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unnies are ubiquitous. From the Tales of Peter 
Rabbit to Harvey who stands larger than life 
on the silver screen, we love them, we cuddle 
them, we wear them, and we eat them – even 

if they are only the ones made from chocolate. No 
doubt the incessant twitching of pink little noses and 
the comical twists of big floppy ears have made the 
rabbit an enduring favorite among millions. About 
the only time this passion turns putrid is when they 
are spied in the garden feasting on greens and heav-
enly blossoms.

Our relationship with the rabbit dates back to the 
cave man who hunted and ate the European rabbit 
(Oryctolagus cuniculus), which came from the Ibe-
rian Peninsula more than 120,000 years ago. Many 
millennia later, the Catholic Church was credited 
with the rabbit’s domestication when Pope Gregory 
I declared rabbit meat an acceptable dish for Lent in 
600 A.D. The Romans had dined on laurices (newly 
born or unborn rabbits) for eons and for reasons that 
don’t seem particularly scientific, the pope decided 
the laurice was considered a fish. So rabbits soon took 
up residence among the cloistered walls of many a 
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French monastery. They were easy to care for, required minimal space, and provided 
a steady diet of protein for the friendly friars 12 months of the year. It was ideal hap-
penstance that the secluded grounds provided just the right conditions to develop 
and domesticate purpose-bred rabbits. 

Yet it is more than a trifling ironic that the archetype of fertility was so carefully 
nurtured in the halls of sterility. But so it was and over the centuries the focus on 
breeding rabbits for food expanded to developing their fiber. 

The Angora rabbit is the oldest and most prolific wool breed. But there is more 
than just a casual dispute about its origins. According to some, the Angora rab-
bit came from Ankara, Turkey, homeland of the Angora goat. Whether it is fact or 
fiction remains fuzzy at best, but according to one account the Angora rabbit was 
discovered by a pair of off-duty French sailors in the port of Ankara who noticed 
some of the women wearing lovely lace shawls. When they learned that the delicate 
garments came from the local rabbits the sailors decided to take some home – the 
rabbits, not the women.

Not surprisingly, the French have a different version of history and suggest that the 
Angora’s long hair is a natural feature in some European rabbit breeds, not just those 
from Ankara. According to the French, the Turks were the first to actually popular-
ize the breed. Today there are five different breeds of Angora rabbits, the French, 
English, German, Satin, and Giant. The French, English, and Satin come in multiple 
different colors. The German Angora is the only breed used for commercial wool 
production and it only comes in white. 

Thus it is more than fitting that my introduction to German Angoras should come 
from Michael Dal Grande, a German-born fiber aficionado and Angora expert, and 

So rabbits soon took up resi-

dence among the cloistered 

walls of many a French monas-

tery. They were easy to care for, 

required minimal space, and 

provided a steady diet of protein 

for the friendly friars 12 months 

of the year. 



              Summer 2011      23     

the founder of Naturfasern, a company that sources luxury fi-
bers to the fashion and textile industry. His company is also one 
of the leading buyers of angora in the world. 

Although Michael and I originally met at a cashmere confer-
ence in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, several years back, we unexpect-
edly reconnected last year in the pastures of Southern France 
where the Rambouillet (the original French merino) is enjoying 
a comeback in this era of locally sourced goods. It was during 
my first meeting with Michael that I learned that the modern 
day story of the German Angora takes place in China. And it 
just so happened that when we stumbled upon one another last 
year, I was already holding a plane ticket for Beijing and was 
scheduled to leave not three weeks hence. 

“Michael!” I shouted. “I can’t believe you’re here! I have to 
talk to you about angora. I’m headed to China and I need your 
help.” In no time he had provided me with such a wealth of 
information that I told him I would call the article “Michael 
and his rabbits.” He smiled and seemed flattered before reply-
ing with a cheeky grin, “Linda, I would prefer if you called it 
‘Michael and his bunnies.’”

So on the word of a German with a mix of Italian in his blood, 
I set off for Meng Yin County in China’s Shan Dong Province 
where Angoras number in the millions and talk of Beatrix Pot-
ter is sure to elicit a bewildered stare.

Michael had arranged for SunYi, his angora agent, to meet 
me at the airport. I didn’t have SunYi’s phone number or e-mail, 
much less the name of the hotel where I was staying. All I had 
was the perennial mantra of the foreign traveler that things will 
all work out … eventually. 

My plane lands in Qingdao, a major port city and naval base 
located on the Yellow Sea. Eight million people live in Qingdao 
and it was named China’s most livable city in 2009. But most 
foreigners are familiar with it as the site of the 2008 Summer 
Olympic Games sailing competition and the home of Tsingtao 
Brewery, China’s largest brewery, which was founded by Ger-
man settlers in 1903. 

As promised, SunYi is there to meet my plane. He carries a 
sign that reads “LinDa,” which certainly takes the guesswork 
out of finding each other. I quickly learn SunYi is just called Yi, 
a common male name in China, and does not equate to him 
calling me “Da.”

My first morning in Qingdao offers not a breath of sea air. 
Instead Yi and I make our way south along a four-lane highway 
to the city of LinYi where rabbit hutches sprout like corn stalks 
in the shadows of the countryside. Although China will never 
compete with India when it comes to automotive chaos, our 
journey through the crowded streets reminds me of the short-
est unit of time, the honk-a-second.

Yi is both patient and exquisitely gracious in my quest to 

Above: Mr. Zheng demonstrates how he clips his rabbits, and contrary to 
how it appears, there is no sign of Van Gogh. Opposite page: A pair of Angora 
bunnies enjoying a photo-op in the sun.  
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learn about the angora industry – both big and small. The majority of Chinese angora 
comes from small villages, but there are also factory farms housing tens of thousands 
of rabbits. However, in the little village of Shan Tou, which means “top of moun-
tain,” the average breeder typically keeps about 500 animals. The Angora’s diminutive 
stature belies the amount of labor required to raise it. The rabbits are traditionally 
housed in single cages and require individual watering and feeding at least once a 
day. The hutches must be kept spotless to avoid soiling the animals’ beautiful white 
coats. I assure you that mucking out a dairy barn is fair-handed work compared with 
cleaning up millions of rabbit droppings that multiply overnight. 

But unlike sheep or goats, or even the yak, whose fiber is typically harvested just 
once a year, Angoras need clipping every seventy-two days. Armed with sharpened 
shears and a restrained bunny, someone can take less than five minutes to get the job 
done. The vast majority prefers to take longer. It is not a contest of speed but of get-
ting maximum fiber with minimal discomfort to the animal. 

The downside to raising Angoras is simple. If the animals are left unattended for 
more than a few months the fiber will begin to mat close to the skin, resulting in un-
usable fiber, horrible sores, and not surprisingly – death. Angoras are not unusually 
sickly by nature, but they are prone to wool block, which is exactly what it sounds 
like. The rabbits can ingest so much of their own fur that they succumb to a “wooly-
ache” and don’t have the appropriate anatomy to vomit it back up. Death can be swift 
and breeders have to be proactive by using everything from alfalfa hay to pineapple 
juice to keep things moving. 

It is easy to tell from the sprouting landscape that life in Shan Tou centers around 
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Below: Rows of stacked rabbit cages at a rabbitry 
in Shan Tou village. Many of the cage floors are 
made of bamboo, which is softer than wire mesh 
on the rabbit’s feet.
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farming. The climate is mild enough to grow a variety of fruit 
trees, including sweet Asian pears and big Fuji apples. The oc-
casional tractor passes by, but most of the work is still done 
by hand. There is still a big grindstone near the village center 
where farmers come to mill their grain one turn at a time. This 
has historically been a farming community, but that is chang-
ing as the factory sprawl continues its march and more people 
leave their fields in search of a steady paycheck.

Yi and I bump our way along the village dirt roads. They are 
steep and narrow and seem to take us uncomfortably close to 
people’s front doors. But we are the only car in sight, and the 
chickens seem to command most of the roadway and are in no 
hurry to move. The comforts of life in this area are minimal, 
with power and indoor plumbing being less than standard. 
Eventually we abandon the car and take off on foot. Yi wants 
me to see one of the best breeders in the area. 

Despite the impoverished surroundings, we approach a 
large gated entrance framed by an imposing red arch. As with 
many cultures throughout the world, when it comes to a man 
and his castle here, it’s all about keeping up appearances. The 
sizeable arch spells success and for this young couple that 
spells angora. 

A bell rings – literally a bell, not a black-buttoned door-
bell – and the gate opens. A man in a tidy white shirt and 
pressed black pants greets us. We shake hands and smile. In-
troductions are made. Then we shake and smile some more. I 
hand Mr. Wan a copy of Wild Fibers as my proof of authentic-
ity, knowing that indeed the pictures are worth more than a 
thousand words when there is no common language for us to 
speak. 

Mr. Wan is full of laughter. As jovial a man as one could 
ever hope to meet, both he and his wife, Ms. Wang, have a joy 
for life that feels more like that of two children who still spend 
hours in the sandbox. 

Before we go to meet the rabbits, Ms. Wang points to the 
large building by the front gate. It is the addition to their 
house and nearly twice the size of their original home. She 
instantly starts laughing and announces with the pride of a 
bride bearing a big diamond ring, “I love the rabbits. They 
make us rich!” And to further underscore that fact there is a 
Tibetan mastiff lying in a cage inside the front gate. 

It turns out that the Tibetan mastiff has become a status 
symbol for China’s nouveau riche. Native to the Tibetan Pla-
teau and used as a guard dog, it has taken on celebrity status 
with its lion-shaped head and intimidating mane exuding 
high-test testosterone. This breed that sleeps by day and works 
by night is now being bred in some places with reckless aban-
don, fetching prices in the tens of thousands of U.S. dollars, 
and many of the dogs suffer from a range of abnormalities 
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caused by inbreeding. I suspect the caged dog in front 
of me is not of top quality market value or price. But I 
gather that as long as there is a “Cadillac” parked in the 
driveway, it doesn’t really matter if it runs. 

Mr. Wan’s rabbitry includes eight double rows of 
cages stacked three up and twenty across. The animals 
are separated according to age, and except for the new 
mothers, there is one animal per unit. Most German 
Angoras are albino and need protection from direct 
sunlight. These rabbits are clearly well protected by a 
corrugated metal roof and cinderblock walls. But it is by 
no means a den of darkness. The hutches are roughly 3 
feet square and have plenty of headroom so the rabbits 
can sit up and look at the neighbors. Contrary to what 
I had imagined and feared, the conditions are remark-
ably similar to rabbitries I have seen in the States, both 
in size and cleanliness. There are much worse ways to 

go through life than being reared on an Angora farm in China, although I think the 
dog might disagree.

I walk slowly down the aisles. I am an unfamiliar face to the rabbits and don’t want 
to set off a panic, so I proceed softly, marveling at their spectacularly long coats and 
one bushy ball after the next.

Mr. Wan reaches into several cages to show me some of his top producers. I am 

Above: The imposing red-gated entrance to this 
house in Shan Tou sends a clear message of suc-
cess. Opposite page: Ms. Wang carrying one of 
her “rich rabbits” back to its cage.
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hardly trained to know the difference between 
a very good rabbit and an outstanding one. But I 
would certainly know a bad one if I saw it, which 
leads me back to where my trip began with Michael 
and his bunnies. 

Rabbit farming was introduced to China in the 
mid-1950s as a way to provide a source of inexpen-
sive protein and supplementary income to subsis-
tence farmers. By 1958, China was home to 7 mil-
lion domestic rabbits and roughly 70 percent of 
them were longhaired. Rabbits were imported from 
throughout Europe and bred with a variety of lo-
cal Chinese breeds and by 1978 the domestic rabbit 
population in China had reached 80 million. But 
quantity was no substitute for quality, and noth-
ing could compete with the quality of the German 
Angora. When Michael Dal Grande made his first 
trip to China in 1989, he got a rare glimpse of what 
life used to be like. It was a trip that will always be 
among his most memorable.

“When I first traveled to China in 1989, it was in 
September, just after the Tiananmen Massacre,” he 
said. “There was some German rural development 
help from a government organization and they fi-
nanced the importation of German Angora rab-
bits to improve the Chinese breed. The place they 
chose was Shizhu in Sichuan Province, a bitterly 
poor place. To get there we had to fly to Chengdu, 
from there we took the night train to Chongqing 
and then, upon arriving early in the morning, we 
took a boat on the Yangtze to Fengdu, about six 
hours away. Once in Fendu we got in a four-wheel-
drive and took a gravel road for another four hours 
to Shizhu. 

“The people there looked at us as if we were visi-
tors from the moon. They followed us in the streets 
of the tiny village, keeping 15 feet behind, and when 
we zipped into a traditional wooden teahouse about 
50 people came in and surrounded us, lifting the 
smaller children up into the air to have a better view 
of the strangers. 

“The annual production of Angora rabbit hair for 
the area was about 1,000,000 kilograms. Nearly ev-
ery farmer had some cages beside his home.”

The fortitude of Michael’s itinerary made me 
blanch to think I ever hesitated about landing in 
Qingdao without so much as a cell phone contact. 
But there was more to his visit than just a boat ride 
up the Yangtze. As Michael later told me, the village 
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was so remote that there were still lepers living there. Leprosy 
was a disease that plagued China for centuries and was slow 
to be acknowledged and eradicated. Among the Chinese, lep-
rosy is commonly referred to as mafeng (numb wind), zeifing 
(vicious wind), and occasionally damafeng (big numb wind). 
Although now I think people would prefer to think of it as 
gone. 

Last year, Michael returned for the first time to the village 
of Shizhu.

“I landed in Chongqing [nicknamed the fog capital] and our 
silk supplier took me to Shizhu in his Benz,” Michael said. “It 
took us just two hours to drive there on a four-lane highway. 
The village had turned into a small city, all the picturesque 
wooden houses are gone, and now there are ugly, filthy con-
crete buildings, looking as if they are 60 years old.

“But the streets are full of Benzes and BMWs, and motor-
cycles are everywhere. The level of wealth has increased con-
siderably. But the production of rabbit hair is down to 200,000 
kilograms per year.”

Shan Tou is no Shizhu, and though the standard of living has 
not even broached the luxury car market, except for the “Ca-
dillac” in the drive, the quality of angora has improved over 
time. But according to Michael, it is still not as good as what 
was once produced in Germany, or even in Argentina or Chile, 
just a few years back. Part of the reason is nutrition, part is ge-
netics, and part is simply the inability to develop closer breed-
ing lines within 
such a vast geo-
graphic area. No 
doubt some is the 
residual mental-
ity of a communist 
culture. Mr. Wan’s 
success, although 
not uncommon, is 
not necessarily the 
norm. Both he and 
his wife are com-
pletely dedicated to 
raising the rabbits, 
sharing in the daily 
chores and the on-
going need to snip, 
snip, snip. 

After several best bunny introductions and an overall look 
at Mr. Wan’s operation, we sit outside on tiny plastic stools and 
eat fresh watermelon and drink tea. It is clear that Mr. Wan 
has an entrepreneurial spirit and takes well-deserved pride in 
his success. When I ask why he chose not to work in a factory 

Mr. Wan and his wife, Ms. Wang.
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he doesn’t hesitate to reply: he believes his place is at home with his wife and 
family; that’s what matters. 

Later that afternoon Yi and I visit two other Angora farmers, Mr. Zheng, an 
older gentleman who is a retired factory worker, and another young farmer with 
acres of pear trees he must also tend. The conditions of the hutches are similar 

throughout; the only notable differ-
ence is the size of the entrance arch. I 
ask Mr. Zheng if he likes working with 
the rabbits and he instantly reveals a 
shy, happy grin. “I should have left my 
factory job much sooner,” he says. “It is 
a good business for my family. I think 
we will just keep getting bigger.”

The angora business, along with 
the rest of the natural fiber industry, 
has suffered a series of setbacks ow-
ing largely to the rampant growth of 
synthetics. Angora’s zenith was during 

World War II when it was used in bomber jackets and thermal underwear. The 
delicate fiber is nearly unparalleled for its incredible warmth, and when blend-
ed with sweaters and other knitted items, the angora halo is unmistakable.

Shandong Province has 3.2 
million Angora rabbits that 
provide 2,000 tons of raw fi-
ber a year. Many of them are 
raised at enormous facilities 
where 20,000 rabbits is con-
sidered average. Others are 
housed in the country, pro-
viding a better quality of life 
for those whose options are 
all too few. 

Mr. Zheng and a box of baby rabbits.

Michael Dal Grande with “his bunnies.” 

Villagers in Shan Tou still use a community millstone. 
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Admittedly the news is full of sto-
ries of animal abuse that is often too 
gruesome to ponder, and certainly 
the Chinese have had their fair share 
of the blame. But as with all types of 
animal husbandry, what’s in the head-
lines doesn’t necessarily reflect the 
norm. Though I am sure that not all 
rabbitries are as clean and productive 
as those I visited, it would be wrong 
to chastise the entire industry, just as 
an American chicken farmer wouldn’t 
necessarily want to be compared with 
Purdue.

As Yi and I walk back to the car a 
tractor rounds the corner like a rusted 
out entry in a go-cart race. Yi and I 
leap to opposite sides of the path and 

when I finally look back with a mouth full of dust, I am grateful the driver is not at the wheel of 
new found success. I then notice a small group of mothers and their children who have appar-
ently been watching and clearly find humor in a foreigner’s near miss. Wishing to recapture a 
modicum of dignity I ask if I can take their picture and each one instantly seizes her child to 
hold up in front of the camera. Although they are nowhere near as curious as the onlookers 
Michael once encountered, I can’t help looking at this party of toddlers and imagining Peter 
Rabbit hopping through their midst. 
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Above left: A tractor makes its way 
down a  village road driven with all 
the intensity of a go-cart race. Above 
right: Proud to show off her baby, 
this mother seems as full of smiles as 
nearly everyone else in Shan Tou. 
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