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 On Killing A Rat 

September 11, 2017 

 

When the rats invaded my backyard, I learned there was much more to them than I had 

previously thought. 

“By gnawing through a dike, even a rat may drown a nation.”  Edmund Burke 

“I would rather obey a fine lion, much stronger than myself, than two hundred rats of 

my own species.”  Voltaire 

 Few creatures in the Western world are as feared and reviled as the common rat.  

Rats are associated with tenement slums, sewers, garbage and alleys no one wants to enter 

after dark.  Rats bring disease, pollute food, and are notoriously difficult to get rid of once 

they establish a colony. When I was a child you called someone you didn’t like a rat.  

People say “I smell a rat” when something doesn’t seem right.  “Only a rat can win the rat 

race,” goes an old saying, and when times get tough, “Rats desert the sinking ship.”  No 

one, it seems, has a good word to say about rats. 

 I was nonplussed when, late one summer afternoon, I saw something furry and 

brown scampering about the branches of my backyard lemon tree.  I was even more 

amazed as I watched it climb head first down the side of a tubular birdfeeder that hung 

from one of the branches and then with amazing dexterity plant itself on the circular perch 

designed for the birds to sit on and then begin eating the birdseed like there was no 

tomorrow. When I went outside to get a closer look it shinnied back up the birdfeeder and 

disappeared into the lemon tree branches faster than you could snap your fingers.  But 

before it went out of sight I had caught a glimpse of a creature with a long tail and a small 

head.   

http://www.inspiringquotes.us/quotes/unPd_KzAOf0rw
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     It was back the next day, once again just before 

sunset, but this time it brought a friend along, one who 

liked the birdseed just as much as it did.  Both fled at my 

approach, but the following evening they were back again, 

doubling their number: There were now four of these 

creatures in the bird feeder tray, all shoveling the bird seed into their mouths as fast as 

their little paws could get it there.  Not only were they multiplying exponentially, they 

seemed to also believe in safety in numbers, for as I approached they did not run away 

but just kept on eating.  One looked at me defiantly, as if daring me to try something, then 

went back to its eating.  I loudly clapped my hands and they dispersed, but now I knew 

what I was dealing with:  Rats. 

 I had no previous personal experience with rats.  All I knew about them came from 

bits of information I had picked up from reading or some other source:  The Pied Piper 

led the rats out of Hamelin during the Middle Ages.  Bigger Thomas in Native Son kills a 

rat with an iron skillet in his Chicago tenement as the novel opens.  Winston Smith in 

1984 is terrified of rats.  Beatrix Potter wrote of them in “The Tale of Samuel Whiskers.”    

A rat is a derogatory term for an informer.  “Jerry, you ratted me out!” cries Uncle Leo in 

the Seinfeld episode “The Bookstore,” and Hamlet calls out, “A rat!  Dead for a ducat, 

dead!” as he thrusts his rapier through the arras and kills Polonius. 

 But I had never actually seen a rat before, not one in the wild, so to speak.  I 

remember a friend having a pet rat when I was 

about 10, but it was white in color and only slightly 

bigger than a mouse, and no more menacing.  But 

these creatures I had seen were not cute little pets.  

They were bloated, somewhat repulsive animals 

that gave me a shudder when I thought of them.    

 A trip to my laptop and typing “Rats” on Google yielded 171 million responses, and 

I soon became aware that there is a great deal to learn about rats.  But the four most salient 

pieces of information I came away with were:  Where there is one rat there is going to be 

more; they breed faster than the Tribbles in Star Trek’s “The Trouble With Tribbles”; they 

are more difficult to get rid of than ants at a picnic; and their teeth are harder than iron, 

enabling them to gnaw through plastic, bricks and cinder blocks.   
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 In short, I had a problem I had to do something about, or soon I could be overrun 

with rats.  But I wanted to do it as humanely as possible and in as environmentally 

friendly a manner as I could.  I made a visit to the nearest hardware store, and after a 

careful look at what was on the shelves under the generic title “Rodent Control,” I came 

away with what I thought were the best choices:  Two small plastic “rodent boxes,” with 

round holes on either side for the rats to pass through, four places inside to place the 

blocks of poison (that way only the rats and not some neighborhood cat would be able to 

get to them) and places for a spring-loaded rat trap, two of which I purchased.  

 These traps were a quantum leap in force from the old-fashioned Victor wooden 

mousetraps everyone has seen.  The jaws of these came down with a terrifying crash that 

actually startled me the first time I heard it.  They could certainly remove your finger if 

you were unfortunate enough to get it caught in there, and would no doubt bring instant 

(and hopefully painless) death to any rat that went after the peanut butter I used as bait.  

I set the traps, placed the blocks of ugly green poison in their spots, and put the 

boxes under the trees a few feet apart from one another, sprinkled some bird seed 

around each, and waited.  While I waited I spent more time on Google, wherein I 

learned there is much more to rats than I had ever imagined. 

  Rats are most notorious for having brought the Black Plague to Europe, the 

resulting catastrophe eloquently described by Barbara Tuchman in A Distant Mirror:  

The Calamitous 14th Century.  Coming along the Silk Road from China, rats carrying 

plague-bearing fleas reached the Crimea in 1346, and from there got on board ships 

bound for Europe.  The resultant pandemic, the worst in history, killed an estimated 

one-half of the population.  Medieval medicine could not discover the cause nor could it 

treat the sick.  People went to bed seemingly healthy and died in their sleep.  The dead 

were so numerous that in some places there was no one left to bury them.  Europe would 

not recover for 150 years.   

But there is more to the human-rat relationship than the plague, as I was soon to 

discover.  Rats and humans have lived together for at least 15,000 years.  Rats have 

doggedly followed in the footsteps of human migrations.  (The Romans knew rats as 

Mus Maximus--Big Mouse).  Rats now live on every continent except Antarctica, making 

them the most successful mammal on the planet after human beings.  It is estimated 

that there is one rat for every human on earth.  One story, perhaps apocryphal, states 
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that in places where rats are especially numerous, a human being is no more than ten 

feet away from one.   

Rats have an amazing talent for survival.  On Engebi, one of the Eniwetok Atolls 

where nuclear bombs were tested in the 1950s, scientists returned to see what remained 

after the bombs were exploded.  They found radioactive soil, plant life destroyed—and a 

thriving colony of rats.  Rats can survive a fall of 50 feet without injury.  Excellent 

swimmers, they can cross wide rivers (a huge mass migration of rats was recorded in 

Southern Russia in 1727 when thousands of them swam across the River Volga from 

Astrakhan).   They can tread water for three days without resting and dive to depths of 

100 feet.  They live an average of 2 to 3 years, and a female rat typically has a litter of 6 

to 12 offspring six or seven times a year.  They live in colonies (packs) with each rat’s 

place in the social order determined by their fighting ability, the dominant males at the 

top.  They sleep together, groom each other, and engage in play and play-fighting.  

When the colony gets too large, the younger males leave to start colonies of their own. 

Rats are known for their sharp teeth and powerful jaws.  A rat’s jaws can generate 

a force of 24,000 pounds per square inch—12 tons.  These jaws and the rats’ hard teeth 

enable them to gnaw through almost anything:  Wood, bone, plastic pipe.  Rats will eat 

nearly anything, and have been known to eat soap, leather, and furs, but prefer grain, 

livestock feed, and meat of various kinds, including human, although cases of that are 

rare.  But with their enormous appetites, they can and will eat one third of their body 

weight every day.     

  

Their eyesight is poor, limited to only a few 

feet.  They hear extremely well, and have highly 

developed sense of touch and smell.  A rat can run 

24 miles an hour for a short distance.  They are 

considered intelligent, one of the reasons they are sought after for laboratory 

experiments, and a 2007 study found rats to possess metacognition, “knowing about 

knowing,” an ability previously documented only in humans and primates. 

The rats’ long tail helps them to keep their balance, communicate and regulate 

their body temperature.  A rat can also go longer than a camel without water.  The rats’ 

teeth never stop growing, and grow five inches per year, which explains why rats are 
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always gnawing—they must wear their teeth down to prevent them from growing so 

large they wouldn’t be able to close their mouths or eat. 

Surprisingly, rats are very clean animals, and like cats, spend several hours a day 

grooming themselves and grooming other members of their pack.  They take care of sick 

or injured members of their group.  They have terrific memories and once they learn a 

navigation route they never forget it.  They chatter and grind their teeth when happy.        

   In some parts of the world, people pray to rats.  In India rats are seen as a vehicle 

for Lord Ganesha, and statues of rats sit in Ganesha temples.  At the Temple of the Rats, 

in Rajasthan state, worshippers take this a step further and allow 20,000 of the furry 

creatures to live in the temple, considering them holy creatures called kabbas.  Killing 

one there, as you may have guessed, is taboo, and the rats are allowed to run free while 

the faithful attend to their prayers in the temple.  In the Philippines, Thailand, 

Cambodia, and parts of Polynesia, rats are 

eaten as part of the everyday diet.  In 

China the rat is the first animal of the 

Chinese Zodiac, and people born in the 

Year of the Rat are thought to possess 

qualities of honesty, creativity, intelligence 

and ambition— attributes that rats 

are thought to have as well.        

I still had to get rid of the rats in my backyard.  For a few days nothing seemed to 

happen.  The rats continued to appear every evening for their feast of bird seed, but I did 

notice their numbers were no longer increasing.  Then late one afternoon I heard a 

rustling sound from under the trees where I had left the rodent boxes.  Something was 

moving in the fallen leaves beneath the avocado tree.  I went to take a closer look and 

saw a small rodent head pop out of the hole on the side of the box.  This was followed by 

about half of the rat’s body.  It munched greedily at the bird seed that I had spread on 

the ground, then withdrew back inside the box, only to emerge again a moment later to 

eat more.  As I came closer it gave me a sidelong glance, decided I was no one of any 

importance, ate, and then disappeared once again. 

Something was out of synch here.  Why didn’t it run away?  Why hadn’t it tripped 

the trap inside?  Tentatively I got closer, but I wasn’t keen on getting too close—I kept 
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thinking of how a rat’s jaws exert a force of 24,000 pounds per square inch and those 

teeth that can gnaw through bricks.  Meanwhile the rat continued to eat.  Then it made a 

lunging motion, and more of its body emerged from the hole and it tried to walk away, 

pulling the entire box along with it.   

I carefully opened the box, and saw what I did not want to see:  Somehow the rat 

had sprung the trap, but instead of crushing its head and killing it, the trap had caught 

its hindquarters, right at the spot where the tail joins the body.  The rat was caught, but 

not dead and not about to die, and when I realized this I was trapped just as surely as 

the rat, trapped by the knowledge of what I had done and not knowing what to do about 

it. 

The rat twitched its nose and looked at me reproachfully, as if to say, “Why have 

you done this to me?”  It no longer seemed a repulsive sewer dwelling carrier of 

pestilence but a small furry creature in trouble and in pain.   

What to do?  I could get a hammer and bash its head in, but that would not be in 

keeping with my determination to be humane.  I could leave it there, where it would die 

a slow, agonizing death that would take who knows how long to accomplish.  I could 

release it, but that seemed counter-productive—I had wanted to get rid of the rats, and 

then again there was the risk of being bitten. 

The rat struggled some more, still trying to get free.  But its efforts were in vain.  

The jaws of the trap held it fast.  Once again it looked at me, as if I were its savior.  I 

decided I did not want to see any more.  Out of sight, out of mind. 

But not completely.  I was haunted by that image of the rat trying and then failing 

to get out of the trap. I kept thinking of it caught in those terrible jaws, and the way it 

looked at me.  I began to recall stories I had heard of animals caught in traps that 

chewed their own limbs off in order to escape.  

In a short time I knew what I had to do:  I would have to set the rat free.  Putting 

on a pair of welding gloves I went back into the yard.  This time I took the trap, rat and 

all, and set it on the ground.  The rat made no effort to bite me.  It watched me carefully, 

with a patient demeanor, as if waiting to see what I had in mind.  Reaching in carefully, I 

released the jaws of the trap.  The instant the trap opened the rat ran— so fast my eyes 

could barely follow it—up the side of the closest tree and disappeared. 
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I put both traps away.  Rats and human beings must learn to co-exist with one 

another, it seems, and if rats are dependent upon humans in order to live, perhaps 

humans also need rats to keep life in perspective.  “Evermore in the world is this 

marvelous balance of beauty and disgust, magnificence and rats,” Ralph Waldo Emerson 

wrote.  If humans ever succeed in destroying themselves, perhaps the rats will inherit 

the earth.  I don’t really want to share my backyard with rats, but I am not going to trap 

any more of them, and if one wanders into my yard once in a while to eat birdseed, so be 

it.  So I won’t trap any more of them, but I won’t pray to them, nor will I eat one.  

Perhaps when all is said and done, the rats won’t eat me either.              

   

 

 

 

           


