and we can see them for the intelligent, loving animals they are.




  Yet this has been a slow process, not just with regard to rabbits but animals in general. The question of whether or not animals are sentient—whether they have the capacity to perceive the world, feel sensations, and experience awareness—has long been a subject of debate among scientists. René Descartes, the seventeenth-century scientist, famously believed that animals were merely machines, incapable of either thinking or feeling. Later scientists who believed in animal sentience were (and still are) attacked for their “anthropomorphism.” When Donald Griffin, a highly respected zoologist who discovered how bats use sonar to navigate, published his book The Question of Animal Awareness in 1976 and suggested that animals engage in meaningful thought processes, his colleagues worried about his mental state. Much had changed two decades later, when the academic journal Animal Cognition was founded. It seems that at long last we are beginning to accept that animals such as rabbits lead complex inner lives.




  My own fascination and experience with rabbits, which I will elaborate on in due course, began as a cartoon-loving youngster. (What can I say? I was raised amid urban and suburban landscapes, where wild rabbit sightings are about as common as quiet neighbors.) I admired the way Ricochet Rabbit was able to outrun bullets. And I was impressed by Thumper’s ability to skate across a frozen pond—backward—in Disney’s version of Bambi. When I discovered books, I had a special fondness for the Peter Rabbit stories and the Rabbit character from Winnie-the-Pooh, who was illustrated as a genuine rabbit, not a stuffed animal like Pooh and most of his other friends.




  With all these cultural influences, you can probably understand why I was about eight years old before I realized that rabbits did not, in fact, walk upright and speak English. Little did I know as well that you could have a real, live rabbit in your home. After all, none of my friends lived with a rabbit. Dogs, cats, mice, turtles, and lizards, sure, but an actual rabbit wasn’t even on my radar, let alone my wish list. My childhood would have likely been much different had our family lived with one or two bunnies. At the very least I would have been the envy of every kid in the neighborhood. But I was probably too immature to fully appreciate rabbits at so young an age—I was an exceptionally clumsy child who could barely be trusted near hardwood furniture, let alone a petite form with a heartbeat—and it is undoubtedly for the best that I did not truly “discover” them as living beings until many years later. By that time, rabbits would have a place in my life that I could hardly have imagined in my youth.




  Although this book is filled with information about rabbits, it’s not a primer explaining methods for bunny-proofing your home, what to feed them, or which fillers are best for a litter box (pick up a copy of House Rabbit Handbook: How to Live with an Urban Rabbit for that). Instead, through the following nine chapters we’ll take a sometimes-lighthearted journey and explore the rabbit’s role in popular culture, art, history, language, and of course Easter. We will have a peek at their biology and consider their significance as companion animals. And we will examine how rabbits have influenced the mythic traditions of many cultures, including those of Europe, Mesoamerica, and Asia.




  Speaking of Asia, it is revealing that in Chinese astrology, the character traits commonly attributed to humans born in the Year of the Rabbit include compassion, sensitivity, modesty, and creativity. These people tend to be quiet homebodies, it is said, and they crave comfort and privacy, free from disturbance and chaos. But they are balanced enough to also appreciate good company and are a kind and helpful friend; indeed, they are skilled at making those around them happy. The rabbit-person is generous to a fault, organized, and never complains. As you will see in the ensuing pages, there could hardly be a more apt description of rabbits themselves. Except maybe the part about never complaining.
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  Chapter One




  Habitat and Conservation




 

    Master Rabbit I saw




  In the shadow-rimmed mouth




  Of his sandy cavern,




  Looking out to the South.




  —Walter de la Mare







  In April of 1960, a civil engineer named Aubrey Barrett was in southern England directing his crew as they dug a pipe trench across a West Sussex field for the Portsmouth Water Company. Suddenly, amid the soil and rocks their JCB trencher machine was unearthing came some unexpected materials: fragments of pottery. Barrett suspected the pieces were old, but he didn’t want to delay the job, so he told his team to keep working. As they dug deeper, the men began exhuming bits of colored tiles. Barrett could now see that he had little choice. He halted the digging and notified local archeologists, who determined the artifacts were from a 2000-year-old mosaic floor. Soon as many as 120 volunteers were busy excavating the largest Roman villa in England. The enormous site, known today as the Fishbourne Roman Palace and Gardens, covers a little more than 5 acres (2 hectares) and took nine painstaking years to uncover.




  Among the discoveries at Fishbourne, which include a hundred rooms and a hypocaust system to heat the floors, was a portion of bone just 1.6 inches (4 cm) long. Found in 1964, the unidentified specimen, thought to be from a hare, was placed in a cardboard box and filed away with about 300,000 other excavated pieces. And there it remained, unrecognized, until 2017 when zooarcheologist Fay Worley arrived at the site’s archives to examine the bones of brown hares. Upon seeing the small fragment, she knew it wasn’t large enough to be from a hare. “I think this might be a rabbit,” she told her colleagues.




  Genetic analysis proved it was indeed a rabbit tibia, a leg bone that fits between the knee and the ankle. Moreover, radiocarbon dating showed that the tiny tibia came from a rabbit who’d lived around the year 1 ce. With one small bone, Dr. Worley demonstrated that the Romans had introduced rabbits into Britain more than a thousand years earlier than previously thought. And because the bone shows no blade marks, researchers believe it came from a rabbit who was considered a pet rather than food. The national heritage organization Historic England ranked her breakthrough as one of the ten most fascinating archeological discoveries of the decade.




  No one is certain who owned the palace, although it was clearly someone with great wealth, possibly a king. What we do know is that the buildings caught fire sometime between 270 and 280 ce and the palace was destroyed. After serving briefly as a burial ground and then farmland—plow marks can still be seen cutting into the intricate mosaic floors—the land eventually returned to its natural state and became a pasture. By the time Aubrey Barrett and his trench digger arrived in 1960, sheep had been grazing above the forgotten ruins for centuries, though bits of tile had found their way to the surface over the years. (The Tudor name for the area, Fittenhalle Field, meaning “Field of the Fallen Hall,” hints that fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Britons suspected what lay beneath their feet.) Work continues at the site, with experts like Dr. Worley sifting through and interpreting remains, although we will probably know almost nothing about the rabbit or rabbits who lived there. I like to imagine this particular bunny enjoying a life of some privilege as a pampered companion. Perhaps they were taken into one of the gardens during the day and given a safe place to bunk down at night. How fascinating to think they might have been the first rabbit brought into the country!




  The work of researchers like Fay Worley shows how drastically our knowledge of rabbits can be altered. It’s also a further demonstration of how valuable rabbits are in our culture and how their individual history can shape our perception of humanity.




  Another example that turned our understanding of rabbits on its head is the announcement in 2008 that paleontologists working in India had collected an ankle bone and a heel bone of an ancient rabbit relative who lived some 53 million years ago. “This is thirty-five million years older than anything that’s ever been called a lagomorph in India, totally unexpected,” said lead researcher Kenneth Rose, a professor in the Center for Functional Anatomy and Evolution at the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine in Baltimore. Dr. Rose told me that although he believes the bones represent a previously unknown species, “as no other lagomorphs of this age are known from India or anywhere in southern Asia,” there are not enough remains to say for certain. Regardless, such developments illustrate why it is impossible to pinpoint precisely how many species of rabbits there are in the world: thanks to research, the numbers continue to be revised, so currently the best we can say is there are 31 known species. And that’s just the rabbits; there are also 32 known species of hares and 29 known species of pikas, both of which, along with rabbits, belong in the taxonomic order Lagomorpha.




  As Dr. Rose’s work suggests, rabbits and hares likely originated in Asia during the Eocene period, which lasted from approximately 55 to about 34 million years ago. They gradually made their way to North America and Europe and eventually expanded into Africa and South America. Today lagomorphs comprise two families: Ochotonidae (pikas) and Leporidae (rabbits and hares). It was some 65 million years ago that the ancestor of all ochotonids and leporids diverged from rodents—right about the time that non-avian dinosaurs went extinct, which paleontologists believe made it possible for mammals such as rabbits, hares, and pikas to diversify and flourish. As with many things evolutionary, however, not all scientists agree on these time periods, with some experts speculating it was closer to 85 million years ago that lagomorphs split from rodents.




  Some researchers even believe that rabbits and hares are more closely related to primates than they are to mice and rats. Go back far enough on the evolutionary tree and you will find a superorder of mammals called Euarchontoglires, the living members of which include lagomorphs and humans. It’s because of this, says Polina Perelman, a research scientist at Russia’s Institute of Molecular and Cellular Biology, that rabbits probably share something like 96 percent of their DNA with humans—that’s a little less than the percentage we share with chimpanzees, who are widely considered our closest living relatives. This is just an estimate, Dr. Perelman emphasizes, since genomic sequencing in rabbits has not been as closely studied as in other animals.




  The lagomorph species that has certainly been studied the most is the European rabbit, whose Latin name, Oryctolagus cuniculus, means “hare-like digger of underground tunnels” because of their fondness for building subterranean homes. They are native to the Iberian Peninsula, the southwestern tip of the European continent that was once part of the Roman Empire. Today the largest country on the peninsula is Spain, which got its name from the Roman word for the nation, Hispania, which was in turn derived from what the Carthaginians called it in 300 bce, Ispania, meaning “land of the rabbits.” From Hispania it’s only a short etymological hop to España, which is how the Spanish refer to their country.




  The Romans loved the easily domesticated European rabbit and brought them to the farthest points of their realm, where they kept them in walled enclosures called leporaria, which were landscaped parks, some quite large and housing pigs and deer as well. (Some biologists speculate that by disseminating Oryctolagus cuniculus so widely beyond their initial European range, the Romans may have saved the species from extinction.) Over the centuries sailors from these lands carried them so far that eventually the European rabbit had been introduced onto every continent but Antarctica. Another group responsible for the widespread distribution of rabbits was—believe it or not—lighthouse keepers, often with unfortunate results to local ecologies. In the early years of the twentieth century, for instance, lightkeepers had released a number of rabbits onto the San Juan Islands off the coast of Washington State. By 1924, the digging of the rapidly expanding rabbit population on one island had so undermined the terrain that people could barely walk across the landscape without the ground crumbling beneath them. Eventually, the resident seabirds had to find a more hospitable port to call home.




  Introducing a non-native species is nearly always a tricky proposition, and this probably has no better exemplar than Australia, where in 1859 a British colonizer named Thomas Austin had a couple dozen rabbits brought over from England and then released them onto some land near Melbourne. “The introduction of a few rabbits could do little harm and might provide a touch of home,” he said. Nature would quickly prove Austin to be disastrously shortsighted. In the absence of natural predators, the 24 rabbits multiplied with such enthusiastic velocity that within a decade the country considered them an agricultural menace—and they still do. A short time later, European rabbits were also released in New Zealand, with similar results.




  Geographically, lagomorphs tend to live in temperate zones, which lie between the subtropics and the polar regions and are where the widest seasonal variations occur. This habitat pattern is in contrast to most other species, who tend to live in the middle latitudes near the equator. For more than a hundred years, scientists have debated why the majority of species reside in these midlatitudes, with one theory suggesting it’s simply because most animals and plants have been there longer.




  Wherever wild rabbits live, two fundamental requirements are key to their survival. First, they need suitable shelter, not only where they can sleep and hide from predators but also where they can keep warm or cool. And second, they need an adequate source of food in close proximity to home. Estimates on how much territory a rabbit will live on their entire life are all over the map, so to speak—some say about 1 acre (0.4 hectares), others say more than 100 acres (40 hectares)—but biologists seem to agree that the smaller the animal, the less acreage they occupy.




  Large or small, the landscape of those acres can include desert, meadow, forest, grassland, or wetland, since each rabbit species has unique needs. Cottontail rabbits don’t dig burrows and are quite content sheltering beneath shrubs, in tall grass, under fallen trees, or wherever they can conceal themselves. (They might use an unoccupied den or burrow during winter, however.) Rock rabbits inhabit rocky terrain in African deserts. Pygmy rabbits, the smallest known rabbit species in the world, are typically found in areas with dense sagebrush; they construct complex burrows with openings near sagebrush plants, which they eat. Marsh rabbits live by marshes and swamps, feeding on aquatic plants and diving into the water to avoid predators.




  European rabbits prefer dry areas with soft soil that they can really sink their paws into, creating extensive burrows with a radius of 50 feet (15 m) or more. To help keep out the rain, rabbits will often burrow into the side of sloping terrain, so the entrance is not facing skyward. Some rabbits favor open land adjacent to covered habitat so they can feed in one and seek cover in the other. They have also adapted to living near humans, and you may observe European rabbits making themselves perfectly at home in city parks, cemeteries, flowerbeds, and other green spaces. My fondest memory from a summer trip my wife and I took to Denver some years ago is returning to our hotel early one evening to find a dozen brown rabbits safely grazing on a narrow strip of lawn between the parking lot and the sidewalk.




  Nearly as important as food and shelter to the animals’ survival—I suppose some rabbits might argue even more important—are other rabbits. Although some species such as the Eastern cottontail are solitary as adults, associating with others only to reproduce, most rabbits are social and live in colonies. Dominant rabbits require submissive acts from all the other rabbits; this typically means a subordinate animal has to retreat or flee from a “leader.” In pairs, the female rabbit does most of the digging work for the burrow while the male generally looks on, though he may scrape a shallow hole to demonstrate his dominance to neighboring males and then quickly lose interest. As many as 30 rabbits might occupy a complex series of burrows, known collectively as a warren, and everyone plays a role in a specific hierarchy, with the dominant pair sleeping in the center of the warren.




  Just which of the two rabbits within a dominant couple is actually the “leader” is something of a gray area among biologists and others who study lagomorphs. In the wild, most if not all rabbit colonies appear to have a male to whom every other rabbit is subordinate, while among groups of domesticated rabbits, including house rabbits, a matriarchy seems to prevail. What is undeniable is that females do the bulk of the work—not just creating burrows and giving birth but also coming to the defense of their young when necessary, ejecting large cats and even hawks from a nesting site. Moreover, it is always the female who, perhaps dissatisfied with her old home and driven by her rapidly developing pregnancy, initiates a new colony, excavating the burrow and setting up the underground household. She is the stabilizing force in the rabbit community.




  Although some pairs may mate for life, rabbits are not necessarily monogamous. Evidence suggests mating practices are often dictated by warren size, with bonded pairs remaining exclusive in small warrens and rabbits more likely to “play the field” in larger warrens. The physical structure of the warren may also play a part, with isolated burrows providing adequate space for a faithfully bonded couple to occupy, even in large warrens.




  Because Oryctolagus cuniculus is the only rabbit to have been domesticated, all varieties of tame rabbits today are descendants of this species. There has been much speculation about exactly how and when rabbits came to be domesticated, with one often-cited story claiming that French monks began to tame them as food animals in or about 600 ce. This was accepted as fact by many scientists, including archeologist and evolutionary biologist Greger Larson, who studies animal domestication at the University of Oxford. Among his research, Dr. Larson has examined how gray wolves gradually evolved—the jaws becoming smaller, the ears flopping, the paws shrinking, the disposition growing docile—into the dogs we know today, a process that began more than 15,000 years ago.




  In 2015, Dr. Larson turned his attention to how rabbits went from feral to friendly, and he and his team were shocked to discover that the entire story of the monks raising rabbits was apocryphal and based on the simplest of blunders: someone had confused the name of one historical figure with that of another. It seems that in 1936, a German geneticist named Hans Nachtsheim claimed that in 600 ce, Pope Gregory the Great decreed it acceptable to eat rabbits during Lent, supposedly prompting Catholic monks to begin breeding them. Trouble is, that bit of rabbit history is linked not to Pope Gregory but to a religious chronicler named Saint Gregory of Tours—who would no doubt be the first to point out that he was not only an entirely different person but was actually relating a story of someone who became ill and died after eating a rabbit. The error of Herr Nachtsheim eventually led to an origin myth that has persisted for years.




  “It all made sense,” Dr. Larson told me. “It was all very intuitive. We realize now that the story of it being wrong is kind of fun, but the real story for me is why did we buy the story so quickly? Why had nobody really questioned this? That led to this lazy citation and slight embellishment of the story to fit our preconceived notions of domestication, which I now realize are about as wrong as they could possibly be.” This is not to suggest that the history of rabbit domestication doesn’t have any connection at all to monasteries or other religious institutions. Some of the earliest archeological records of rabbits in central and northern Europe have, in fact, been excavated from monastic ruins, including those from an eleventh- or twelfth-century site at La Charité-sur-Loire in France and from the twelfth- or thirteenth-century Belgian sites Ename Abbey and Dune Abbey.




  While researchers are apt to say that what they study is the most important subject for better understanding the world, Dr. Larson believes the strongest argument could be made for the study of domestication, since there isn’t any major global problem that does not find its origin there:




  

     That’s everything from climate change to global populations to inequality within society. All this stuff is a direct result of people and animals and plants, for that matter, getting in much closer relationships that build this whole cycle of the emergence of settled agriculture and then domestication, which then allows for a whole suite of other developments, including much larger population sizes and the stratification of society and having free time. Then you start engineering the landscape in a way to take care of that, so now you have ecosystem management and ecosystem degradation, and it just spins out of control from there.


  


  



  Dr. Larson and his colleagues do not offer an alternative explanation or timeline for rabbit domestication, although they note that our relationship with rabbits as companions could have begun in earnest in the eighteenth century, because that’s when we can see the skeletons of tame rabbits start to look different from the skeletons of wild ones. Beyond that, however, we understand very little. What we do know, he says, is that more than many other species, rabbits occupy just about every conceivable way in which humans perceive an animal. “There’s the in-home pet, which in the context of all animal domestication is the rarest circumstance for animals to be in.” He notes that rabbits are also used in medical research. “And they feature in films and pop culture and major religious festivals, like Easter, in a way that many other animals don’t.” Even though rabbits have only come into close proximity and established relationships with people over the last 2000 years, he adds, “they now occupy our mental landscape in a way that supersedes a lot of the domestic animals that have a much longer history with us.”




  Part of that mental landscape has become focused on some rapidly declining rabbit populations. The Annamite striped rabbit, for instance, a species discovered in Vietnam in 1999, is already listed as endangered due to deforestation and hunting. Climate change has left the riverine rabbit of South Africa perilously vulnerable. Amami rabbits, designated as a national treasure in Japan where they live on just two islands, suffered from predation by invasive mongooses. After severe flooding along the San Joaquin River in central California in 1997, biologists believed the riparian brush rabbit had completely disappeared; they were delighted when some members of the species reappeared a decade later, though their numbers are still quite low. In Spain, Portugal, and France, even the European rabbit is in danger of extinction from disease and hunting. Indeed, of the 63 known species of rabbits and hares, 22 are considered near threatened to critically endangered.




  The good news is that in many places, conservation programs are making a big difference. One such location is the Columbia Basin of Washington State, where a population of grapefruit-sized pygmy rabbits has long been geographically separated from the rest of their species and has become the subject of valiant efforts to restore their dwindling numbers—in 2001, it was estimated there were fewer than 50 individuals remaining. After some failed attempts at captive breeding and reintroducing, biologists changed their strategy and built an outdoor, fenced enclosure resembling a natural habitat where pygmy rabbits could thrive and reproduce in safety. Since 2011, some 2000 rabbits have been successfully released in the Columbia Basin, although a wildfire in 2020 was a huge setback.




  For years, Mexico’s volcano rabbit has been under threat from logging, urban development, grass harvesting, and animal agriculture (though not, as it happens, volcanoes). This tiny, short-eared lagomorph lives just outside Mexico City and became the subject of energetic discussion in 2018 when several news outlets suggested that the volcano rabbit, also known as teporingo or zacatuche, had become extinct. These reports turned out to be wrong, but they highlighted how vulnerable the animals are. Biologist Yajaira García Feria believes that although volcano rabbits have been given government protection, Mexico’s residents play a vital role in ensuring the species’ survival. “Local people have great power over the conservation (or not) of the forests with the activities that they carry out day by day,” she wrote in 2019. These activities include not only monitoring volcano rabbit populations but also raising awareness about the environment within communities.




  Loss of habitat has also hurt New England cottontails, whose numbers have dwindled in recent decades and are currently restricted to southern Maine, southern New Hampshire, and parts of Connecticut, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and New York east of the Hudson River—in all about one-fifth of their historic range. One solution to restoring their numbers has been to install an initial group of 13 cottontails from Cape Cod onto Nomans Land Island, a 628-acre (254-hectare) national wildlife refuge about 3 miles (5 km) off the coast of Martha’s Vineyard. Officials from the US Fish and Wildlife Service say the remote island can support about 600 cottontails, though their goal is that the five females and eight males will eventually become a population of about 500. Then, if all goes well, biologists can begin transplanting some rabbits back into appropriate habitats on the mainland. One wrinkle in the plan may be that there is unexploded ordnance buried on Nomans Land (get it?), since it was once used for military training. Biologist Eileen McGourty, who helped with the release, said the bombs should not be a danger to the rabbits, who are much too light to set them off. A full-grown biologist, on the other hand, may be another matter. “We follow safety guidelines when on the island,” McGourty says, adding that the explosives will always be a danger to humans.




  In Japan, meanwhile, the two islands the Amami rabbit calls home, Amami-Oshima and Tokuno-Shima, are seeing a promising return of the lagomorphs. This comes four decades after officials introduced mongooses onto the islands, hoping they would control the venomous snakes who were biting their way across the landscape. But the mongoose population expanded rapidly and seemed to avoid the snakes altogether, showing instead a preference for the rabbits, whose numbers quickly declined. To save the Amami and some other native species, the country’s Ministry of the Environment began targeting the mongooses in 2005, which is sad in its own right. The situation has greatly improved for the Amami rabbits, however, as in the near absence of predators their population grew from a few thousand in 2003 to perhaps as many as 40,000 by 2019. In addition to being named national treasures in Japan, the Amami are rare among rabbits for their vocalization, a loud call that can now be heard more frequently in the forests of Amami-Oshima and Tokuno-Shima.




  World’s Largest Known Bunny




  

     In 1989, paleontologist Josep Quintana of the Institut Català de Paleontologia in Barcelona was digging on the small island of Minorca, which was at one time connected to Spain, when he thought he’d found the remains of a giant turtle. After years of careful work, he announced in 2011 that what he’d found was actually the fossilized skeleton of a prehistoric rabbit. This lagomorph, which Dr. Quintana named Nuralagus rex—“King of the Minorcan Rabbits”—was about 26 pounds (12 kg) when they roamed the island three to five million years ago. That’s around six times bigger than the average bunny we see today. What is remarkable about this rabbit isn’t just their size (though a bunny with the approximate dimensions of a full-grown Irish Setter is indeed impressive) but how different their anatomy was. In an example of what paleontologists refer to as “insular gigantism” and evolutionary biologists call “island rule,” N. rex had no predators, leading them to grow large bodies with small ears and small eyes, thus losing the acute senses of hearing and sight mainland rabbits possess. They also lost their fleet-footed mobility, since there was no need for them to run from anyone. Alas, they still became extinct.







  Also uncommon is the legal protection granted to the Amami rabbit, banning the trapping and hunting of these animals, which are just two of the ways rabbits are exploited around the world. The use of rabbits in general as a source of food, however, is closely linked with how we ultimately sought them out as friends and family members. It was the farmers’ children and wives, after all, who were most likely the first to view rabbits as more than an economic resource and at least grant them some affection, if not bond with them outright. It is certainly not difficult to imagine how easily a child surrounded by farmed animals would grow especially fond of a particular rabbit and wish to keep them as a playmate. This is where the rabbit–human relationship probably began in earnest.




  We’ve come a long way since then. Today, many rabbit advocacy groups tout them as the third most popular companion animal in the United States, and that may very well be. But the truth is the statistics we have on rabbits are not as reliable as those for dogs and cats (which are really just best guesses, anyway) because breeders, animal shelters, and veterinarians are not necessarily required to keep track. I suspect this is a holdover from the less-enlightened days when the intrinsic value of rabbits was measured on a weight scale, not by their incalculable worth as individuals with needs and wants of their own.




  One thing is certain, however, which is that more and more people are embracing rabbits as companion animals who are not relegated to an outdoor hutch but live inside the home. This is especially the case in urban areas, where flora and fauna are vanishing and living with a house rabbit is often seen (or subconsciously felt) as a connection with the last vestiges of what is untamed as our dwindling natural landscape is bulldozed to make way for shopping malls and parking garages. The domesticated rabbit may be vastly different from their rustic cousins—much more likely to run to humans for a treat than to retreat out of fear—but compared to canines and felines, that domestication is relatively recent, giving the rabbit an additional aura of “wild” mystique.
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“An enlightening and enchanting account of an animal
most of us love but, it turns out, barely know.”
Jennifer S. Holland, author of the Unlikely Friendships series
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