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OBSERVATIONS ON THE R~DING HABITS OF THE COTTO~ITAIL 

RABBI T, S~rl vilagu,s florid mus me arnsii (Allen) 

(A contribution from the Game Division, Michigan Depertment of Conservation) 

The recorded information on the breeding of cottontails is mor e limited 

than 1:1ight be expected from the wide distribution end abundance of thts species 

and its allies . Audubon ani Bachman (1849) say that in the northern states they 

have about three litters per season with from five to seven young in a litter. 

Kennicott (1857) states that young are ?roduced three or four times a year and 

that the:r~ are usually from four to six at a birth. Evermenn ~md Clark (1911) 

nrite that in northern Indi~a the rabbit breeds at least twice in a season, pro-

ducing one litter in early spring and another in July or even as late as September. 

Cory (1912) gives the numbe:~ of young as from four to six and the number of lit­

t ers as (often) three. Settm (1929) says that there are three or even four mating 

times a year. "The young a::-e in number from 4 to 6 or 7, very rarely as mMY as 

8 , or as few as 5." Trippensee (1956) believes that there are at least two broods 

per season and possibly fOUJ7. The average number of young in 27 litters was 5 D4. 

The maximum was eight. 

The gestation per!Lod of the cottontail is not definitely known. Seton 

points out that from analo~r a period of about 30 days is to be expected. Dice 

(1929) experimented with c~~e-bred Sylvilagus floridanus alacer and concluded 

that on a basis of some':'ihat insufficient evidence the gestation period of t hat 

subspecies was probably 28 days or less. 

The following records were obtained in the course of an ecological 
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investigation* at the W. K.. Kelloge; Bird Sanctuary and Fann in Kalamazoo Com1.ty, 

Michigan. TIts area is 500 acres of farmland and contains a pit lake of about 

'20 acres. Plnntations of c ::mifers and extensive natural brush coverts make the 

terri t ory ~favor~ble t o cottontails. 

Breeding Season 

A total of 11 litters of young rabbits were examined in the course of 

this work. Of t hese, t-o litters wer e in the nest and 9 were embryos. The 

average n'Ul:lber of young in this ser i es was 5.1. In table 1 are giv en the results 

o~ 20 autopsies on female r~bhits during l~te winter and spring of 1935, 1936, and 

1937. It will be seen that of eight females examined in January and February only-

one was pregnant. This aut,:>psy on February- 21, 19:36 is the earliest breeding 

record obtained in this study. Trippensee (1936) gives records to show that 

breeding occurs r:ruch earlier than this. He quotes one report for southern 

r.t1chican of four pregnant .f3males on January 25, 1933. The s ame author found a 

nest of young neEtr Ann Arbo:r on MArch 24, 1932. My earliest record for young 

rabbits is April 4, 1936 •. l neighbor's cat brought in a dead one on thi s date, 

And on April 28 it obtained another uhich it brought in alive . The first young 

out of the nest normlll.y we:re seen on April 30 in 1935, April 19 in 1936, and 

April 20 in 1957. The latest indicat ion of breeding obtained in this study was 

*A study n1ade by the Game Division of the Michigan Department of 
Conservation from September, 1935 to August, 1957. The area is owned and operated 
by ~ichigan State College. A few records are included from t he spring of 1935 
which were secured incident.u to studies under a fellowship in zoology at the 
Kellogg Bird Sancturry. 
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a young r abbit evidently just out of the nest seen during the last week in July, 

1936. Other investigators :1av~ f ound evidence that breeding sometimes occurs 

later in the season. Dice (1920) found four 70-millimeter embryos in a female 

autopsied on July 21, 1919. Trippensee (1936) quotes a record from R. E. Yeatter 

on a nest of young as late .9.s September 30. 

From three years ,,f observation Ett the Kellogg FE~.rm it appears that most 

o£ the breeding and bearing of cottontails occurred during the six months period 

from February to July inclu:;ive. Although coition may a.t timPS take place during 

January a.nd young may be bo:m after July, it is very improbable that much early 

and late breedi ng occurred ''n the area here discussed during this study. Field 

work was intensive during two years and had many young indicntive or such breeding 

been present, there is a go•'d chance that at least a few would have been observed. 

Nesting and ~ of Young 

Most r abbit nests, ~hile occupied by the young, are nearly invisible, 

and hence are very difficul 1; to find. Several empty nests wer e discovered but 
..,t~ ,! ,{) ·· r r. . . 

only two haQ the litter stil l F"'!=!Mt. One of these, which Wf' S dug out by work-

men, was located under the :_eaves in a pocket in a low bank ne~r the edge of the 

lake on April 18, 1935. ThH ground w~s much disturbed and t he mother evidently 

never returned. The five young were dead on the following day. This hollow was 

about 4 inches deep and was carefully lined with rabbit fUr ~nd bits of dry leaves. 

It was covered with f'ur, lenves, and grass. The mat of fur and grass that usuaJ.ly 

covers rabbit nests is ve~ effective both for concealment Rnd shelter. I have on 

two occasions examined nestB of young after a protracted rain and found them to be 



dry and warm. 

U~ch better recor1s were obtained on a nest on the lawn near the labora­

tory at the snnctuary. It ·ilas first noticed by Dr. llt!. D. Pirnie on the morning of 

April 3 , 1937, beside a gro·.md juniper near the drive. This nest was shaped 

roughly like a shoe, lw~ng the opening at one end, and consisted of a tunnel 

about 8 inches long extendi:1g under the sod. It was lined with gress, and at 

first the freshly dug earth, which made discovery possible, was conspicuous beside 

the hole. The nest was cov·~red with a mat of rabbit .f'ur and oak leaves. The 

young were blind, helpless, and thinly covered with short sparse hair when first 

found. They were disturbed as little as possible, rrJt on the second day one was 

removed nnd weighed. On th:ls date (April 4) it weighed 46.2 grams. On April 9 

onE? of the young, selected at rAndom, weighed 72.5 grams. By this time the fur was 

thick and brown. The eyes of these rabbits were first open on April 13 , or ten 

days after the nest was fouu1d. On this date one of them weighed 89 grams. These 

young were in the nest ever~r day until April 18. They evidently left during the 

night of April 17 And did not return. 

Seton gives the wuight of a new-born Kansas cottontail as 24 grams. 

The o.vera.ge weight of nine :;till-born Michigan cottontails examined by Trippensee 

wns 32.8 gr~rns. As the yomtg rabbit in the aforementioned nest weighed only 

46.2 grams on the second day after discovery, it is doubtful whether this brood 

was more-than a day and a h~uf old when the nest was found. It is very probable 

that the eyes of these youne: rabbits opened on the e:teventhdGy and they left the 

nest on the sixteenth day af'ter birth. 

This nest was welJ. situated to be under fairly close observation. The 
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mother was never neen near :lt 1n daytime. Several times, however, a rabbit W"'lS 

observed close to the nest at dusk or after nightfall. 

On Anril 20, t\70 <lays after the nest was found empty, two very young 

cottontf'ils were seen less '~han 100 feet from the site of the nest. From their 

size it appeared very probFihle that they belonged to this litter. One of these 

j uvenals was seen nearly evHry day until June; as it lived under the junipers in 

front of the laboratory and fed upon wheat fu~d grass in the peafowl pen located 

there. It was often out feeding at any hour i~ the -1aytime but was usually seen 

in late s.fternoon and eveni11g. One or sometimes two other young rabbits similar 

in size and probably from the same brood occasionally fed with it. Evidently only 

one rabbit was here constnn1;ly, h~ever, as it became tame and could be approached 

to within a few feet. It showed no fear of the peafowls and often fed within 

easy pecking distance of thE! birds. On May 27 at 5&30 p. m. a box trap was set 

in the junipers 20 feet fror1 where the rabbit was feeding. In an hour i t was in 

the trap. Its weight on th1.s date was 463.8 grams. I f this rabhit was one of 

those from the nest, and I 'believe that it was, it was probably very nepr 57 days 

old. This agrees fAirly ~eJl (for a rabbit that has fed upon wheat and laying mash) 

with Trippensee's (1934) grcwth curve, which indicates that a rabbit eight weeks 

old should weigh about 400 e:rams. 

Trippensee (1936) states that the growth of young cottontails is r apid 

and that they aay make limited excursions out of the nest and eat grass when two 

weeks old. Burroughs (1900) tells of finding a rabbit nest on a newly cowed 

lawn. The young scattered from the nest once but were back again the next day. 

Although the rttbbits from tl:.e nest on the s~nctuary may have been out and returned 
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at night, it is quite certa:tn that they never returned after the nest was found 

empty on April 18. As to s·1bsequent care by the mother, Seton says, 11She may 

suckle them individually \7-ht=n she meets them during the few days following the 

dispersal.; but there is no •:vidence to show that she ever gathers them together , 

or cares for them as a brood, after once they have left the nest." 

In this respect I had an opportunity to make some pe-rtinent observations 

in Ann Arbor, Michigan dur~1g May, 1929. A rabbit nest with four young had been 

located on the lawn of 1". fr.~ternity house. The nest was a shallow pocket in the 

sod, lined with grass and covered with a mat of fur end grass. It was quite 

invisible froCl a distance o:~ six feet. One morning the nest was eopty, the young 

having left during t he prec•~ding night. As the lavm was very large and open, the 

only cover within fifty yards in any direction was formed by some small well-

spaced clumps of lilac spr~1ts. Investigation disclosed that in three of these 

clumps a single young rabbi~, was crouched do-:m in the oak leave~odged among the 

stems. Two of the rabbits 1rere t~enty yards apart and the other WAS about 30 

yards from the nearest of these. The fourth animal was not found. They were 

returned to their hiding places a11d on the followi .. l'lg day one of them was again 

located in a lilac clump; but after this nonf' was seen. Whether the you..YJ.g had 

found this cover independently or Phether the mother had been instrument al in 

hiding them is not indicnted, but these juvenals were definitely scattered on the 

day following their abando~~1ent of the nest . 
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Sex Ratio 

Probably the l·,rgest seri es of rabbits of which the sexes are known is 

that of Gerstell (1937), who examined 6,394 animals caught in live traps in Kansas 

and shipped to Pennsylvania for restocking purposes. Of these 50.8 percent were 

females and 49. 2 percent were males. In a sampl e of 93 rabbits, taken by box 

t rapping at the Kellogg Farm during the fAll of 1936 before any shooting was done, 

48 were males and 45 were females, eiving a sex ratio of 48.3 f emales to the total 

number sexed. Records obtP.i.ned by M. B. Trautman ('l'rippensee 1934) in Ohio and 

Gersten in Pensylvania indicate tha.t female rabbits are more likely to hole up 

during cold weather thoo males. Thus the sex ratio among animals taken by shoot-

ing in winter may not be a reliable index of the ratio existing in the population. 

On the are~ discussed there was a tendency for more male r abbits than f emales to 

be shot on cold days. Howe·;rer, in the total of 383 rabbits sexed in this study, 

which were tBken by trapping , shooting, and other methods, 195 were males and 188 

were females; giving n rati•) of .49. The actual sex ratio in the wild i s very 

:9robably 0.5. 

Summary 

In eleven litters of cottontail r abbits from Kalamazoo County, Michigan 

the average number of young was 5.1. The regular breeding season lasts from 

FebrtlP.ry through July, although so1:1e breeding evidently occurs earlier and later 

than this. Young rabhits aJ~e born blind and helpless and sparsely covered with 

short hair. Records from one nest showed that the eyes opened on about the 

elev.en~day and the young left the nest on about the sixteenth day. Young rabbits 
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of two litters scattered arter leaving the nest and there was no evidence of 

further care by the mother. The sex ratio in a series of 383 rabbits t aken chiefly 

by box trapping and shooting was 0.49 females. The true sex ratio in t he wild is 

probably 0.5. 
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TABLE 1 

Rabbit Litters as Recorded from Nests and Breeding Season 

Autopsies on Females 

Date No. of' Young Size Evidence 

1/10/57 Not pre~ant 

1/15/37 " " 
1/18/57 " " 
2/17/57 " " 
2/17/57 " " 
2/19/37 If " 
2/21/56 5 4 cm Embryos 

2/28/57 !lot pregnant 

5/ 1/57 " " 
5/ 5/'57 6 (?) Minute Uterine enl argements 

5/ 5/57 Not pregnant 

5/12/ 57 4 5mi:l Embryos 

5/16/35 4 ll mm " 
5/17/57 5 5.5 mm " 
5/23/56 5 13.5 mm " 
4/ 3/57 5 Young in nest 

4/10/55 4 Embryos 

4/18/55 5 Young in nest 

4/19/56 7 7mm Embryos 

5/17/57 7 21 mm " 
Average number of young 1n 11 litters - 5.1 
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