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COMBATING_RATS AND MICE 
By F . L. W ashburn, Di visio n of Entomology and Economic Zoology 

SUGGESTIONS FOR A RAT CAMPAIGN 

The filthy rat is more of a menace to th e human race than any oth er pest, 
because it pollutes and destroys food and is a carr ier o f disease. It spreads 
bubonic plague, trichinosis, and probably many other maladi es. ln Minn sota 
it destroys each year several million doll ars' wor th of food. It devours and 
was tes grain in the fi elds and the warehouses. It lev ies a toll on a ll un protected 
feed intended for stock. lt is a pest in markets and groceri es, in lumber camps 
and military camps. It eats eggs and young chickens and the eggs o f many 
song birds. It destroys fruit and vegetabl s. It ruins carpets, and also furs 
and other wearing apparel. It damages the fo undations of buildings, and fre
qu ently is the cause of fi res or fl ooded houses. It is very prolifi c; females 
breed when but a f.ew months old and one female will prod uce from 6o to So 
yo ung or sometin1es more in a year. Like the housefly, it feeds on and li ves 
in filth and carr ies it to cl ean fo od. 

In spite of these facts, we, through indifference and neglect, feed rats , 
offer them places of concealment, and treat them as guests! 

Methods of Combating 

In all buildings, basement windows should be covered with one-fourth-inch 
galvanized screen and the bottoms of outside doors, particularly of stables, and 
those of markets, groceries, and food warehouses opening into alleys, should 
be reinforced and the sill s made rat-proof. Corn cribs may be protected by 
raising th em at least three feet f rom the ground on posts provided with metal 
guards (pans or similar obj ects ) over which ra ts can not climb. As an addi
tional protection, or when there are no guards, cribs may be covered with one
half inch galvanized wire netting which guards against English sparrows as 
well as rats. Buildings without foundations are fr ee r f rom rats if raised on 
posts than if resting directly on the ground. Strong cement containing bits of 
broken glass should be used to close rat holes in houses, sto res, and warehouses. 
This will prevent ra ts digging through before the cement sets. Feed for stock 
should be kept in rat-proof bins. Abolish all rubbish and litte r, fo r th ese a fford 
protection. Grain stacks frequently harbor ra ts and early threshing and 
marketing of grain saves was te. Special precauti ons for protection should be 
taken in g rain elevators. General cleanliness should be observed about the 
back door of dwellings and stables and in connection with markets, stores, 



warehouses and butcher shops. The country slaughter house, where the offal 
and waste is thrown to hogs, is a menace to health; and practices detrimental 
to the health of the people and encouraging the iGcrease of rats should be 
prevented by stringent laws, conscientiously enforced. No better means exists 
of spreading trichinosis than the feeding of reft1se of slaughter houses to hogs 
and rats. The modern packing house and abattoir are, for the most part, free 
from this pest. 

Garbage cans about dwellings and restaurants should always be tightly 
closed and th.; prompt disposal of garbage guaranteed by law. Cleanliness in 
streets, alleys, and courts should be made compulsory by statute. Both house 
rats and mice are found at times in the fields, where owls, many hawks, and· 
non-poisonous snakes kill and devour them. These latter animals deserve 
protection. 

Trapping 

Perhaps the most effective· means of ridding premises of rats, if food other 
than that afforded by the bait is not too abundant, is by trapping. These 
animals arc very wary and baits must be kept most attractive and frequently 
changed to be effective. 

A Guillotine Trap, All Metal 

After Lantz, Bureau Biological Survey, United States Department of Agriculture. 

0 f the traps, the so-called "guillotine trap" made entirely of metal is 
probably the best, though the guillotine trap with a wooden base may be used. 
The wire cage traps, if strongly made of heavy wire, which allow rats to enter 
but prevent their getting out arc sometimes of usc, but guillotine traps are 
preferable. A large number of traps· should be used at once, not one or two 
as is commonly the practice, for a big catch at the very outset may thus be 
insured, which is not possible later when the rats learn to distrust the traps. 
The small, cheap guillotine trap is probably the best for mice. 

There are many attractive baits: pieces of raw fish, fish heads, fried bacon, 
raw meat, toasted cheese, buttered bread or toast, wienerwurst, oatmeal, and 
broken fresh eggs. The meat of captured young rats can be used with success, 
but probably any raw meat, fresh liver, for example, would be as good. Good 
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traps for warehouses, stores, elevators, and the like, where rats congregate in 
large numbers, can be made from empty cans or tanks with straight and high 
sides, or barrels may be used. Put meal or grain in. the bottom of such a 
receptacle, with boards leading from the floor to the top and from the top 
to the meal or grain inside, thus allowing the rats to pass in and out freely. 
After they have become accustomed to this, remove the boards from the 
inside. This allows them to enter but prevents their escape. 

Poisoning 

There are serious objections to poisoning, not only because of the danger 
to other animals and to human beings, but also because in most cases poisoned 
rats and mice c!'ie in the building and cause bad odors. One poison, however, 
Barium carbonate (barytes) may be free from the latter objection because it 
acts slowly and victims generally leave the house in search of water. It has 
the further recommendation of being cheap. Barytes may be used by (a) mixing 
it, ground fine, with cornmeal, I part barytes to 4 of cornmeal, and adding 
sweet oil, or (b) it may be made into a stiff dough with oatmeal and water, or 
(c) it may be spread directly on buttered bread ot· on fish or other attractive 
bait. If necessary to repeat, change the bait. Phosphorous compounds are not 
safe, and commercial remedies containing them should be avoided. 

Various forms of "Hat virus" for inoculating rats and mice have been 
tested and found of little or no value. Strychnine should not be used in houses 
or buildings where dead animals would cause annoyance, but might be em
plyoed about wharves, levees, canals, river banks, and fields. The strychnine 
crystals may be powdered while still in the bottle with the head of a wire nail, 
and as much of the resulting powder as can be taken on the point of a pen
knife introduced into a slit in meat or other bait; or oatmeal may be mixed 
with a strychnine syrup made as follows: one half ounce of strychnine crystals 
(Strychnia sulphate) is dissolved in a pint of boiling water and a pint of any 
cheap syrup added. In using poisoned bait of any kind, the utmost care should 
be taken to keep it away from animals other than those to be killed. When 
used in poultry houses the poison should be covered. All poisons should be 
labeled plainly as such, and kept out of reach of children. 

Other Methods of Poisoning 

Dust calomel on beef scraps and leave where rats are common. Keep 
chickens and cats away from such poisoned sera~. 

Mix 4 ounces of calomel with I quart or 2 pounds of any food which 
tempts rats or mice. Always add sugar. Place where rats and mice run. This 
poison also should be covered, leaving an aperture large enough for rats to 
enter. All poisoned baits should be used with care. 

Dust dry concentrated lye on molasses in a shallow pan and leave this 
where rats mn. Care should be taken to keep this also from otlwr animals. 

Mix bran, flour, sugar, white arsenic and baking powder. Bake it till crisp 
and crumble near their holes. 

Rat-Proof Buildings 

The old adage "An ounce· of prevention is worth a pound of cure," is 
strikingly applicable in exterminating rats. Buildings should be made rat- and 
·mouse-proof by properly constructed concrete foundations. This is easily done 
and is a practice in common use in modern construction. Sec Farmers Bulletin 
46I, issued by the United States Department of Agriculture on "Uses. of Con
crete on the Farm," applicable to the needs of both city dwellers and farmers. 

Even a rat-proof building may become infested through carelessness. Un
covered drain pipes or outer doors left open, may give access to the ~nterior. 



SYSTEMATIC RAT CAMPAIGN 

'ro rid a community or district of this pest calls tol' cooperative effort 
under good leadership, such as county agents or county chairmen of the Council 
of National Defense or boy scout directors or school authorities. Active par
ticipants in such a campaign would naturally be boy scouts, school clubs, the 
United States Boys' Working Reserve, and local clubs of boys which may 
already exist or which might be formed for this purpose. It is well worth the 
time, also, of adults. Public sentiment may be aroused by timely articles in 
daily and weekly papers showing the ravages and waste caused by rats, and 
perhaps by the designation of a week to be known as "Rat week" with frequent 
allusions to it in the papers, thus encouraging a concentrated effort in the 
destruction of rats. This division will be glad to furnish literature of a helpful 
nature, to. be mailed in considerable numbers to any locality where information 
is needed.' 

1 For additional details see Farmers' Bulletiin 8g6, House Rats and Mice, by David 
Lantz, issued by the Division of Publications, United States Department of Agriculture, 
Washington, D. C. 
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