
N E W  Y O R K  C I T Y

Adaptable and smart, 
rats of several species 
have evolved to thrive 
in major cities—yet  
the sight of a rat  
scurrying across West 
Broadway can make 
even the most hard-
ened urbanite jump. 
Many humans find 
rats frightening and 
revolting, even though 
rats and people have 
occupied shared living 
spaces for thousands 
of years. New York rats 
are primarily Norway 
(or brown) rats. Their 
ancestors lived in the 
wild in northern China 
and Mongolia, were 
established in parts  
of Europe by 1500, and 
then followed Europe-
ans across the Atlantic 
Ocean by the 1750s.

ACCORDING 
TO BOBBY 
CORRIGAN,  
A RAT 
EXPERT, 
RATS  H AV E 
L E A R N E D  TO 
H U N T  A N D  
K I L L  P I G EO N S. 
 “THEY LEAP 
ON THEIR 
BACKS LIKE 
A LEOPARD 
IN THE 
SERENGETI,” 
HE SAYS. 
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N E W  Y O R K  C I T Y

Rats prepare for a 
night of foraging in 
a wastewater drain. 
Rodentologist Bobby 
Corrigan estimates 
that there was as much 
as a 15 to 20 percent 
rise in global urban 
rat populations in the 
past decade: The more 
edible trash people 
toss out, the more rats 
there will be to eat it. 
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R AT S  A R E  O U R  S H A D OW  S E LV E S .  We live on the sur-
face of the city; they generally live below. We mostly 
work by day; they mostly work by night. But nearly 
everywhere that people live, rats live too. ¶  In Seat-
tle, where I grew up, the rats excel at climbing sewer 
pipes—from the inside. Somewhere in my home-
town right now, a long, wet Norway rat is poking 
its twitchy pink nose above the water surface in a 
toilet bowl. Seattle also has another species, roof 
rats, which nest in trees and skitter along telephone 
lines. In the Middle Ages, they may have transmit-
ted plague. ¶  From Seattle to Buenos Aires, urban rat  
populations are rising—as much as 15 to 20 per-
cent in the past decade, according to one expert. 
Charismatic animals like elephants, polar bears, 
and lions are all in decline, yet inside our cities, 
we find it hard even with extraordinary efforts to 
keep rat populations in check. ¶  Of all the animals 
that thrive in our world—pigeons, mice, sparrows, 
spiders—we feel strongest about rats. Rats have a 
reputation for being filthy and sneaky. They’re seen 
as signs of urban decay and carriers of pestilence. 

N E W  Y O R K  C I T Y

Rats raid a trash can 
in lower Manhattan’s 

Tribeca neighbor-
hood. New Yorkers with 

uptown and down-
town addresses dump 

enough trash on the 
streets for rats to be 
able to live out their 

lives less than 150 feet 
from where they were 

born. People with Mid-
town addresses—along 

with commuters and 
visitors to restaurants, 

theaters, and Times 
Square—provide  

ample edible trash   
for rat populations 

there as well.
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Week 30 Week 41 Week 46 Week 48 Week 52
270 rats 1,818 rats 5,922 rats 10,593 rats 11,907 rats

More than any other city creature, they inspire 
fear and disgust. People hate rats.

Do the little beasts really deserve it? Some 
of the things we hate most about rats—their 
dirtiness, their fecundity, their undeniable grit 
and knack for survival—are qualities that could 
describe us as well. Their filth is really our own: 
In most places rats are thriving on our trash and 
our carelessly tossed leftovers.

“It is us, the humans,” New York rodentolo-
gist Bobby Corrigan says. “We don’t keep our 
nest clean.”

C O R R I GA N  I S  A  L E A D I N G  expert on urban rats. He 
has studied the animals since 1981 and works as 
a consultant for cities and companies around the 
world with rat problems. He’s the one who told 
me about the alarmingly high rate of rat “toilet 
emergence” in Seattle.

I meet him on his turf on a warm April day at a 
park in lower Manhattan, one of the rat capitals 
of the world. Corrigan appears in a hard hat and 
neon orange vest, holding a clipboard. These 
accoutrements of authority will allow us to 
tromp through flower beds and subway tunnels 
without being challenged. Small statured and 
intent, Corrigan was raised in a big Irish Catholic 
family on Long Island. He talks like New Yorkers 
in the movies.

New Yorkers like to titillate one another with 
stories about sightings of rats as big as dogs. But 
the biggest rat Corrigan has ever heard of was a 
one-pound, 13-ounce creature that hailed from 
Iraq. He has a standing offer: $500 for anyone 
who can produce a two-pound rat. He doubts 
that he will ever have to pay up.

The dominant rat in New York City is the  
Norway rat, Rattus norvegicus, also known as the 

brown rat. Brown rats are burrowing animals that 
are widest at the skull, so they can slip into any 
space wider than that (including the pipe leading 
to a toilet bowl). Corrigan points out a small hole 
directly behind the bench I am sitting on—it’s the 
main entrance to a rat burrow. He explains that 
most rat burrows have three entrances, a main 
entrance and two bolt-holes for quick escapes.

Brown rats live in families. They have two to 
14 pups at a time, keep their nests (which they 
often build in the garden beds of public parks) 
relatively clean, and patrol small territories.
When the pups reach puberty, as early as 10 
weeks of age, they move out and look for mates.

Corrigan and I head out on our rat safari. In 
a flower bed beside a courthouse he paces care-
fully, feeling the soil beneath his boots. Sensing 
a hollow space, he jumps up and down heavily 
a few times. Moments later a rat pops out of a 

nearby hole and makes a run for it—a dusty 
brown streak of small- mammal panic. I feel a 
little bad. Most New Yorkers, however, want all 
the rats in their city dead.

Just a week before I hunted rats with Corrigan, 
Mayor Bill de Blasio had announced “an aggres-
sive new extermination plan” against rats in the 
city’s public housing, part of a $32 million effort 
to reduce rats by up to 70 percent in the most 
infested neighborhoods.

Many cities try to conrol rats with poison. But 
unfortunately for the rats and for Corrigan’s sur-
prisingly tender heart, fast-acting poisons don’t 
work well; rats that feel ill after a bite or two stop 
eating the bait. So the extermination industry 
uses anticoagulants, or blood thinners, which 
don’t affect rats for hours and don’t kill them for 
several days. The rats die slowly from internal 
bleeding. Corrigan hates to inflict such a death, 

GRAPHIC: ALBERTO LUCAS LÓPEZ, NGM STAFF; MEG ROOSEVELT. PHOTO: MARK THIESSEN AND  
REBECCA HALE, NGM STAFF. SOURCE: BOBBY CORRIGAN, RMC PEST MANAGEMENT CONSULTING

Take one year in a typical 
urban rat colony—how fast 
might it grow? Researchers 
estimate that a litter of 
nine pups 10 weeks into 
the year would grow to 
270 pups by the 30th  
week and wrap up with  
a whopping 11,907 rats 
by year’s end (population 
growth measured in word 
width, right). Rats usually 
reach sexual maturity 
by 12 weeks, and litters 
can vary from two to 14 
pups. Reproductive rates 
are highly dependent on 
environment. The more 
shelter, food, and trash, 
the higher the rat count.

ALL  
IN THE 
FAMILY
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WA S H I N G T O N,  D.C .

Specially trained  
Patterdale terriers—
an alternative to poi-
sons that can endanger 
birds—kill rats in the 
Adams Morgan neigh-
borhood of the nation’s 
capital. “All they want 
to do is kill rats,” Scott 
Mullaney, co-owner 
of Unique Pest Man-
agement, says of his 
enthusiastic dogs.



WA S H I N G T O N,  D.C .

After dogs cornered 
some rats under a  
discarded piece of  
carpeting in an alley, 
their human colleagues 
used hockey and 
lacrosse sticks to stop 
them from fleeing— 
and shovels to dig out 
rats trying to hide in 
burrows. Some escap-
ees scampered over 
the feet of reporter 
Emma Marris as they 
fled from the dogs.  

A bundle of dead rats  
is the result of an hour 
of work for terriers  
named Raptor, Hula, 
Derby, and Minx; the 
dogs killed 31 rats  
that night. Minx once 
killed 17 adult rats in 
10 minutes, working 
alone. The dogs are in 
high demand and work 
several nights a week 
across Washington, D.C. 
Onlookers often cheer 
them on.

but he fears outbreaks of disease. So he contin-
ues to lend his expertise to clients.

We proceed to Tribeca Park, where according 
to Corrigan the rats have learned to hunt and kill 
pigeons. “They leap on their backs like a leopard 
in the Serengeti,” he says. But tonight the park is 
quiet. City workers might have recently injected 
burrows with dry ice, or frozen carbon dioxide, 
Corrigan says—a more humane approach to kill-
ing rats. As carbon dioxide gas wafts off the ice 
and seeps through the burrows, rats fall asleep, 
then never wake up.

Few who kill rats for a living hope for more 
than local or temporary success. After rats are 
poisoned in an area, Corrigan says, the survivors 
simply breed until the burrows are full again, 
and the new generations still find huge mounds 
of trash bags set out on the sidewalks of New 
York every night. Until cities radically change 
how they deal with their trash, Corrigan says, 
“the rats are winning this war.”

In New York, when you see smoke-colored 
streaks on the sidewalk, chances are you’re 
crossing a rat thoroughfare. The oil in their belly 
fur stains the concrete.

B R O W N  R AT S  L I K E LY  O R I G I N AT E D  on the Asian 
steppes, where they first learned they could eat 
well by hanging out with humans. They spread 
with trade along the Silk Road, and were estab-
lished in parts of Europe by about 1500. (The 
misnomer “Norway rat” may have arisen when 
an infested ship that happened to be Norwe-
gian docked in an English port.) They colonized 
today’s United States before it had that name, 
by the 1750s, and apparently from both the east 
and the west. Brown rats along the East Coast 
are descended mostly from European ancestors, 
but West Coast rats are a mix of European and 
Asian genetics.

Roof rats—Rattus rattus, also known as black 
rats—are a global species as well. They may 
have originated on the Indian subcontinent 
and adapted to human settlements millennia 
ago, when humans invented agriculture. They 
reached Europe by A.D. 300, in time for the 
decline of the Roman Empire.

Black and brown rats alike traveled with 
explorers and traders, then settled down to eat 
our trash and steal our food. Today in Africa the 
median farm still loses 15 percent of its yield to 
rats. In Asia rats and other rodents eat enough 
rice each year to feed 200 million people.

Pacific rats, a third species of Rattus, are a 
different story: Polynesian explorers sailing 
from Tahiti and other islands intentionally 
brought them along in their canoes—as food. 
They cooked them in their own fat to make rat 
confit; they made beautiful cloaks of the fur.

As the Polynesians colonized various Pacific 
islands, tiny rodent explorers settled with them. 
In fact the rats’ genetic family tree has been used 
to shed light on when and in what order various 
islands were discovered. Between 1200 and 1300, 
Polynesians and their companions reached New 
Zealand—which until then had no mammals at 
all other than bats.

On some small, remote islands, rats have done 
as much damage as human invaders. On Easter 
Island they’re suspected of having wiped out 
palm trees by eating all the nuts. On other islands 
they threaten seabirds by eating eggs and chicks.

The ecological consequences can be far- 
reaching and surprising. One study found 
that by massively reducing bird numbers on  
some islands in the Indian Ocean’s Chagos 
Archipelago, rats also interrupted the flow  
of bird poop into the ocean, where it fertilizes 
ocean plants. As a result, plant-eating damselfish 
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R A JA S T H A N,  I N D I A

Not everyone hates 
rats. Perhaps the 
world’s only temple 
for rats is Karni Mata. 
Here black rats whose 
wild ancestors may 
have originated on the 
Indian subcontinent 
and learned to thrive  
in cities are thought  
to be reincarnated  
storytellers and are  
fed milk and food.



R A JA S T H A N,  I N D I A

Two rats at Karni  
Mata Temple box to 
determine which is 
dominant. Rats are 
social animals that take 
good care of their off-
spring. Studies show 
they will free a fellow 
rat from a small cage—
even if it means giving 
up a treat. This suggests 
to some researchers 
that rats feel empathy.



C O  D U N G ,  V I E T N A M

Smoked rats are sold 
by street vendors as 
food. Rats are pests in 
Vietnamese rice fields. 
But with more than 
7.5 billion humans and 
who-knows-how-many 
rats on Earth, there  
is room for them to  
be simultaneously dis-
gusting and delicious, 
holy and horrifying.
IAN TEH



were smaller and grew more slowly around the 
islands with rats than the islands without. 

Fighting back, conservationists have been 
trying to eradicate rats with ambitious poi-
soning campaigns, targeting larger and larger 
islands. At 1,500 square miles, South Georgia, 
near Antarctica, is the current record holder: 
In May 2018 it was declared rat free after heli-
copters dumped 330 tons of poison in five years 
on its stark landscape, at a cost of $13 million. 
With the rats gone, conservationists expect to 
see an explosion in the number of albatrosses, 
skuas, terns, petrels, and South Georgia pipits 
and pintail ducks.

T H E  I S L A N D  N AT I O N  of New Zealand is think-
ing even bigger. It plans to kill all the rats in the 
country— with traps and poison baits spread over 

some 100,000 square miles—to try to save its rare 
native birds, including the iconic flightless kiwi.

In Wellington, the capital city, I visit one of the 
first rat-free oases, a 556-acre sanctuary called 
Zealandia. Surrounded by a seven-foot metal 
fence with a mesh too tight even for a rat to wrig-
gle through, the sanctuary is home to such odd 
birds as the hefty, flightless takahe and the manic 
hihi. In the global urban landscape, Zealandia is 
a triumphant anomaly—“a reversal of the idea of 
the city as a biodiversity wasteland,” says Danielle 
Shanahan, the sanctuary’s conservation manager.

As the populations of native birds have 
increased inside the sanctuary, they have spilled 
over the fence. In response, bird-loving New Zea-
landers have formed citizens’ groups to trap rats 
and other predators in parks around Zealandia. 
The aim is to create a “halo” of habitat that the 
birds can expand into. Wellington families now 

spend weekend afternoons acting as rodent 
death squads, setting and clearing rat traps. For 
the first time in generations, birds such as the 
North Island saddleback, or tīeke, can be heard 
singing their sweet songs in the city center.

Some New Zealanders, however, have doubts 
about the Predator Free 2050 campaign, which 
also plans to eradicate stoats and Australian 
possums. Biologist Wayne Linklater of Victoria 
University of Wellington calls the plan “unachiev-
able” and says the poisons being used are too 
cruel. The whole thing is a distraction, he says: 
Many native species are more threatened by over-
grazing and habitat loss than by predation.

Criticism comes also from members of the 
Ngātiwai, a tribe of Maori on the North Island. 
Their Polynesian ancestors brought the kiore, 
as they call the Pacific rat, to New Zealand, and 

they consider themselves guardians of the rats—
which they still eat occasionally. Ngātiwai Trust 
Board CEO Kris MacDonald describes the kiore 
as “half the size of a New York sewer rat, all nice 
and fluffy and tasty looking.”

Off the northeast coast of the North Island, the 
tribe manages Zealandia’s mirror image: a steep 
but beautiful rocky islet called Mauitaha, which 
may be the world’s only rat sanctuary. It’s not 
exactly teeming—on an overnight visit there, 
hoping to eat a rat, I failed even to spot one—but 
someday it may be the only place in the country 
where kiores persist at all.

Hori Parata, a Ngātiwai environmental resource 
manager and my guide on Mauitaha, tells me a 
story about bringing a kiore in a cage to a social 
gathering. An old man approached and started 
talking to the rat, tears wetting his face. He had 
thought they were all gone.

O N E  S UMME R  N I G H T  in Washington, D.C., pho-
tographer Charlie Hamilton James and I go rat 
hunting with a company called Unique Pest 
Management, which uses trained Patterdale ter-
riers to dispatch rats that are bothering people.

In the Adams Morgan neighborhood, rich in 
restaurants, we watch the dogs work as a team 
to kill 31 rats in a single alley—a small fraction 
of the population, no doubt, but the company 
claims that with a few visits it can scare survi-
vors into moving away. As the terriers go about 
their business, the human employees use hockey 
sticks to stop rats from fleeing the killing zone. 
Neighbors cheer from their windows.

Despite their bad rap, rats have redeeming 
qualities. They’re smart—and maybe empathic 
too. In one study, rats freed other rats from 
cages, even though it gained them nothing and 
even when they could have gorged on chocolate 
instead. The researcher behind the study, neuro-
biologist Peggy Mason of the University of Chi-
cago, says that typically, once the helper rat frees 
his companion, “he follows the liberated rat. He 
jumps on him and he licks him”— apparently to 
console the distressed animal.

Still, most of us really hate rats. Is it the noc-
turnal furtiveness, the way rats act like they have 
something to hide—unlike squirrels, say, which 
look you in the eye as they raid your bird feeder?

“It is the tail,” says Laurinda Williams, who 
breeds rats on Long Island and sells them as pets. 
“If it weren’t for the tail, everyone would have rats.”

Val Curtis, a behavioral scientist at the London 
School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine and an 
authority on disgust, says rats are considered 
disgusting in nearly every human culture—and 
it’s probably not just the tail. “We are prepro-
grammed to learn to avoid things that make us 
sick,” she says. As humans evolved, the ones who 
didn’t mind sharing space with rats were more 
likely to die of rat-borne illnesses—and less likely 
to have descendants—than the ones who were 
revolted. Thus most of us today have inherited an 
innate revulsion, Curtis says, “in the same way we 
are programmed to find saber-tooth tigers scary.”

In the Long Island rattery, which is a room 
in her parents’ house, Williams shows me ani-
mals with fancy coat colors and patterns. She 
talks about the complexities of keeping the rats 
healthy and selecting for easy, calm temper-
aments. It’s a lot of work. The rat room has a 
strong, musky smell, both sweet and foul. Her 
scented candle doesn’t quite overpower it.

Williams walks over to a large cage and picks 
out a fat gray rat with an ivory belly and a split 
ear from a youthful brawl. His name is Dexter. 
“This is my heart rat,” she says. “Your favorite rat 
is your heart rat. You get very bonded.”

I hold Dexter briefly, and he wanders around 
on my hands. I’m surprised to feel how much he’s 
trembling.

C O R R I GA N ,  T H E  R AT  E X P E RT,  doesn’t have a heart 
rat now, but he has owned pet rats in the past. 
Decades of trying to outsmart them has made 
him not only respect but really like them.

“I admire this animal. I love this animal. 
That’s my life’s paradox,” he says.

He welcomes New York’s use of dry ice instead 
of blood thinners—though the city isn’t doing 
it just to reduce rat suffering. Hawks, owls, and 
other raptors are increasingly living in the city, 
and New Yorkers don’t want to see them dying 
from eating poisoned rats. The rats are consid-
ered vermin; the raptors are welcomed as heart-
ening signs of nature returning to the city.

Scientists these days are working on what 
might be the ultimate in rat control: a genetic 
engineering technique that would spread infer-
tility genes through a wild rat population. If fears 
of unintended consequences can be overcome, 
this method might one day enable us to wipe 
out rats on an unheard-of scale, without poison.

Might we miss them? Without rats, New 
York and other cities would have fewer hawks 
and owls. Tons of carelessly discarded food 
would simply putrefy in place, rather than 
be carried off by a rodent cleanup crew. On  
YouTube there’s a wildly popular video that 
shows a New York rat dragging an entire slice of 
pizza down the stairs of a subway station. A com-
ment praises the animal as “a true New Yorker.”

Rats help keep us from wallowing in our own 
filth: If we can’t love them for it, respect and a 
little acceptance would be a healthy step. Outside 
a soup kitchen near Chinatown, after sunset, I 
meet a maintenance worker named Jonathan 
Hincapie who is having a smoke as he watches 
rats frolic on a heap of trash bags.

I ask if the rats bother him. “I don’t mind rats,” 
he says. “This is New York City.” j

Emma Marris wrote Rambunctious Garden,  
a book about our relation to nature. She and  
wildlife photographer Charlie Hamilton James 
collaborated on the magazine’s June 2016  
feature on Peru’s Manú National Park.

G O RG I N G  O N  C H O C O LAT E
RATS MAY BE EMPATHIC. SOME HAVE PASSED UP

SO THEY COULD FREE OTHER RATS FROM CAGES.
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