THE RABBIT by Dave and Gill Shearing

Found all over the UK, Rabbits were possibly present before the last ice
age but were probably wiped out by the cold. The Romans and possibly
the Normans reintroduced them from Europe. The Normans farmed
Rabbits, and they kept them in heavily guarded warrens, such was their
value as meat and fur. Inevitably, some escaped and bred, and bred!

A,,u“mm _ \ : By the 1950’s, despite, widespread shooting and

| trapping there were such high numbers causing crop
L, i damage that a virus was introduced called

Myxomatosis. This quickly killed vast numbers of

Rabbits and was spread by close contact in warrens
by Ticks and Fleas. Myxomatosis is a very
unpleasant virus in that it attacks the skin, eyes,
lungs, liver and genitals of affected Rabbits. They die
a lingering death over a week or more.
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For a while the disease suppressed the numbers of
Rabbits. Those Rabbits that survived did so by
altering their behaviour. They stopped living in
huge warrens with maybe a hundred Rabbits in
close proximity and started living and breeding in
smaller communities. This made it harder for the
virus to spread. (Early social distancing!). Also,
some Rabbits developed immunity to the virus.

The fall in Rabbit numbers drastically altered the landscape that they
normally nibbled, having harmful effects on the rare Sand Lizard and the
Large Blue Butterfly in particular. The Sand Lizard lays its eggs in South
facing exposed sand and as there were very few Rabbits there were not
the normally abundant sand scrapes made by them.

The Large Blue butterfly has a relationship with a certain Ant, which can
only live in closely cropped turf. As a result, the Butterfly became extinct
in the UK in 1979 until reintroduced successfully in 1983. Several birds
including the Puffin and the Shelduck also struggled due to the lack of
Rabbit holes to nest in.



Woodland sprung up due to a lack of Rabbits to nibble the seedlings.
Numbers of Rabbits have increased sufficiently for these effects to be
minimized now. In 1992 another unpleasant viral disease known as
Rabbit Haemorrhagic Disease (RHD) spread from Europe, which seriously
depleted Rabbit numbers including pet Rabbits. Vaccines to protect pet
Rabbits from Myxomatosis and RHD are available.

Rabbits are about 40cm long, weigh between
1.2 to 2Kg and live on average about 3 years.

Females are called Does, Males Bucks, and
babies are known as Kits. A Doe, from the age
of 4 months can produce a litter of between 3
and 7 Kits every month during the breeding
season, which is mainly between January to July.

Rabbits were once known as Coneys from the
French ‘conil’ and the young were known as
Rabbits.

For some unknown reason, some sea fishermen, especially in the West
Country are very superstitious when it comes to Rabbits. It is very
unlucky to say ‘Rabbit’ before you go fishing or when you are on the
water.

One supposed remedy is to immediately say ‘Rabbit’ 3 times quickly. I
have known fishermen head for home immediately if ‘Rabbit’ is said on
board the boat.

Mind you, they really are a superstitious lot. They also reckon it is
unlucky to have Women or Pigs on board or to whistle for fear of whistling
up the wind!
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