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  Debbie “The Rat Lady” Ducommun and her chinchilla blaze Berkshire rex rat.
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  THE REMARKABLE RAT


  You arrive home after a busy day at work or school. As soon as you walk in the door, little faces with twitching noses eagerly greet you. Tiny pink hands cling to cage wires, and bright little eyes beg to come out. When you open the cage, your rats scramble onto your hands and nestle in your arms so you can rub behind their ears. Then they climb to your shoulder to kiss your cheek and nibble your ear, ready to accompany you wherever you go.


  Rats are charming companions who offer love, affection, and nonstop amusement. Many people who get rats for the first time are unprepared for how personable and interactive they are. Every day, more people discover what good pets rats are.


  A Long Association


  The relationship between rats and humans is centuries old. Ancient Egyptians worshipped rats, and in Japan the rat is considered a symbol of wealth. Rice cakes are set out for rats on New Years. If rats gnaw on the cakes, it foretells a good harvest for that year. The Chinese also believe that the rat is a symbol of prosperity. Chinese folklore explain that the rat’s intelligence and cunning is the reason it is the first animal of the Chinese zodiac.


  Other cultures see rats in a positive light. Hindus especially revere rats because their god Ganesha, the symbol of prosperity, traditionally rides on the backs of rats. There is a rat park in Calcutta, India, where people feed wild rats, and a temple in Deshnoke, India, dedicated to rats. Inside the temple grounds, rats are protected and fed, and they mingle freely with people (wild rats are generally aggressive toward humans only when they are cornered or threatened). Historically, residents of Bassora, Turkey, did not allow rats to be killed, believing they brought good luck.


  Although wild rats were probably kept as pets earlier, the first records we have of them being bred in captivity are from the 1800s in England. During this time, a popular sport was “ratting,” where dogs were put in pits to kill as many rats as they could. Thousands of wild rats were captured to supply the pits, and a rat-catcher named Jack Black is thought to have been the first person to breed these rats and sell them as pets.


  In 1901, the National Mouse Club in England held the first show where rats were exhibited. The club became the National Mouse and Rat Club in 1912, but after 1918 interest in rats declined, and in 1931 the name Rat was dropped from the club. It wasn’t until 1976 that the first true rat club, the National Fancy Rat Society, was established in England.


  In the first half of the twentieth century, rats were only considered suitable pets for children, although there were certainly adults who enjoyed them as well. One of the best known people who had a pet rat is author Beatrix Potter. As a girl, she had an albino rat named Sammy. Rats appeared in many of Potter’s stories, and she dedicated one story, first published as The Roly-Poly Pudding and later as The Tale of Samuel Whiskers, to Sammy. Pet rats have even lived in the White House. Teddy Roosevelt’s presidential household (1901-1909) included a great many pets, including rats.


  In the 1990s, adults began discovering that rats are the perfect pet for a fast-paced lifestyle. Easier to care for than dogs, cats, or birds, rats provide people with the same amount of affection and interaction. As the popularity of companion rats began to grow in the United States, especially in California, membership in rat and rodent clubs began to climb, and pet shops reported selling more and more rats as pets. In some areas of the country, rats have become more popular than hamsters.
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  The roof rat is the more common wild rat in warm climates and coastal regions.


  Natural History of the Rat


  Rats are members of the rodentia (i.e., rodent) order. There are more than 1,700 species of rodents, making up more than 40 percent of all the world’s mammals. Without a doubt, the rat is far more intelligent than most of its relatives. The only rodent possibly smarter than the rat is the squirrel.
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  Rats groom themselves constantly and are actually clean animals.


  Although there are many different rat species, most people think about the two species of wild rats that choose to live near humans. The smaller species of these two rats is the roof rat, Rattus rattus, which is also called the black, ship, or tree rat. The roof rat is thought to have originated in India, making its way around the world with human travelers. Its large ears, long tail, and delicate build are better adapted to tropical climates. It was the first species to have reached Europe, with bones found in ancient sites dating back to the third century A.D.


  The larger and more common rat is the Norway rat, Rattus norvegicus, also known as the brown, common, house, wharf, sewer, and barn rat. The Norway rat is the ancestor of the domestic rat. This rat is thought to have originated in Russia near the Caspian Sea and followed human travelers around the world. The English mistakenly named it the Norway rat because they thought it had arrived on ships from Norway. This rat has small ears, a heavy build, and is suited to cool climates.
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  This rat is puffing out his fur and arching his back as a warning.


  The roof rat was the first species to colonize America, with the Norway rat arriving later, in about 1775. In the United States, the roof rat is most common along the coasts, in the South, and in California, while the Norway rat is widespread throughout the rest of the country. In Canada and England, the Norway rat is the dominant species, with the roof rat surviving in some ports and islands.


  While the roof rat and the Norway rat are closely related, they cannot interbreed. In some areas, the two species can live harmoniously, with the Norway rat occupying sewers, basements, and burrows, and the roof rat living in trees and attics. In many cases, however, the Norway rat, a larger and more aggressive animal, has forced the roof rat to move out. Both species have probably always chosen to live near people where they can benefit from our food and shelter.


  Wild rats can do a lot of damage to human property. They gnaw on buildings, wires, and water pipes, and they eat or soil large amounts of food. They can also carry disease. The roof rat was the carrier of the fleas that caused the great plagues of medieval Europe.


  Humans have waged war on rats for centuries, first attacking with dogs, ferrets, and cats, and then with traps and poisons. The most effective way to eliminate wild rats, however, is to remove food sources and prevent rats’ entries into buildings. One study in Baltimore found that cleaning up the streets and alleys of trash reduced the rat population by 50 to 75 percent.


  The wild Norway rat is an adaptable opportunist, able to take advantage of changing conditions. With a tough and athletic compact body, the Norway rat is a good climber, digger, jumper, and swimmer. A slender Norway rat can squeeze her body through any opening big enough for her head, scale a brick wall, leap 4 feet, use utility cables as tightropes, and chew through lead and concrete. The average wild Norway rat weighs only 10 to 17 ounces, although the largest on record was 23 inches long and weighed 2 pounds, 12 ounces.


  In cities, wild rats claim small territories: basements, sewers, and walls of buildings. In the country, they live in or under buildings or in fields, and they may range widely looking for food. Their burrows, which can be up to 4 feet deep, can have three to five entrances, an emergency exit, and many rooms. There are rooms for sleeping, food storage, and latrines. Rats line their nesting chambers with soft material and make bigger, more elaborate nests in cold weather.


  Rats live in large family groups, or colonies, all sharing the same burrow and defending their territory against strangers. All the rats share in the construction of their burrow. Although they’re not true pack rats, Norway rats carry a variety of items to their burrow.
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  These hand-raised wild rat pups are just opening their eyes and learning to eat solid food.
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  Patchwork hairless rats have short hair that grows in, falls out, and then grows in other places. They can look a little different each week.
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  This lynx-colored rat is odd-eyed.


  A Rat’s Life


  Rats are born hairless and blind, totally dependent on their mothers. The average litter size for wild rats is eight. The babies, called pups, nurse for about six weeks, although they start eating solid food when their eyes open at fourteen days. Wild rats reach sexual maturity at two to four months of age. When a female comes in heat, the males do not fight over her but take turns mating with her. The gestation period is twenty-one to twenty-three days. Each mother tends to have her own nesting chamber, although more than one rat may share a nest. Babies learn what foods to eat by taking pieces from adults.


  Rats are omnivorous. Wild rats eat plants, seeds, grains, nuts, fruit, insects, worms, eggs, and carrion. Rats are predatory and catch and kill reptiles, amphibians, fish, birds, and small mammals such as mice. Rats search for food both alone and in groups.


  Although wild rats eat almost everything, they are wary of unfamiliar foods. A rat nibbles only a little of a strange food at first. If it makes her sick, she avoids that food from then on. Rats also avoid foods with a bitter flavor. Since they are unable to vomit, rats must be careful about what they eat.


  The teeth and jaws of a rat, like those of all rodents, are specially designed for gnawing. The four incisors, a pair on the top and on the bottom, are like chisels. They grow constantly throughout a rat’s life to replace the worn-down enamel. A rat also has twelve tiny molars used to chew food. Between the incisors and molars is a space called the diastema where special cheek folds prevent debris from entering the mouth while the rat is gnawing.


  Because we see wild rats eating our garbage, they have the reputation of being dirty animals. They really are quite clean though, grooming constantly by licking themselves and then licking their hands to wash their faces. They also use their back toenails as combs.


  Rats communicate with each other through scent, sound, touch, and visual signals. Vision is their weakest sense. They are mostly color-blind and nearsighted, although they see movement extremely well and can see in very dim light. Some domestic rats weave their heads from side to side to improve depth perception and to help them focus on stationary objects. Rats who do this may be especially nearsighted.
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  Rats, like this Berkshire (front) and agouti (back), are social creatures.


  Rats have excellent hearing and communicate with sounds beyond our range of hearing. Baby rats emit ultrasounds to call their mothers, males use them when fighting, and all rats laugh in ultrasound when playing. Rats squeak audibly when annoyed or defensive, and they screech when hurt or terrified. They express other strong emotions such as agitation, frustration, or contentment by grinding their teeth.


  Body language is important to rats. They claim territory or declare their status by shuffling or scraping their hands on the ground. In a confrontation, a rat may hold her tail out stiffly and rattle or vibrate it. An aggressive rat puffs out her hair and arches her back and may hiss. In a fight, rats push their shoulders against each other as a test of strength before grappling and biting. They may also stand on their hind legs and box.


  A rat expresses submission just as a dog does, by putting her ears back, holding her head down, laying down, or rolling on her back. Some rats seem to wag their tails when happy, and some may shudder or shiver when excited or nervous. A rat stretches and yawns when waking up, but this behavior can also be a greeting. A rat who is playful and excited jumps and twists, scampers, and runs around in circles. A curious rat does a lot of sniffi ng and may rear up on her hind legs. And just like puppies, rats explore new items by licking, nibbling, and chewing on them.
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  In this temple In India, wild rats are revered and fed by people who visit.


  
    Equivalent Aging Schedule


    
      
        	Rat Age

        	Human Age
      


      
        	5 weeks

        	10 years
      


      
        	6 months

        	16 years
      


      
        	9 months

        	25 years
      


      
        	1 year

        	35 years
      


      
        	18 months

        	50 years
      


      
        	2 years

        	65 years
      


      
        	3 years

        	85 years
      


      
        	4 years

        	100 years
      


      
        	5 years

        	110 years
      


      
        	6 years

        	120 years
      


      
        	7 years

        	130 years
      

    


  


  It is unknown how long wild rats live, although studies have shown the average age of colony members is only six months. Wild rats probably do not live past a year or two. As their reflexes slow down, they are more vulnerable to predators such as owls, snakes, foxes, and weasels in the country, and dogs and cats in the city.
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  The elephant-headed Hindu god Ganesha is often portrayed on the back of a rat.


  Domestication of the Rat


  Domesticated rats are physically much the same as wild rats, and they behave much the same as wild rats; however, the behavior of domesticated rats differs from wild rats in several ways. During the process of domestication, rats were selectively bred to be more docile and accepting of human handling and restraint. Domesticated rats are less aggressive, less fearful of humans
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