
The Norway Rat (Rattus norvegicus) shares a long history with
people.  A history of disease, trash and habitat destruction.  We may
want to peg this common rat in a negative light, but this creature is
only adapting to the worst of human habits.  And adapting well.
Originally arriving from Europe on colonial ships during the
late 1700’s, today the Norway rat is found almost everywhere
throughout North America. Norways are large rats - almost 18 inch-
es long, including that distinctive naked, scaly tail. They may weigh
more than a pound. Their short coat ranges from reddish to grayish
brown above with paler undersides.  
Generally nocturnal with excellent senses of hearing, smell &
taste, rats are also active during the day in search of food.
Following our food and trash trails, with only a fair sense of sight,
Norway rats eating anything they can find or kill. From eggs to car-
rion, they are not choosy. Where rat populations are out of control
they may pose serious threats to ground-nesting birds or small
mammals. But rats also provide prey for an assortment of our native
predators, from minks to snakes to birds of prey.   

The 
Rats

Adapted to every human settlement for centuries, Norway rats live everywhere we live - often
where living conditions are at their worst. Their self-dug burrows are about three feet long with sev-
eral escape holes plugged with dirt or vegetation and hidden in grass or debris. Norway rats live
in colonies of several family groups sharing feeding and nesting sites.
Norway rats are active year-round and they breed throughout the year. Females may bear
as many as eight litters per year. Like all rodents, their populations are cyclical with a tendency
toward exploding populations if predators do not keep their numbers in check. If their population
rises, so does the potential for the spread of numerous diseases, including rabies, tularemia,
typhus and bubonic plague. These rats helped spread the plaque throughout Europe in the
Middle Ages, killing millions of people. 
One other European rat that has found its way to our shores is found in southeastern
Pennsylvania. That rat is the Black Rat (Rattus rattus), and its habits are similar to Norway rats.  



The Allegheny Woodrat, (Neotoma magister), unfortunately suf-
fers from guilt by association. The name “rat” doesn’t help. Most
people associate all rats with disease and trash. But the Allegheny
woodrat is a truly wild rat living in remote rocky habitats. It is also
an endangered species in Pennsylvania. They are secretive,
rare and misunderstood. Pennsylvania is the northern limit of the
Allegheny woodrat's range.
Woodrats bear little in common with the aggressive Norway rat, other than both being
rodents. The woodrat is at home in the wilderness and is primarily a herbivore. Perhaps the most
distinct difference between the two species is their tail. Most rats have a naked, scaly tail, but the
woodrat’s tail is fully furred. They are slightly smaller than Norway rats. 
The fully furred tail is dusky to brown above & white below. The woodrat has noticeably rounded
ears, long whiskers, and prominent large dark eyes. Their sense of hearing, touch and sight are
all keen, but their night vision - perfect for their nocturnal behavior - is particularly good. Their
grayish-brown coat with a white underside darkens and grows longer in winter.  
Woodrats have an decidedly un-rat-like diet, meaning they have very specific tastes. Not
found near people, trash is not a part of their food list. Leaves, fungi and ferns are favorites.
As are berries stalks of pokeweed and the fruits of sassafras, dogwood, mountain ash, cherry,
red maple and shadbush trees. They also eat nuts, especially acorns, which are an extremely
important part of their diet. But their reliance on nuts has probably helped lead to their threat-
ened status.
The American chestnut was once a primary source of food for woodrats. The decline chestnuts
and the recent infestations of gypsy moths, which have defoliated huge tracts of oak forests, both
seemed to have played a part in the disapearance of the Allegheny woodrat.  

Raccoons have also posed a problem for woodrats.
Raccoons carry a fatal parasite called Baylisascaris.
Woodrats pick up the roundworm by eating undigested
seeds found in raccoon droppings. It does not kill rac-
coons but it will kill woodrats. 

The woodrat likes to live on rocky cliffs and outcroppings, at least in Pennsylvania. They
will also live in caves, which has led to another problem for these rodents. Uneducated cavers
who are not familiar with the threatened status of woodrats often harass and kill them, mistak-
ing these rare rats for the common Norway or black rats.
As common and adaptable as the Norway rat is in our state - and throughout the world - our
Allegheny woodrat is just as rare and unadaptable. It is worth being careful of your reaction
the next time you see a rat skittering across a rocky outcrop in a woodland. At least look at its
tail and see if it is furred. You may be experiencing a rare sight indeed.



Woodrats are hoarders or “packrats.” They love to collect all kinds of “treasures” and bring
them back to their nests. Some are shiny, some are edible and some are just odd - like the skull
of a small mammal. They will also trade items. For example, if they are carrying a bottlecap and
find an interesting mushroom, they may leave the cap behind and carry the mushroom back
instead. Their prizes are hidden in their nest or piled outside the nest. They also hoard food. 
Woodrat nests are made of plant pieces like bark, twigs, or  leaves and placed boulder crevices,
rock ledges or cave floors. The nest is open at the top, like a bird nest, and used year-round
throughout the rat’s life. Woodrats breed from midwinter through autumn. Two or three litters
are borne each year with only one to four  young in each litter. When born, a woodrat’s incisors
are formed with a space between them so they can nurse. 

Here’s what you need to know about rats in
Pennsylvania: Some rats need our help
and some don’t. The rat you are most like-
ly to see if you leave trash around can
spread diseases to people and destroy our
food supply. The rat you are unlikely to see
is one of our state’s few endangered mam-
mals and is well worth protecting and saving.

Even though an adult rat is as large as a chipmunk, or even bigger, one can squeeze into
your home through a hole as small as the size of a quarter. And if you have trash or old scraps
of food laying around your house a Norway rat or black rat just might show up. These rats, like
house mice, have been following humans around for centuries. The messier we are, the more
they like us. They can spread disease to us and create a lot of damage to our houses too.
Rats have strong incisors enabling them to chew through wood, wires, some metals and
even glass. Their great senses of smell, taste and hearing help direct them to a food source -
any food source since they are scavengers. They also have long whiskers that help them “feel”
their way through dark attics or small spaces behind walls. Rats are very smart too. They can
remember the taste of food or other substances and will avoid rat poison if they have had a lit-
tle taste of it before. 
These rats were responsible for spreading Bubonic Plague or the "Black Death". The dis-
ease was really spread by fleas. But the fleas lived on the rats. Even though the Plague hap-
pened during the Middle Ages in Europe hundreds of years ago, sometimes a case of the
Plague is still identified today. 
But not all rats caues problems for people. Sometimes people cause problems for rats. Our
Allegheny Rat is a wild rat that likes to live in caves and rocky places far from people. This
species is suffering from loss of habitat in Pennsylvania and is now classified as an endan-
gered species. They need our help. Allegheny rats look like any other brownish rat, except
they have a furry tail. They also have some pretty interesting behavior. They like to collect spe-
cial treasures they find while  roaming their territory. Any shiny, colorful, unusual object may
strike their fancy. If it does, the rat will bring the object back to its burrow and nestle the piece
among their many other collections.

A Simple Review of Rats


