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“A bat is born 
Naked and blind and pale.”  
As our female rouses herself 
from hibernation, changes are 
already afoot 
 
 

All through winter hormones levels have 

been low. In February luteinising hormone, 

(LH) which triggers maturation and release of the egg, so 

that things are ready to go as soon as she wakes. (Often it 

is only the right ovary that ovulates).  Fertilisation 

usually occurs within 3 days of hibernation ending using 

the sperm she has hoarded all winter. 

 

Bats are unusual in that unlike other mammals they 

produce only a single offspring – but what an offspring. 

Most mammals produce a baby a mass between 7-8% of 

the mother’s body mass. Not so our lady. Her singleton 

will weigh in at between 12 and 48% of her body weight. 

In other words the total mass of babies is about the same 

– she just puts all her eggs in one basket.  

I anthropomorphised dreadfully when talking about 

courtship, but when it comes to pregnancy it hardly bears 

thinking about. If Kate Moss  (105lbs in old money) were 

a bat her baby would weigh between 12.6 and. 50. 4lbs at 

birth. 

This places the bat under a lot of stress, as she has to find 

enough food for both herself and the developing foetus. 

But, as you have come to expect, she has ways of coping 

with this.  One is that that gestation length is very 

variable. Human babies are usually born within a couple 

of weeks of the “due date”. Our bat can alter that by 20%  

which is roughly equivalent to adding another 7 weeks 

onto a human pregnancy. Pipistrelles have a gestation 

period of 40-50 days, but save a thought for the straw 

coloured fruit bat that has a 9-month gestation period. 

The same trick can be used if despite good weather insect 

numbers are down. If insect numbers are low many bats 

pull the duvet up over their ears and go into torpor. 

 

Once awake, females quickly move into pre maternity 

roosts. These are usually girl only affairs, but the brown 

long eared bat share roost space – but the cohabiting 

males are not usually the fathers.  

Why hang out in girlie gangs?  

Bats have another trick up their wings. If there is an 

adequate food supply the female will increase their body 

temperatures by huddling together. In cold conditions 

when food is in short supply they move apart to slow 

things down Brown long eared bats have the ability to 

conserve energy by going torpid, especially in the earlier 

stages of pregnancy 

Pipistrelle females tend to move on to new roosts before 

giving birth. It may be that these have unsuitable 

conditions as the weather warms maybe they just fancy a 

change, or maybe there is a distinct evolutionary 

advantage in doing so. 

 

Most bats seem to give birth during the 

day rest period. They don’t make nests 

or dens like most other mammals, but 

give birth hanging up. If they hung 

upside down as usual, the newborn’s 

first experience of life might be a bungee 

jump as it plummets earthwards until brought to a 

shuddering halt by the umbilical cord – and I doubt it 

would do mum much good either. So instead they turn 

themselves 

through 180 

degrees and catch 

the baby in their 

tail membranes.  

 
Midwife Bats 
Boston University 

biologist Thomas 

Kuntz observed 

the behaviour of 

Rodriguez fruit 

bats in a captive 

breeding facility where "a female struggling with a 

difficult birth, [was] assisted for three hours by a female 

helper." Although bats usually give birth in a head up, 

feet down position, this female was labouring to do so 

head down. Another female approached her and 

repeatedly assumed the correct position, imitating 

contractions and straining. Finally the mother caught on, 

and a wing and a foot emerged in a breech birth - a 

successful one. 

The young are born naked and blind and bald, and 

instinctively climb towards a nipple, guided by the 

mother’s licking and vocalisations. These nipples are 

under the armpit of the bat and the young bat has extra 

sharp teeth designed to cling on for dear life. (No nests 

for them) Horseshoe bats have additional “false teats” on 

their abdomen for the baby to cling on to. Even so, it is 

not unusual for young babies to be found on the ground - 

which if you remember may be at the base of our 

“psychotic” Noctule and his behavioural difficulties. 

By the time of the next issue the baby will have opened 

its eyes and be on the verge of flying. But for now you. 

like the babies, are just going to have to hang on for a bit. 
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