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Oh Rats!  

 

I would guess that when many of you saw the title of my talk it brought to mind a 

Charles Schultz Peanuts character. Charlie Brown, or maybe Lucy, or perhaps Snoopy. 

That popular use of the word, which was in use by the early nineteenth century, but not 

defined in dictionaries, is not the subject of my talk. Nor is the definition used famously 

by James Cagney. Rather, I refer to the primary subject and definition of the word. More 

specifically, I speak of rats and men, and therein lies an ages-old tale. 

 

The collection hidden in the walls and floors of the house contained bits and 

pieces of life: a stylish ante-bellum woman’s shoe; a guilded hand-carved detail from a 

piece of furniture; a scrap of Philadelphia mid-nineteenth century newspaper; a gnawed 

cherry pit; and a variety of cotton print fabrics from between the world wars. These 

artifacts, and many more of paper, cloth, leather, wood, and food, provide historical 

glimpses of everyday life in a house: what people ate, what they wore, what they read, 

things they bought, objects they made, games they played, how they furnished their 

house, choices of architectural finish, crops grown on the farm, food bought, and some of 

their habits–even nervous habits. The small things taken and forgotten represented 

random day-to-day samples of life in a house. The collectors were rats who had not 

collected this cultural flotsam with material cultural studies in mind, but as resources with 

which to create the “architecture” of a nest.  
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The time was 1991 and the place Thomas Jefferson’s Poplar Forest. During an 

architectural investigation focused on understanding changes to the building I discovered 

the first of many nests in the walls and floors. I already suspected that this material was 

post-Jefferson due to the disastrous 1845 fire but still, the material provided a cultural 

glimpse of those living in the house after his time. The significance was clearly apparent. 

These interior artifacts of paper, cloth, wood, leather, metal and food are ephemeral in an 

exterior ground context. Consequently, rats’ nests contain the complementary missing 

half of historical archaeological data: the counterparts of the typical ceramic, metal, glass 

and bone artifacts. While the same types of perishable cultural artifacts found in the 

indoor nests do survive in other out-of-context places, e.g. museums or private 

collections, this was every day, site-specific, contextual and commonplace items that 

might inform  history, architectural history, social history, and material culture history. 

Each nest, or a collection of nests, can span up to hundreds of years, and if analyzed, 

reflected the material culture of the human inhabitants. In this case the collection spanned 

from 1846 to the 1970s. The nest artifacts reflected neither the best examples taken nor 

the lost or discarded pieces found outside in the ground. While these things were taken 

with a behavioral rationale, for eating, gnawing, and bedding, the choices are apparently 

non-discriminatory and reflected a good random sampling, as if museum curators were 

asked to go around your house and sample everything of size that could fit into a small 

hole.  

 

Over the years as I collected the nests found at Poplar Forest, nagging questions 

accumulated and slowly shifted my perspective on analysis and interpretation.  Sure, rats 

collect household things. These household things reveal many clues for interpreting 
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lifestyles, food ways, societal practices, and cultural trends. But why did rats collect 

certain things? I quickly learned that the “pack rat” often referred to were exterior rats. 

What about those living in houses? Why were different types of things found in different 

places within a nest? What motivated rats to do what they did? Were they making choices 

in their collecting and thinking? If so, did rats have cultural traits as well as being a 

societal species? Whose material culture and behavior was I studying, the primary 

makers and users, or the secondary users who adaptively used the initial material culture 

objects as a “natural” resource? These questions seemed to suggest that I was looking at 

an acculturation between species. Yet I felt uneasy suggesting that rats have culture, even 

though there are studies by ethologists and behavioral scientists arguing in favor of the 

question. Edging my way into an animal behavioral field of which I knew nothing, I 

simply raised the cultural question while comparing a rat’s use of material culture within 

shared domestic space in an anthropomorphic manner. The most significant analysis of 

this study is rather straightforward, learning about the family occupants of a house via the 

accumulated small things taken and forgotten. My questions were not answered in any 

published books or articles I could find. I found myself in incognita territory and was 

puzzled why. 

 

Rats: Seeking a Better Life in America 

  Museum curators commonly acknowledge that a collection can best be 

understood through an understanding of the collector.  In this case, some basic historical, 

biological and behavioral understanding of rats was imperative in order to understand 

why they collected, how they collected, and what they collected. Other than an instinctual 
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reaction against rats, and hundreds of years of well-founded prejudices, what do we 

know about rats and man? 

 

Rats come in many types, shapes and colors. To be specific, there are about 120 types of 

rats. Of these, two have the distinction of being best known: Ratus ratus, the black rat, 

and Ratus norvegicus, the brown or Norway rat. The black rat proudly holds the title of 

“FRA,” First Rats of America. Originally from southern Asia, black rats first hitch-hiked 

back to Europe with the Crusaders. Other evidence places them in Europe during the Ice 

Age. The earliest reliable documentation tells us that the black rat immigrated to America 

with the Jamestown colonists in the early 17C. On the other hand, the brown rat is a 

relative newcomer, having migrated from Asia to Europe in the early 16C.  The first 

reliable observation in England is documented in 1730, and in America in 1755. The 

Germans even named the brown rat de Wanderratte, translated as the roving or migratory 

rat. The brown rat landed in America with a vengeance like D-Day invaders and waged a 

victorious war of “biotic antagonism” against the earlier black rat settlers, eventually 

driving them into the coastal areas of the southeast, south and in parts of the west. Brown 

rats are now in every state and are said to “have the widest range of any New World 

animal except man.” It is estimated that the U.S. contains one rat for every American. 

 

Busy Lives and Fast Times 

 Rats have been one of the most threatening animals to man.  They are as 

recognizable as any domestic animal. Rats grow to be 7-8” long and can weigh a pound, 

and in some cases up to two pounds. They live in societal groups with dominate 

members. They are aggressive, omnivorous, adaptable and prolific. Rats succeed because 
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of their astounding rate of reproduction. If they are not eating, rats are usually having 

sex. Male and female rats have sex twenty times a day. Rats reach sexual maturity at 2-3 

months; have a gestation period of 21 days, can become pregnant immediately after 

giving birth, average between 8-10  pubs per litter, and can produce up to 20 litters per 

year,  with a mortality rate of about 20 surviving adults per year. In other creepy words, 

one pair of rats has the potential of 15,000 descendants in a year. Adult rats typically live 

between one and three years so they make the most of their time. Rats are mostly 

nocturnal and feed upon almost all animal, fish, grain, vegetable, nut and fruit groups. 

They will eat a third of their weight in a 24 hour period. They carry food to safe, secure 

places, eating it in privacy or hoarding it. Whether in ground burrows or in above ground 

nests, rats build structures for living with internal specialized spaces. Black rats typically 

live in the higher reaches of a structure, such as attics, walls and ceilings as opposed to 

their low lying brown brothers who prefer burrows. They can squeeze through a hole the 

size of a quarter. The word Rat translates into “gnawing animal” because they spend ½ of 

their waking time gnawing to keep their front incisors from growing too long. Rats can 

chew through a lead pipe or a cinderblock with teeth that exert up to 24,000 lbs. of 

pressure per square inch. By one estimate, 26 percent of all electric-cable breaks and 18 

percent of all phone-cable breaks are caused by rats. One study also speculates that 25 

percent of all fires of unknown origin are rat-caused. Rats have an amazing sense of smell 

and a much more developed taste than man, detecting poison in only 1 part per million. 

They can swim half a mile at a stretch and tread water for three days; they can survive 

being flushed down a toilet-- and stories of them coming the other way are not nice to 

ponder. They can survive a fall from five stories without injury. They are seldom idle 

when awake, leading a frenetic life, that gives us the term “rat race.” 
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Popularity and the Last Laugh 

Down through history, through death or damage, the rat has developed a bad 

image. Historically their European fame is tied to the infamous Black Plague.  It is 

claimed that rats have killed more people than all the wars and revolutions in history. 

Rats have destroyed more food than all wars or famines. It is estimated that a third of the 

world’s food supply is still destroyed by rats. It is no wonder they have a negative image. 

Their cousin, on the other hand, mus musculus, pronounced M-O-U-S-E, has been the 

object of fame, fortune and cuteness.  A quick look through my own childrens’ books 

twenty years ago showed many examples and exemplars, including mice as heros, as 

helpers, as educators, as performers, and as collectible decorative arts objects. Another 

creepy fact is that the rat king in the Nutcracker is based on real rat kings that lead their 

gangs through city streets. Other rat stories, using the more acceptable mouse as 

characters, have found their way into any number of children’s films, or on TV shows 

(one of my childhood favorites).  However rats proudly perform their own role in 

literature. Literary comments on rats, mostly negative, can be found in the works of 

Shakespeare, Browning, Goethe, Defoe, Doyle, Wells, Orwell, Camus, Faulkner, Kafka,  

Poe,  Twain, and Freud, to name but a famous few. They also appear as themselves in 

New Yorker cartoons, and of course, in Gary Larson’s animal antics.  

Despite this historical bias, the rat has made a modern comeback as man’s hero in 

laboratory studies. Twenty million laboratory rats a year in the U.S. alone will 

involuntarily die for your health. We might recall the rodent lessons from Psychology 

101. More amazingly, the phenomenal pet rat occupies far more billings on the internet 
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than its albino brother in the lab. Twenty years ago my web browser search found more 

than 250 pet rat web sites. Talk about creepy. 

 

Of Rats and Men: Home Sweet Home 

Historically, people, houses and rats go together like Texas, beef and barbeque.  

Examples of rats co-occupying dwellings with people go back to the Ice Age. This co-

habitation has resulted in mixed cultural traditions. The Egyptians deified rats believing 

they symbolized utter destruction as well as wise judgment (they always chose the best 

bread to eat). The Greeks called Apollo the “rat killer.” In the Roman world rats 

represented omens, with both good and bad foretelling. In China the rat is the first animal 

in the Chinese Zodiac calendar. White rats connote happiness and prosperity in Japan. In 

native Australian cultures the rat is venerated as a totem. The Hindus saw the rat as the 

most powerful of demons but with a foresight and prudence, and as the vehicle of the god 

Ganesha. And for the ultimate on the creep scale, temples in India are devoted to rats 

where priests serve them food. 

 

In America the intrepid first rats that arrived at Jamestown on the Susan Constant, 

Goodspeed and Discovery quickly ate their way into history by nearly destroying the 

crucial grain supply. From the first settlement onward, rats became a common, albeit 

unwelcome, part of domestic colonial life. In describing a fitful night of colic, Colonel 

Landon Carter of Sabine Hall used an analogy in his 1774 diary entry: “the wind run 

about by body like the rats behind a Wainscot.” His journal diary for the year 1777 

picked-up the same architectural reference when he commented: “Wainscoted rooms 
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have their [in]conveniences. A dead rat has been stinking behind mine in the hall at least 

6 days and is now intolerable in spite of burning tar.” 

 

Rats have inhabited old houses to the extent that it would be harder to find 

examples of houses without evidence of rat occupation. Co-habitation with people in 

houses can be gleaned from documentary research and from physical research, the latter 

being the most important as described in this paper.  Physical evidence of rats far 

outweighs documentary references from colonial times. The Calvert House in Annapolis, 

Maryland, ca. 1730, had  evidence of rats in the hypocaust heating system of the 

orangery. A 17C French horticulturist commenting on orangery construction 

recommended applying dung on the walls as an insulation but cautioned that it would 

become a “retreat for rats and mice,” which apparently were feared less in this case than 

the “deadly and prenicious” frost.  Examples are found in architectural restoration 

projects where walls and floors are typically opened. But these nests were rarely kept, 

commented on or documented. In the late twentieth century it is more likely that nests 

were noted, photographed, picked through, and even exhibited. Examples include the 

Hammond-Harwood House in Annapolis, the Octagon House in Washington, D.C., the 

Miles Brewton House in Charleston, and in Virginia: Gunston Hall, Stratford Hall, 

Mount Vernon, Kenmore, the Wickham House, and Eagles Nest. In the most well-known 

architectural restoration tales, nests reveal something of use for restoring architectural, 

furnishing or finishing details, including a famous example at Independence Hall. My 

experience with rats’ nests at Poplar Forest was not my first rat rodeo. During the 

restoration of the 1812 Wickham House in Richmond I found a piece of floor cloth and a 

piece of carpet in a nest under the floor boards of the attic, providing restoration critical 
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clues. At Eagles Nest, a private restoration of a 17C house in tidewater Virginia, a nest 

between the studs in the dining room walls yielded fabric, ceramic shards and a silver 

spoon made by well-known Williamsburg silversmith James Geddy. The fabrics, 

eventually reproduced by a well-known fabric company, were publically announced to 

have been collected by animals euphanistically described as “flying squirrels and mice.”   

 

As rats have expertly adapted to their environments, they have also forced man to 

adapt his houses and farm buildings.  A 1797 New England description of granaries 

advised that “A granary should be so constructed, that corn should be kept free of 

dampness, insects, and vermine. To avoid the last of these evils, its being mounted on 

blocks, capped with flat stones, like some of the houses for Indian corn, is no ill 

expedient.”  This precaution describes many granary buildings with the broad stone pier 

caps like this one at an outdoor museum in England.  Landon Carter’s 18C diary 

mentions “capstones for my pigeon house to keep down the rats.” A typical Connecticut 

corn house was described as having stone “posts covered with inverted tin pans … to 

make it inaccessible to rats and mice.” Or this recommended method in a farmer’s 

journal. It was an ages-old battle of wits between farmers and rats.  

 

An 1850s wheat threshing barn at Poplar Forest was constructed with a special 

sub-floor battens to seal the cracks from rats.  Almost every farm construction guide or 

description of food-related farm buildings mentions the control of rats and mice due to 

the enormous loss they could affect. A rat can consume about 50 lbs. of grain a year.  

Jefferson referred to his floors and ceilings filled with brick as a fireproof measure but 

they inevitably acted as a rat barrier as well. In 1819 Jefferson ordered that a map being 
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sent to Poplar Forest be protected from rats. The “first rate English cheese” sent to 

Poplar Forest did not make the trip undamaged however.  

 

Rat-proofing measures from any era were accompanied by various extermination 

solutions. The oldest documented rodenticide is the use of red squill, used around 1500 

BC.  Medieval rat catchers were so important they even had their own guild. Medieval 

stories include the famous Pied Piper of Hamelin, made famous in the poem by Robert 

Browning, who is thought to have been based on travelling rat catchers.    In addition to 

the ever-perfected rat trap, poisons seem to be the treatment of choice. One testimony 

from The Farm Journal, describes an episode of chlorine gas placed under the garret 

floor: “All night long, it would seem as if Bedlam had broken loose between the 

partitions. They decamped, big and little, and stayed away three months.” …The author 

concluded:  ”The best rat trap or rat poison we ever found, is a good cat.” Found in the 

Poplar Forest attic floor nest was an empty bottle of “vermifuge,” The obvious down side 

to poisoning  is the tell-tale smell of death, as Landon Carter had recorded. Even 

Napoleon on St. Helena Island complained of dead rats rotting in the walls.  Building a 

better mouse trap has been the holy grail. Modern means of extermination have gone high 

tech with new electronic gadgets offering a more kindly, gentler manner of simply 

keeping rats away, rather than killing them. Visual proof to the contrary, the question is 

whether these devices really work. You can even purchase one such gadget for your 

loved ones in the current Hammacher Schlemmer Christmas catalog. No one likes to talk 

about rats but don’t think they have mysteriously disappeared. A recent article on 

October 13
th

 in the News and Advance reminds us of their presence.  
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Observation and Analysis 

All the specific nest material discussed in this article is from a post-Jefferson 

context, 1846 to the mid-20C, reflecting the occupancy of the Hutter and Watts families.  

What great Jefferson era things contained in the house were destroyed in the 1845 fire. A 

piece of newspaper dated 1846 indicated that the rats who had left the burning house 

returned to their new abode immediately, with many more hollow walls to inhabit. Mrs. 

Watts’s playfully painted depictions on the stairs to the attic should have given me a clue 

to what I would discover in the adjacent walls. This particular nest ran up the attic 

staircase hollow stud wall about 5 feet and then through the attic floor for about 5 feet.  

Having trained my crew to bag subsequent nests, I was concerned that nothing would be 

lost.   

Paper, in many cases, provides a date and other artifacts can be assigned relative 

dates through a little research on the style and manufacture. Artifacts from the daily and 

routine behavior of the Hutter and Watts families tell us what they read; how they 

communicated; music and games they played; what they wore or decorated with; how 

they finished the interiors; what medicines and pharmacists they used; how they painted 

their house; and what they ate ; what they grew on the farm; and many more glimpses of 

everyday life. Ephemeral and mundane items such as a whittled stick, or a habitually 

folded piece of paper, might be very rare three-dimensional manifestations of human 

ruminations and silent thought.   All this information can be used in concert with 

historical documents (letters, accounts, or journals) and with other artifacts. Fabrics in 

rats’ nests might be the equivalent of ceramics in historical archaeology, being datable by 

style and technology.   
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The bits of material culture were great but I developed questions regarding the 

collectors rather than the collection.  My questions turned from the goal of understanding 

an artifact’s use in its human society or culture, to a parallel goal of trying to explain the 

rodent’s behavior from the secondary use of the material. I began to see the nests with a 

new bi-lateral research focus and to question how rats lived and how they formed their 

nests. I could find no professional literature that explained how rats lived within 

dwellings or the rationale of their nest construction. What professional studies I could 

find pertained to laboratory rats, to outdoor rodents who live in the ground, and to the 

famous “pack rat.” I was still left with questions about rats building nests in houses, and 

this begged the question of Inference. 

 

Inference 

 On balance, there are two fundamental inferences to be drawn from rat 

archaeology.  First, a rats’ nest found inside a human domicile yields cultural artifacts 

from, and about, the human society that produced and used them. From these artifacts we 

can ask the questions typically asked of, and explaining, material culture. Again what 

struck me was that these indoor artifacts were not those found in the ground by 

archaeologists.  Archaeologists find metal, glass, ceramics, and bone. 

 

From a different analytical perspective, rats’ nests can be seen for their 

ethological value (ethology is the study of animal behavior). The nest can be considered a 

rat-built structure, architecture if you will, constructed from the “borrowed” bits and 

pieces of the humans’material culture and  natural materials. This is where by focus 

began to blur.  
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 To delve into this societal  shift from humans to animals required some acquired 

knowledge as I said about rat life and behavior. As an architectural historian I definitely 

ventured into very unknown territory. I briefly dipped into ethology,  socio-biology, 

evolutionary psychology, behavioral ecology, and of course, anthropozoology. Knowing 

the biological habits of rats helped explain the technomic, or practical, use of material. 

For example, segregated types of materials such as paper, fabric, grass, food, or 

droppings, suggested to me different areas with different functions. This functional 

possibility was answered by behavioral studies of rats indicating that they have separate 

areas for sleeping/nurturing, eating, and defecating/urinating. This behavior reminded me 

in an anthropomorphic manner, of a three or four room en filade or shotgun house plan. 

Could I be looking at a domestic abode?   

 

 Paper, fabric, string, rope and natural material is used for the entire nest and for 

the inner sleeping chamber; wooden and hard objects, even metal, are necessary for the 

necessary rodent gnawing; food is obviously used as food. Other pieces, such as glass, 

leather, or stones, have no known function. Did the rats use artifacts for status or 

decorative display? This question actually made me pause and to wonder whether I was 

out way too far on an intellectual limb. In some archaeological traditions objects of 

unknown use were labelled ceremonial objects but I knew that was going too far out on 

the anthropomorphic limb and raised the shaky question of whether rats have a culture.  

 

Did rats have a culture? Ethologists’ definitions seem to fit.  Studies indicated that rats 

have a genetic template for constructing their nests, not unlike ethnic groups and their 
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traditional architecture.  Did rats share ideas about how to build a better nest?  

According to scientific studies, rats do share and communicate environmental 

information, such as food sources.  Is there a pattern to the forms of their nests?  Yes, I 

thought so.  Can we infer that the reuse of human artifacts as natural resources by the rats 

is a type of  Diffusion?  Diffusion is what anthropologists describe as the exchange of 

objects between cultures or societies. Demonstrating that rats had culture, as well as 

society, put me in an uncomfortable position and I was more than happy to offer my off-

beat questions for others to ponder and explore—although no one has to my knowledge 

.   

 

Conclusion 

The cycle of man-to-rat-to–man does not have to be a circular mutually 

independent path of analysis.  Certain questions overlap each society and can be 

answered in a mutually dependent manner. As an architectural historian this episode of 

research was out-of-the-ordinary to say the least and seemingly pioneering in my 

profession. If  some researchers find themselves heading down a proverbial rabbit hole, I 

went pretty far down a rat’s hole. That detour proved stimulating, but frustrating as I 

pushed some boundaries and crossed some interesting anthro-zoological bridges. As one 

historian remarked, “the scholar must begin blind to interpretive possibilities.” 

Overcoming the initial blindness on my part resulted in a pair of bi-focals through which 

to see two levels of meaning.  My academic article on this odd topic twenty years ago 

still seems to be the only one. You probably didn’t think much about the article that made 

the local paper back then. The story did find its way to the front page article of the Wall 

Street Journal but my fame was dubiously associated with the picture of a rat. As you  
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might expect, big cities have big rat populations. In 2004 book review in the New York 

Times peaked my interest. Robert Sullivan wrote a fascinating but unsettling book about 

New York rats with the subtitle  “Observations on the History and Habitat of the City’s 

Most Unwanted Inhabitants.” This was the only popular book I had found that 

documented the modern relationship of rats and man. Disappointedly it didn’t describe 

the rats’ architecture on Manhattan Island. I still think the cover art for his book is one of 

my all-time favorites. 

 Back when I was initially doing this study I responded to an ad for a new 

magazine called “Nest” since nests were on my mind. Alas, the nests within the magazine 

were altogether something different. Or were they? Were the rats imitating versions of 

human dwellings, or have our own nesting instincts evolved from something more 

animalistic? 

 In the beginning, the Chief Rat issued executive order no. 1: Your mission, in 

addition to thinning out certain populations of humans, is to randomly sample and create 

a repository of domestic human existence and culture.  Live with the humans and adapt to 

their ways, as they will to yours. Your archival storage space will be small, therefore 

collect objects in limited sizes.  Constantly collect and curate this assemblage, guarding it 

with your life before passing it on to future generations. Do not expect gratitude.  



Travis McDonald 
Sphex Club 

November  4,  2021 









“Rats” 
 
An exclamation of frustration,  
disappointment, or vexation. 
 





Any of various long-tailed rodents 
resembling but larger than mice; 
especially one of the genus Rattus.  

Rat 
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Thomas Jefferson at Monticello  
to John Hemings at Poplar Forest      14 November 1819 
 
“The cart carries a map which must have the straw taken 
off and the map put into one of the closed rooms where 
the rats cannot get at it.” 
 
 
 
Joel Yancey at Poplar Forest 
To Thomas Jefferson at Monticello     19 November 1819 
 
“By the cart John Hemings has received the map … The 
cheese has a small hole in it, about the middle, made by 
the rats…” 
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