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This well illustrated and authoritative work on the history of the mouse trap is the only one of its kind. Readers who want to know the background to all the many varieties of mouse traps that still throng the shelves of their local supermarkets, hardware stores and garden centers will find it all here. Not only that. They will also learn that the manufacture of mouse traps, based on necessity, gave rise to one of the earliest technologies known to man. His most successful endeavors over many centuries to produce ever better mouse traps are faithfully recorded, together with some of the names of the inventors and manufacturers who made this possible. In addition many of the weird and wonderful inventions that fell by the wayside are figured to emphasise the quite extraordinary inventive energy that has been pitted against the house mouse, especially over the last two centuries.
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Introduction It may come as a surprise to many readers that such an ordinary and familiar object as a mouse trap has anything that might be thought of as a history, let alone one sufficiently long to fill the pages of an entire book. And yet the trap’s intended victim, the house mouse (Mus musculus), is found throughout the world generally living in close contact with man, and this lengthy association between the two species – remains of house mice have been recovered from the early Neolithic community of Catal Huyuk in Turkey, c.6500-5600 – suggests that the fate of the one has depended to some degree upon the successive ingenuity of the other. The house mouse is a mammal, just like ourselves, with a similar genetic makeup, and its small size and rapid rate of multiplication has in recent times allowed man to develop a number of domestic laboratory strains that have become invaluable in medical research. Within the last hundred years, the animal’s contribution to human health and happiness likely outweighs all the trouble it has caused over the previous several millennia – but that’s another story. Here we will concern ourselves with the house mouse in its wild state and the indisputable human need to control it. The house mouse belongs to the order of mammals named Rodentia, after the Latin verb “rodere” – to gnaw – an appropriate name since all its members have two pairs of powerful and sharp incisors. The order comprises some 40% of all mammal species and is divided into no less than 35 families, including such familiar animals as porcupines (Hystricidae), squirrels (Sciuridae), voles (Cricetidae), and rats and mice (Muridae). It is this last family of rodents that chiefly interests us because it includes the house mouse and its closest relatives. Some taxonomists, by studying genetic and minute internal structural variations, have recently concluded that the house mouse really consists of several races, if not different species, and have renamed them accordingly. Such variation is not apparent on the outside, even to the most careful
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observer, and for the purposes of this book I will refer to all of them simply as the house mouse. Of all the small rodents that we call mice, the house mouse is the only one found worldwide and, while the precise origin of its association with humans is unclear, it likely began soon after our change from hunter-gatherers to a more settled agricultural lifestyle. Subsequently, through travel, the colonization of new lands, and the provision of ample supplies of food and accommodation, man has unwittingly been the main agent for the global spread of the house mouse. There are many other species of mice in the family Muridae, but these are more local in distribution and only a few give us cause for concern in houses. The Egyptian Spiny mouse (Acomys cahirinus), for example, more or less replaces the house mouse in towns and villages in the Nile delta. In Europe, field mice (Apodemus spp.) often enter houses in the winter months, and the same is true of deer mice (Peromyscus spp.) in North America. The good news is that all these other house-dwelling mice can be readily caught in traps designed for house mice. Interestingly, although house mice are so widespread, traps to catch them are neither commonly used nor readily available in the more tropical regions of Central and South America, Africa, and South and Southeast Asia. In these areas house-living rats are more prevalent than house mice and may actually reduce mouse numbers. Such rats include the roof rat (Rattus rattus), widespread throughout the tropics, the bandicoot rat (Bandicota bengalensis) of India and Burma, the Polynesian rat (Rattus exulans), found throughout much of Southeast Asia, and the multimammate rat (Rattus natalensis) of Africa. Because of this predominance of various species of rats over house mice in the tropics, the development of mouse trap design is almost entirely a phenomenon of the more temperate parts of the world, especially Europe and North America. And house mice must be controlled. They damage buildings and equipment, eat and contaminate food, and harbor and spread a number of diseases. House mice are small, with a gift for climbing
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and gnawing that makes them extremely difficult to exclude from buildings. The use of poisons is often too hazardous where children and pets are present, and the death of a mouse in an inaccessible place leads to unacceptable smells. It is essential not only to catch the mouse but to remove it dead or alive; in other words we need a mouse trap! When, exactly, man first fashioned a mouse trap to capture his unwanted houseguests is even sketchier than the origin of house mice in houses. In the beginning he would surely have exploited his expertise in hunting and capturing somewhat larger animals. Even today, some designs of rat traps are clearly small bear traps and some designs of mouse traps are small rat traps. Early models were fairly simple in nature, but as time progressed they tended to become more varied and complex. As a general rule, the smaller the animals the more varied and complex are the traps that man has devised. Such complexity not only creates problems for mice but also for historians. The next chapter will consider how to arrange mouse traps into groups of different types, so that we can follow each group’s historic development.
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Fig. 1 A Mouse Trap Classification based largely on early hunting methods



Types of Mouse Trap To provide himself with food and clothing and bones to fashion into tools, primitive man could drive wild animals into an enclosure, grab them with a lasso, hit them with a club or penetrate them with a spear. These methods later became transformed into more passive forms of hunting (i.e. traps), and then miniaturised to become mouse traps (Fig.1). Small walk-in and noose traps dating from the third millennium BC have been found in the Middle East and tribal peoples in Africa and Asia still use such traps to catch small rodents for food. This simple mouse trap classification sufficed up to the nineteenth century. From 1850, however, the change of pace of trap design quickened, particularly in North America, where inventors of mouse traps competed with one another and registered their ideas with the US Patent Office. The contemporary saying “Build a better mouse trap and the world will beat a path to your door”, often attributed to Ralph Waldo Emerson, may have contributed to this increased innovative activity, but most inventors will have had more realistic expectations. Today it is easy to sympathize with Chester Woolworth, President of the Animal Trap Company of America, who some hundred years later remarked on the demise of one of his ‘better’ mouse traps: “Fortunately Mr. Emerson made his living as a philosopher, not as a company president”. With or without the Emerson effect, by 1900 the number of patents registered as animal traps (not just mouse traps) exceeded 1000 and by the year 2000 the number of such patents was well over 4500. This ever-increasing demand for patents also took place in other areas of human activity, and to cope, in 1934 the US Patent Office introduced a comprehensive classification system that placed most animal traps in some 40 subclasses within Class 43. For the purposes of this book I have lumped these subclasses together into the following groups, most of which will be readily recognized by today’s mouse trap users: Catch’em alive – one at a time; Catch’em alive – lots at a time; Crushing traps; Snap traps; Choker traps; Miscellaneous traps – including spearing, electrocuting and jaw traps; and Glue traps.
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The Four Ages of Mouse Traps Mouse trap history can be divided into four separate periods, each of which depends on different kinds and sources of information. Firstly there is an ancient period that relies chiefly on archaeological material dating from well before the birth of Christ. Such material comes from excavations carried out in the last two centuries on ancient sites in the arid zone that stretches from North Africa to Pakistan and North India. It is only recently that some of the items, described variously as a duck coop (Egypt), votive slipper offering (Iraq), sacred snake house (Cyprus) and portable brazier (Syria), have been recognised as traps for catching small rodents. They have survived because they were made of baked clay. Wooden traps or small pits dug in the ground would not have survived. Cooking pots, either sunk in the ground or carefully balanced to drop over their victims, would not have been recognised as traps. The second period, lasting more than two thousand years, has not provide us with any actual traps, presumably because they continued to be made in largely non-durable materials. Nevertheless mouse traps clearly continued to exist. In the second century AD the Greek writer Oppian in his treatise on fishes compares the activity of giant rays in killing divers off the coast of Cilicia (now in present-day Turkey) to a boy’s capture of a mouse in a mouse trap. A few centuries later St. Augustine in one of his sermons likens the cross of the Lord to a mouse trap designed to catch the devil, thereby thwarting forever his evil influence. The third period starts in the late middle ages and continues to about 1850. Here our main source of information is Leonard Mascall’s A Booke of Engines and traps to take Polcats, Buzardes, Rattes, Mice and all other kindes of Vermine and beasts whatsoever, most profitable for all Warriners and such as delight in this kinde of sport and pastime. His book was published in 1590 and, despite its lengthy title, his descriptions of mouse traps are very succinct. They can be
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supplemented by those of other authors, and even some artists, who depicted traps in their paintings and engravings. Unlike the earlier periods, the final one, from about 1850 to the present, provides us with an embarrassing abundance of information coming from a variety of sources, including trap patents, catalogues of manufacturers and hardware stores, and also many examples of the traps themselves. The main lines of development throughout these four ages for each of the seven groups of traps will now be described and illustrated. A selection of mouse traps that lie outside these main lines will also be illustrated, if only to demonstrate the quite extraordinary degree of ingenuity and energy that inventors have spent – with varying success - trying to produce ever better mouse traps.



12



Catch ’Em Alive – One At a Time Traps designed to catch only one live animal, often referred to as “single-catch live traps”, are mostly rectangular boxes with a single door at one end that closes when activated by an animal already safely in the trap. The earliest of these traps are made of pottery and date from the 2nd and 3rd Millenia BC, and they have been recovered from archaeological excavations in Egypt, Cyprus, Syria and Iraq. Pottery mouse traps of a very similar design are still made in the village of Guellala in Djerba, Tunisia (Fig.2a). The Tuareg in Niger make similar traps of unbaked clay to catch small desert rodents for food (Fig.2b). The doors in all these traps are held up vertically by a cord whose other end is a loop. A stick attached to the bait inside the trap projects through the loop (Fig.3a).



Fig. 2a Pottery Mouse Trap from Guellala, Djerba, Tunisia
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Fig. 2b Clay Rodent Trap used by the Tuareg in Niger



By the late middle ages this early design had been changed in two ways. In one, the door was suspended vertically by a string attached to an overhead pivoted lever whose other end engaged with an upward extension of a hook holding the bait inside the trap. In the other, the door was hinged at the top and held up by a string, the other end of which was attached to a small piece of wood or clicket (Mascall’s term) that engaged at one end with a vertical post on top of the trap and at the other with the upward extension of the bait hook (Figs 3b and 4). In some cases, to assist in the speedy closing of the hinged door, pressure was applied to it by means of an overhead stick inserted into a twisted cord (Fig.5). All the traps of this period were made of wood and wire. Sometimes both the sides and ends of the traps were made of wire. Such a trap frequently occurs in pictures, as it enabled the artist also to reveal the captive.
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Fig. 3a Ancient



Fig. 3b Mediaeval



Fig. 3c Victorian



Fig. 3d Modern Fig. 3 Common mechanisms of single-catch live traps
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Fig. 4 Mascall’s Double Trappe



Fig. 5 A late mediaeval mouse trap made from a drawing by Joseph Cats.
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British Wooden Box Trap



French Wire Cage Trap



German Wire Cage Trap Fig. 6 Victorian designs of single-catch live traps
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Parisienne FR



Trapit US



Havahart US Fig. 7 Some single-catch live traps with modern door-closing mechanisms
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Victor US



Trap Ease US



Fig. 8 Single-catch live traps that tip to close the door



By the nineteenth century the design had been simplified by hinging the door above and extending it backwards to engage directly with the upward extension of the bait hook. When the door was released, a strong spring, stretching from the back of the door to the top of the trap, made it shut rapidly (Figs 3c and 6). In the twentieth century the trend has been to introduce a treadle release internally on the trap floor (Figs 3d and 7).In the American “Havahart” the trap has swing doors at each end and a single central treadle that closes both doors simultaneously. This trap is made in a variety of sizes, particularly for trapping mammals much larger than mice. In some other traps the far end of the trap operates as a treadle, so that when the mouse reaches this end to get the bait, its weight causes the whole trap to tilt, an action that closes and locks the door (Fig.8).
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The remaining single-catch live traps are a varied bunch, including two obviously designed to exercise their captives as well as amuse their owners (Figure 9). Fig. 9 Other single-catch live traps with a variety of catching methods
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Catch’Em Alive – Lots At a Time In earlier days, if more than one animal was to be trapped at a time, it probably meant digging a hole in the ground and taking steps to ensure not only that the intended prey fell in, but also that it could not get out. Even today, this simple concept is made use of in parts of Southern India by burying large cooking pots up to the rim in cotton fields to protect the crop from damage by rats and mice. Semi-solid cow dung is placed in the bottom of each pot to reduce the ability of its captives to jump out. Inside a house, however, holes in the floor were not an option. We owe the first description of an indoor multi-catch mouse trap to Leonard Mascall. Mascall’s “Mill to take mice” (Fig.10) consisted of four vanes that turned on a spindle set in a block of wood placed on the edge of a table or shelf. Any mice reaching the vanes, baited with oatmeal and honey, would then fall into a pot placed below. Over the ensuing centuries many similar devices have been developed and made available, but have attracted little public interest.



Fig. 10 Mascall’s Mill to Take Mice
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Fig. 11 Dome cage trap The multi-catch mouse trap commonly used in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was a dome-shaped wire cage, often with a wooden base (Fig.11), rather like a traditional lobster pot. Such traps are still available in many European countries today and have been used by artists to depict a mouse caught in a trap (Fig.12).



Fig. 12 An engraving by Jean Jones (London, 1786) from a painting by Sir Joshua Reynolds. 23



Fig. 13a Colin Pullinger’s Perpetual



Fig. 13b John Morris’s Delusion



Fig. 13c Marty Brothers’ cage trap Fig. 13 Some successful modern multi-catch traps and their mechanisms 24



Fig. 13d Carl Bender’s Capito



Fig. 13e Brick Kness’s Ketch-All



Fig. 14 Victor Tin Cat
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In the second half of the nineteenth century there appeared no less than four very successful mouse traps that could catch many mice at a time and whose designs seemed to owe little to those of earlier traps. In the 1860s, Colin Pullinger’s “Perpetual” consisted of a long box with a central see-saw (Fig.13a) that alternately delivered mice to one end of the trap and then to the other, eventually accommodating about twelve captives. In the 1870s John Morris’s “Delusion” introduced another see-saw design (Fig.13b). A mouse entering the trap and treading on the far end of the see-saw flipped up the door and closed the trap. It reopened for the next mouse when its predecessor stepped from the see-saw through an adjacent one-way door. John Morris’s flip-up door is still in use in many of today’s multi-catch mouse traps. Fig. 15 Various other multi-catch traps
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The 1880s saw the production of a new wire cage trap by the French Marty brothers. The trap had a centrally positioned horizontal trapdoor that gave way to let a mouse through, and was returned to its original set position by a lead counterweight (Fig.13c). In the 1990s Carl Bender designed and made his automatic self-setting mouse trap that he later named the “Capito”. A mouse entering the trap stepped on a treadle that closed the door and then climbed up to a tilting platform that jettisoned it into a container below, simultaneously reopening the door (Fig.13d). In the 1920s Austin E Kness produced his wind-up “Ketch-All” mouse trap (Fig. 13e). This substantial box-shaped metal trap has entrances on opposite sides and in the center of the tunnel between them, a sensitive treadle triggers a revolving paddle that sweeps the mouse into an adjacent holding chamber while also resetting it for the next victim. A single wind of the trap is sufficient to catch up to twenty mice. As with single-catch live mouse traps, there have been quite a few that have been made that have not survived competition from the more successful ones (Fig.15).
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Crushing Traps Arranging a heavy weight in such a way that it would fall and crush an animal seems a nice simple concept, but it is not easy to put into practice. Indeed the likely danger to the setter meant that it was not often used for animals much larger than a rat. Mice were undoubtedly the ideal targets but even here bruised fingers were probably not uncommon for surprisingly heavy weights were needed to ensure that a mouse was killed. The first crushing or dead-fall traps were probably stones or pieces of wood carefully balanced at one end of a baited stick. This difficult balancing act was susceptible to disturbances from animals other than those trying to get the bait. An improvement was the replacement of the single stick with three notched sticks fitted firmly together in the shape of the number “4”, with the horizontal arm baited at its free end (Fig.16).



Fig. 16 Figure of 4



Such outdoor dead-fall traps were replaced indoors by a heavy block of wood suspended from an overhead beam by a string and clicket that engaged with a treadle immediately below (Fig.17a). Surviving examples, mainly from Scandinavian farmhouses, reveal that they were somewhat cumbersome affairs about twenty inches long and four inches wide weighing about eight pounds. Nearly half of that was the descending weight, the end of which was raised about four inches above the trap base when the trap was set. It is not surprising that other lighter designs were soon forthcoming.
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In these alternate designs, the block (now weighing about 11/2 lbs) descended vertically, guided by two vertical posts that pierced the block and were joined overhead by a horizontal bar. The block was held up by a string and a clicket that either bridged the gap between the treadle and the bottom of the block (Fig.17b) or was part of a more complex arrangement (Fig.17c). These dead-fall traps, made by local carpenters, vary greatly in the size, shape, and number of their components, and the extent to which they were decorated (Fig.17d). They probably went out of general use in the seventeenth century, but because of their robustness and curious appearance they are often displayed in Folk Museums.



Fig. 17a Swedish Farm House



Fig. 17 Some Dead-fall Traps
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Fig. 17b Dead-fall without overhead lever



Fig. 17c Dead-fall with overhead lever
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Fig. 17d Decorated dead-fall
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Fig. 18 Mérode Mouse Trap One further trap needs to be considered in the crushing or deadfall group. This is the “Mérode mouse trap”, so called because of its depiction on Joseph’s carpenter’s bench in the right hand panel of the Mérode altarpiece, a tryptich painted in the early fifteenth century by the Master of Flémalle. Now in the Cloisters Collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, this piece is probably the most researched and written about mouse trap of all time – a result of the controversy amongst art historians in the 1960s as to whether it really was a mouse trap. The uncertainty may have arisen because Joseph had not quite finished making the trap. A reconstruction, now complete with its string and clicket, is illustrated as Figure 18.
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The Mérode trap is similar in construction to the early dead-fall with a board held up at only one end – except that this new trap no longer relied on a heavy board and gravity to kill a mouse. Instead the source of power was imparted by a tightly tensioned cord stretched between the two upright posts. A short stick inserted into the cord pressed down hard on the board, now much smaller and lighter, causing its rapid descent when a mouse released it by treading on the trap treadle. Judging by the description of the trap in 1782 by the French master joiner André Roubo, the Mérode mouse trap remained in use for several centuries after its depiction in the Mérode altar piece. Nevertheless during this period it was being replaced by a series of even smaller and lighter traps operated by tensioned cords or springs. This new generation, the snap traps, will be dealt with in the next chapter.
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Snap Traps Traps powered by twisting several plant or animal fibers tightly together to form a tensioned or torsioned cord are known by the general term “torsion traps”. Over the centuries they’ve been used to catch a variety of small birds and mammals. Their earliest known use seems to have been in ancient Egypt for the capture of birds. More recently, one particular variety, named the “Nordo-Baltic Torsion Trap” has been used in Scandinavian countries, especially Finland and Sweden, for trapping rats and similar sized animals. The torsion trap described by Mascall and named the “Dragin trappe for Mice or Rattes” is more or less identical, except for the teeth inserted in the top jaw (Fig.19a). The important difference between this trap and the tensioned Mérode trap is that the striking board is now inserted directly into the twisted cord and they act together as a single unit. Fig. 19a Mascall’s Dragin Trappe



Fig. 19b Mascall’s Dragin Trappe with Great Wyar



Fig. 19 Mediaeval Snap Traps
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The torsion mouse trap may not have lasted very long, for Mascall also includes in his book the “Dragin trappe with great wyar” in which a single piece of wire formed a simple spring and a striking frame which was held up by a string and clicket that connected to an upward projection from a wire bait hook (Fig.19b). Over the next two centuries the string and clicket mechanism was replaced by a single wire connecting the striker to the bait hook and the simple wire spring was replaced by a pair of robust helical springs (Fig.20).



Fig. 20 Victorian angled Snap Trap During the second half of the nineteenth century and later, a number of inventors produced various modifications, some of which continued to hold the striking frame at an angle over the bait (Fig. 21), while others held it in a vertical position, thereby making the traps L-shaped (Fig. 22). None of these traps proved to be all that successful commercially, probably because they had to compete with William Hooker’s 1894 US-patented invention of the flat snap trap. William Hooker pulled the striking frame right back so that it lay flat on the base of the trap. He held it down with a single wire that connected directly with a bait treadle on the other side of a central horizontal spring . Thus the striker now had to travel through almost 180 degrees before it could strike the mouse that had triggered its action. The very strong miniature helical springs then available made this possible.
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Fig. 22 A variety of L-shaped Snap Traps Little Wonder US Micki DE
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Hooker manufactured his trap in Abingdon, Illinois, and sold it under the trademarked name “Out O’Sight” (Fig.23). His trap transformed the mouse trap scene, not only in North America, but also in Europe, where because the design was not patented, various similar traps began to be made within a few years in Britain, France, and Germany. His trap, with only a few minor changes, remains the best selling mouse trap design to this day despite the efforts of innumerable inventors and manufacturers to displace it. The trap owes much of its continued success to the ease with which it can be set, its suitability for mass production and the availability of its upper surface for printing designs to promote its sale.
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Fig. 23 William Hooker’s flat Snap Trap, the Out O’Sight and some later versions with name and treadle changes
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Fig. 24 Some Auto-set Traps made by the Animal Trap Co. of America The manufacture of Hooker’s trap was transferred from Abingdon, Illinois to Lititz, Pennsylvania, in 1905 and has remained there ever since. It has also been re-named and re-launched on a number of occasions, particularly at the time of treadle change (Fig. 23). In addition to treadle changes to Hooker’s simple design, a further main developmental trend in snap traps was the so-called selfset or auto-set trap that was so arranged that the setter only had to press the striking frame down, often into a notch at the end of the trap opposite the treadle, for the trap to be set. Such snap traps were made by two main manufacturers in the USA, The Animal Trap
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Fig. 25 Some Auto-set Traps made by the McGill Metal Products Co. 42



Company of America in Lititz and the McGill Metal Products Company of Marengo, Illinois. After a series of changes (Figs 24 and 25), they were finally discontinued in the 1990s. Such traps were also made in Europe, where they tended to be made entirely of metal rather than metal with a wooden base. These included the German “Terror”, the French “Cas Dos’”, and the British “Prong”, “Klik” and “Self-Set” (Fig. 26). None of these lasted very long, except the “Self-Set” that was patented in the 1960s and is still being made and sold in Britain today. Terror DE
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Fig. 26 Other Auto-set Traps 43
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Fig. 27 Squeeze Traps with separate setting frame From the auto-set trap has developed the so-called squeeze trap, which can be set simply by squeezing two parts of the trap together between the finger and thumb of one hand. Another advantage is that the user does not need to handle any part of the trap that will be involved in killing the mouse and a dead mouse can be readily released for disposal simply by squeezing and resetting the trap. In a few squeeze traps the relationship between the striking frame and the setting frame is easy to observe (Fig. 27). In most cases, however, they and the space between them is made from a single shaped piece of metal or plastic sometimes specially molded to accommodate the setter’s thumb. Most of the squeeze traps of this type were initially made of metal (Fig. 28) and. undoubtedly the most successful of these were the ‘Victor Easy Set’ and the ‘McGill Alsteel’, which were superseded in the 1990s by a plastic version (Fig. 29).
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Fig. 28 Moulded squeeze Traps 45



Fig. 29 Victor US



Some squeeze traps make use of a helical spring that is stretched between the trap base and the striker in such a way that when the trap is set, it rapidly snaps shut when the spring’s equilibrium is upset by movement of the treadle. The few metal examples of such traps have been replaced by more recent plastic ones (Fig. 30). As with the other groups of mouse traps, having identified the main lines of development, we are left with an odd assortment (Fig.31).
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Fig. 30 Balanced-spring squeeze traps 47



Fig. 31 Various other Snap Traps Pack Trap JP
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Choker Traps Snares, in the form of a cord or wire noose suspended above the ground from a flexible stick held down by a release mechanism comparable to string and clicket – connected to a peg in the ground, are still used throughout the world to catch small animals. When an animal puts its head through the noose and disturbs the clicket from its peg, the stick straightens, the noose tightens, and the animal is suspended helplessly in the air. Such traps are particularly effective for animals that make clearly defined runways, enabling the experienced trapper not only to identify the animal that made it, but also to place the right size of noose at the right height above the ground to catch it. For small animals that live indoors and rarely leave obvious traces of the routes they take, the noose is suspended in the entrance to a short artificial tunnel and the animal is enticed to put its head in by the provision of a baited hook, that when moved triggers the release of the noose and chokes the animal. Fig. 32a Mohenjo Daro pottery trap



Fig. 32b African Baobab trap



Fig. 32 Early Designs of Choker Traps 50



Fig. 33 Mascall’s,‘Spring Trappe for Mice’ The earliest known example of a choker trap (Fig.32a) dates from the third millennium BC and is made of pottery. Of a size to catch rats, it comes from Mohenjo Daro, the ancient capital of the Indus Valley civilisation. Choker traps with very similar release mechanisms are still used today in Africa to catch small rodents for food. One such trap (Fig.32b) is made from half the fruit of a Baobab tree, which, because of its brown furry fruits hanging on long stalks, is also sometimes known as the “Dead Rat Tree”.



Lucifer FR
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We must, however, turn again to Leonard Mascall to find the first description and illustration of a choker trap specifically designed to catch house mice. Mascall’s choker mouse trap - named “Spring Trappe for Mice” took the form of a block of wood into which a row of four tunnels had been drilled (Fig.33). At each tunnel entrance, through two holes in its roof, a string noose was suspended from a simple wire spring whose other end was inserted into the back of the wooden block. Each noose was held in place by two threads that stretch from the spring to the base of the trap. A mouse gnawing through these threads to get at the bait at the end of the tunnel would release the spring and the noose would throttle the mouse. 3-hole
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Fig. 35 British Choker Traps 52
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Fig. 36 American Round and Octagonal Choker Traps
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Fig. 37 Various other Choker Traps 54



Little Champ Auto-set US



Little Champ US



Fig. 37 Various other Choker Traps



The gnaw-thread release is still the most commonly used mechanism to be found in choker mouse traps today, especially in France and Germany, but the simple wire spring has been replaced by much stronger helical springs and the string noose has been replaced by wire (Germany) or by one stamped out of sheet metal (France) (Fig. 34). Choker traps for mouse control has had a long history in Britain with many variations in release mechanisms (Fig.35), but they became no longer available in the 1950s following a fire in the only factory that had continued to make them. In the USA, too, choker traps have been available at least from the eighteenth century, but curiously gnaw-thread release mechanisms seem never to have been used and if a trap had more than three holes it was always made in a round or octagonal shape. These non-linear traps were first made in wood, then in sheet metal, and finally in plastic. Production of the last of these, the ‘Victor Black Cat’ was discontinued in 1990. This and earlier US models are shown in Figure 36 and a variety of other choker trap designs from various countries in Figure 37. In both Britain and America larger and specially designed choker traps are still in use for the capture of burrowing animals such as moles and pocket gophers.
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Fig. 38 Miscellaneous Traps Most of the mouse traps in this category (Fig.38) are only of curiosity value. They include one composed of two spears that transfixed a mouse passing through a metal ring and another that clutched a mouse with several claws when it tried to reach a suspended bait. There were also several jaw traps that could grab a mouse with its two moving jaws and several electrocuting traps, one of which could be plugged into an existing socket of a house’s electricity supply system. But while such traps played little if any role in improving house mouse control, another type of trap, the glue trap, seems now to be finding much more favor, at any rate in North America.
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Glue Traps A glue known as birdlime, smeared on the branches of bushes and trees, is a centuries-old method for capturing wild birds. Its use for mouse control is recommended in the first edition (printed in London in the early eighteenth century) of The Compleat Verminkiller, which also provides us with “An excellent Receipt to make Birdlime”. The basic ingredient is the bark of holly collected in midsummer. It is then put through a long and complex process and the final slimy result must be mixed with hog or goose grease before use. In advising how to use this excellent receipt “To take Rats, or Mice especially” the Compleat Vermin-killer says: “Take a Board 3 foot square, and lay a piece of rusty fry’d Bacon in the middle, then lay it pretty thick with Birdlime, leaving some Alleys for’em to come to it, and they’l get among the Birdlime and stick, drawing and squeaking, that it will make you sport. One said that he has catch’d 12 in a Night. In Staffordshire they put Birdlime about their holes, and they running among it, it sticks to their Skins, that they will not leave scratching till they kill themselves”. It is not difficult to appreciate that the use of birdlime for mouse control in eighteenth-century Britain was not an instant success. But by the twentieth century some manufacturers had begun to make and sell tins of glue for rat and mouse control (Fig.39a). These required the user to spread the glue onto small squares made of cardboard or other suitable materials. The use of such glue boards for mouse control seems to have generated a small level of interest for several decades, but today such interest has virtually vanished and the situation in the rest of Europe generally is much the same. The story of glue boards in North America is rather different, and unravelling it relies heavily on examining the advertisements in the US trade journal Pest Control. There are two main reasons for this situation. Firstly, there are virtually no patents for glues for mouse control, because an inventor of an improved glue does not wish to give away any trade secrets by having to describe them in a
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Fig. 39b Coffin US



Fig. 39a Ratsticker GB



Fig. 39 Glue traps patent. Secondly, examples of old used glue traps, or even unused ones, do not figure amongst the most treasured possessions of even the most dedicated trap collector! In the 1950s, the user spread glue on his own boards, but thereafter an increasing number of manufacturers began to provide ready-made glue boards in various shapes, sizes and packs. These allowed for instant use. Some traps were also provided with special covers or containers, a few of which were patented. Initially, most glue boards were specially produced in large packs for the pest control industry, but today more than half a dozen manufacturers produce glue traps for both commercial users and householders. One even sells its glue traps in containers shaped like small plastic coffins, each one large enough to hold two mice, and with a lid decorated with a bunch of red roses (Fig.39b). Such plastic coffins can be had in clear, grey, black or pine and are also provided with a bait named “Last rites menu”! Clearly manufacturers are now striving to provide the potential mouse controller with every imaginable means to achieve his ends - and those of his mice.
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Inventors Apart from Thomas Edison, of domestic light bulb fame, how many readers can name individuals whose inventions have transformed our lives – let alone the name of any mouse trap inventor? Inventors, however innovative, without a doubt belong to the least-remembered portion of the human race. In this chapter we will try to redress this balance just a little, by saying a few words about some of the most notable mouse trap inventors. The first such inventor who can be identified was Colin Pullinger of Selsey, a small village on the coast of West Sussex, England. Colin was born in 1814 and in 1847 took over his father’s carpentry business and farmland in Selsey, where he subsequently also engaged in many other activities advertised in his trade card (Fig. 40). He was an inventor of a number of useful objects in addition to animal traps. Animal traps, however, were his chief concern and between 1855 and 1866 he registered the designs of seven traps covering birds, moles, rats and mice with the British Patent Office. Only one of these designs No 4373 registered on May 25, 1861 resulted in a commercial success and was advertised as Colin Pullinger’s Registered “Perpetual” Mouse Trap in November of the same year in the British trade journal The Ironmonger. Apart from being the first identifiable mouse trap inventor, Pullinger is probably the only one who is celebrated in the place of his birth. In 2002 a blue plaque to commemorate him was fixed to the wall of the Selsey Town Hall, which was built on the site of his Inventive Manufactory, an important location in the newly designed Selsey Heritage Trail, which also includes the site for assembling the Mulberry Harbours, essential to the D-Day Normandy landings in World War II. Our second inventor is John Bunnell, who patented an improvement to choker mouse traps in 1870, making it much easier to set such traps. Beyond that, all we know about him is that he was a mouse trap maker in Unionville, Connecticut, and that he had patented a less successful modification for choker traps the previous year.
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Fig. 40 Colin Pullinger’s Trade Card Our third important inventor is John Morris, a mouse trap maker of Seward, Nebraska. He patented his first multi-catch mouse trap design, with its unique flip-up entrance door in 1876 (US 179,940), and within a year had patented an improved version (US 195,632) that was given the name “The Delusion”, which was the first US Trade Mark (No 5,116 September 4, 1877) ever applied to an animal trap. John and his brothers, William and Henry, went on to patent and make a number of other mouse traps and eventually registered 35 patents – John was involved with 27 – most of which were concerned with combination and permutation locks of a much more complex nature than his mouse traps.
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Our fourth and fifth inventors are the Marty brothers, Henri and Edouard, of Villefranche de Rouergue, Aveyron, France. In 1880 or thereabouts Henri, the older of the two, was a dyer with a mill on the river Aveyron, while Edouard was a master armourer in the army. Both were keen fishermen and one day they left their wire fish trap with its catch of fish in a boat on Henri’s mill pond. On their return they were amazed to discover that their trap had also caught many rats attracted by the fish. So impressed were they by this experience that Edouard resigned from the army and became the chief trap designer, while Henri converted his mill into an enterprise to make wire traps for catching both rats and mice, and provided the finance and the business expertise. It was also Henri who patented their first design in France in 1882 (FR 152,243) and registered further patents in the following year for the same design in the USA (US 290,082), in Britain (GB 1,899) and in Germany (DE 24,652). Thus the Marty brothers became the first trap inventors to protect their designs in all those countries that were most likely to copy them. Our next successful inventor is Carl Bender of Sonnenberg, in the State of Hesse, Germany, where he was a master carpenter making furniture and other useful household items. He also augmented his income by running a grocery store, an activity that probably led him to appreciate the need for mouse control. He patented his first design (DE 53,299) for a self-setting multi-catch mouse trap in 1889. He subsequently made further improvements to this design and patented them in Germany, France and Britain. The improved trap was later called the “Capito” in Europe, but in the US, where it was almost instantly copied, the copies even being patented, it was named “Peerless” and “Fatal”. Carl Bender also registered a few patents dealing with pests other than mice. Our next inventor, William Hooker of Abingdon, Illinois, must rank as the most influential mouse trap inventor of all time, and yet we know so little about him. He was born in Hookes Town, West Virginia, in 1840, and moved in 1862 to Knox County, Illinois, where he farmed near Abingdon. He moved to Abingdon itself in 1868 and between 1865 and his death in Abingdon in 1909 he registered no
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less than 27 patents, of which 17 were concerned with animal traps and the remainder almost entirely with the design of farm gates. Most of Hooker’s animal trap patents were designs for rat and mouse traps and by far his most important was that for the first flat wood and wire snap trap in 1894 (US 528,671). The manufactured trap in mouse trap and rat trap size was named the Out O’Sight in 1895, a trademark that was not officially registered until 1901. The next inventor who deserves mention is Austin “Brick” Ness. In 1924, at the age of 35, Brick worked as a custodian of the high school in Audubon, Iowa, and it was here that he built his first wind-up multi-catch mouse trap to protect the students’ lunches from the local mice. As his design proved so successful he applied for a patent in 1927, and obtained it three years later (US 1,758,952) The manufactured trap was named the “Ketch-All” and remained the most successful multi-catch mouse trap for commercial pest control purposes for several decades. Brick Ness not only made several improvements to the first Ketch-All design, he designed a wide variety of other items, including a pruning saw, a garden hoe, a onewheel trailer and a rural mailbox. He also designed, where necessary, the tools for making his inventions. Finally to the two Stilson brothers, William and Herbert, who were born in 1863 and 1870 respectively in the small township of Sunderland in Bennington County, Vermont. Later in adult life they moved to Illinois, where William eventually settled in Morrison and became County Clerk of Whiteside County. In contrast, Herbert was often on the move, setting up a number of small trapmaking companies in Dubuque, Iowa, and Morrison, Harvard and Chicago, Illinois, to manufacture their patented traps. He finally settled in Chicago and in the 1930s joined the staff of the McGill Metal Products Company of Marengo, Illinois, which in 1932 started to manufacture some of the best of the Stilsons’ mouse and rat trap designs. Between them they registered some 26 US patents, mostly concerned with animal traps. The most successful were their self-setting and four-way-treadle versions of William Hooker’s flat snap trap.



62



In addition to these most successful inventors, there were others adept at modifying existing designs. There were also many (at least 100 in the USA) who patented single mouse trap designs that were made, but not successfully marketed. Many more patentees, possibly several hundreds, designed mouse traps that were never manufactured. The exact numbers are unknown, because inventors of traps rarely revealed exactly what animal their invention was intended to capture. But let us return to our successful inventors. They were problemsolvers interested in applying their inventive skills to a range of mechanical devices that needed improvement. Stimulation to improve mouse traps probably came from their own personal experiences. Colin Pullinger was a farmer, as was William Hooker, and Abel, the father of the Stilson Brothers and Claudius Jones, the sponsor of John Morris’s “Delusion”. In addition Herbert Stilson early in his career ran a grocery store, as did Carl Bender, as a sideline to his carpentry business. But inventing a new mouse trap is not enough. It must also be successfully manufactured, distributed, and promoted. In the next chapters we will learn how our newly designed mouse traps fared, as well as some of the more traditional designs. We will also be reminded of what must be generally true in other areas of human activity, that good designers do not always make good businessmen.
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Manufacturers and Distributors From quite early times, up to, say, the eighteenth century, mouse traps would have been made by local carpenters and distributed and sold locally. Good evidence for this is the many dead-fall mouse traps in Folk Museums, no two of which are exactly alike. Other kinds of mouse traps that carpenters would have been making during this period are depicted in a French Encyclopedia of 1788 (Fig.41) and in one of the amusing drawings by Valk in which various artisans are shown clothed in the products of their trade (Fig.42).



Fig. 41 Mouse traps in 18th Century French Encyclopedia 64



Fig. 42 Carpenter’s Clothing
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Fig. 43 Itinerant Mouse Trap Maker



Fig. 44 Front cover of music for The Mouse Trap Man Waltz



However not all mouse traps were made by sedentary carpenters. Some itinerant workers specialised in making mouse traps and carried with them the tools of their trade (Fig.43). In 1850s London, Mayhew speaks of the penny mouse trap maker of Bethnal Green who made cheap whitewood items, especially mouse traps. Such traps were peddled around London by a man who was a common sight at the time and is celebrated in the “The Mousetrap Man Waltz”, the music to which was later given words in the song of “The Mouse-Trap Man”. Both the waltz and the song were provided with an illustrated front cover (Fig.44) that suggests that the traps being sold were small single-catch live traps. Contrarily, the somewhat bawdy song is about a six-hole choker with which the mouse trap man stole the love of the singer’s sweetheart! The song’s chorus goes “ Mouse traps, mouse traps” he’d cry “Mouse traps, fine mouse traps who’ll buy? Strong as a house, just have one and try. Mouse traps a penny, a penny who’ll buy?”.
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In the second half of the nineteenth century large factories using mass production techniques were soon replacing local trap makers and this process was helped by the rapid distribution facilities of newly constructed railroads, next to which most factories were now being built. John Bunnell and John Morris were both mouse trap makers, but neither had the resources to respond to the demand for their manufactured traps and it was not until their production was taken over in the 1880s by the Lovell Manufacturing Company of Erie, Pennsylvania, that their commercial success was assured. John Morris’s “Delusion” retained its name while Bunnell’s choker was named “Easy Setting Choker”. Meanwhile, in 1896, William Hooker had set up a company in Abingdon, Illinois, the Animal Trap Company, to manufacture his “Out O’Sight” mouse and rat traps. By January of the following year it moved into a new purpose-built factory on the east side of the CB&Q railroad tracks. At this time the Company employed some sixty men and boys and a large sign along the railroad proudly announced “Traps that Snap in Every Civilized Country of the World”. Before the end of the century William Hooker and his business partner, Knox Marks, had sold their interest in the company to Mr. F.W.Schultz, who moved it in 1906 to Lititz, Pennsylvania. There it was merged with the J.M.Mast Manufacturing Company, the new company being registered as the ‘Animal Trap Company’. Almost at once the Oneida Community Ltd.of New York bought a controlling interest in the company and provided three of its top managers to help run it. No doubt this injection of management expertise helped to ensure the continued successful production of Hooker’s snap trap in Lititz, which survives to this day, the company now being known as the Woodstream Corporation. Its current predominance in the field of mouse trap manufacture in the US has undoubtedly been helped by buyouts of the trap-making facilities of competing companies, including W.A. Gibbs & Son, the William Pratt Manufacturing Company and, most recently and importantly, the McGill Metal Products Company. But we must not forget Brick Kness and his wind-up multi-catch mouse trap the “Ketch-All”. In 1927 Brick founded the Kness
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Manufacturing Company to make the trap, but the Great Depression and World War II intervened and it was not until after the war, with the factory now moved to Albia, Iowa, that Brick, in partnership with his three sons - Lester, Marvin and Arnold - turned the company around. It soon became the leading supplier to the pest control industry of large multi-catch mouse traps. From what has been said so far, it would appear that in the US, at the beginning of the third millennium AD, there were only two major players, Woodstream and Kness, in the field of mouse trap manufacture and that there were only three of our named inventors - John Morris, William Hooker and Brick Ness - whose inventions still survive, at least in modified form. While this may be true for the inventors it is rapidly becoming less so for the manufacturers. The reason for the change, which began over twenty years ago, has been the introduction of Integrated Pest Management or IPM as it is now generally known. IPM embraces the idea that it is more cost effective to deal with individual pests by using all appropriate methods simultaneously in an integrated way, and also to deal with all pests in a particular place at the same time. The response to IPM of the manufacturers of pest control products has been to extend their range of materials produced, so that each one could supply all the various necessary equipment and materials that any individual servicing company would need. Thus rodenticide manufacturers are diversifying into mouse traps and trap makers are copying the mouse traps of their competitors. In addition many of the new mouse traps are being made more cheaply overseas in China and Taiwan. Also the large multi-catch live mouse traps are being made in smaller sizes in plastic for householder use. Without going into detail about who is making what, a somewhat cursory review of the situation in 2002 revealed that 29 manufacturers were making some 50 differently named mouse traps that included Ketch-All wind-up look-alikes (Fig.45), Tin Cat look-alikes (Fig.46) and many simple flat snap traps (Fig.47). The user in the US now has a huge range of mouse traps to choose from, though they may not all be available in his local store.
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Fig. 45 Ketch-All wind-up look-alikes (US)
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Fig. 46 Tin Cat look-a-likes (US)
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Fig. 47 Recent versions of flat snap traps by various US companies In Europe the situation has developed somewhat differently. The inventors of multi-catch mouse traps - Pullinger, the two Marty brothers and Bender - all successfully set up their own factories. Pullinger’s and Bender’s businesses and designs survived until the 1920s and 1970s respectively. The Martys’ business also came to an end, but their trap design continues to be made throughout the world, now almost entirely as rat traps. Apart from the introduction of new multi-catch mouse traps, the second half of the nineteenth century in Europe saw a continuation of traditional designs in the hands of a number of small-scale manufacturers. These included C.Leggett of Ipswich, England, F.Serrin and E.Aurouze of Paris, France, and a number of separate families in Neroth, Germany. But just before the end of the century Hooker’s flat snap trap became available and was almost instantly copied and modified, Hooker having neglected to patent his design in any European country.
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Starting in 1899, the National Patent Company of Johnstone, Scotland made a whole range of snap traps based on Hooker’s design (Fig.48), but these ceased in the early 1950s because of a factory fire that also spelled the end in Britain of the production of choker mouse traps. In 1898 James Atkinson of Leeds, England, patented a version of Hooker’s design in which the treadle was cut from the base of the trap and extended for its whole width (Fig.49). He made the trap, which came to be called the “Little Nipper”, in collaboration with the Procter Bros Company of Leeds. The trap is still being made by the same company, now located in Wales. Two other British-made mouse traps are also still available, an all-metal self-set snap trap and a green plastic single-catch live trap. As in America, many other trap designs have been made and marketed and quickly disappeared. In addition all the more traditional mouse traps of the nineteenth century are no longer made.
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Veto Million Betta Fig. 48 Flat snap traps made by the National Patent Company, GB 71



Little Nipper Sentry Felix Fig. 49 Flat snap traps made by Procter Brothers, GB France and Germany were also quick to recognise the importance of Hooker’s flat snap trap and both quickly adopted a modified design in which the treadle was formed by cutting a wedgeshape out of the base to which it was then hinged (Fig.50). Such traps are still made today in France by Jean Masy and in Germany by Franz Keim. These companies as well as many other smaller ones throughout continental Europe still make traditional wooden choker traps and wire cage live traps. Perhaps the only European country today to continue to produce innovative mouse trap designs is Sweden and some of these like the “Victor Quick Kill” are also patented and marketed in the US.
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Promoting Mouse Traps However good a newly invented mouse trap is at catching mice, to become commercially successful it not only needs to be well manufactured and widely distributed, it also needs a memorable name, a distinctive appearance and vigorous promotion. The names of mouse traps run into many hundreds, quite a few of which have been used more than once. Some, like “Better”, “Better & Better”, “Best” and “Beaten Path”, clearly arise from the phrase “Build a better mouse trap ----”. Others, like “Little Champ”, “Little Wonder”, “Winner”, “Knock Out”, “Dead Sure”, “Perfection”, “Peerless”, “Can’t Miss” and “Quick Kill” also emphasise the trap’s effectiveness. Yet others, “Kat’s Paw”, “Tom Cat”, “Catch-as-Cats-Can” and “El Gato” compare themselves to cats, while a few, “X-terminator”, “Blizzard” and “Cyclone” adopt an even more menacing tone. As well as having their name printed or embossed on them, many traps are given distinctive colors or colored designs. A very few are even shaped to give the appearance of the head of a cat (Fig.51).
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Fig. 51 Cat Mouse Traps 73
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Fig. 52 Some Commemorative Mouse Traps This design seems rather odd, since users would imagine that mice would avoid such a symbol. Indeed such cat-like traps have never been a commercial success, whatever mice thought about them! Some traps are used to advertise the hardware store that commissioned them from the manufacturer. Some even are issued to commemorate an event (Fig.52) like the anniversary of Lititz High School or the births of Franz Keim’s two sons.
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Fig. 53 Catchemalive advertisements from Dietz’s 1870’s catalogues 75



Fig. 54 Advertisement for Out O’Sight placed by the Animal Trap Company of Abingdon in the British trade journal ‘The Ironmonger’ of Jan, 13, 1901. Mouse traps are advertised in the catalogues of manufacturers, distributors and sellers, in the pages of trade and other journals, and very occasionally by individual posters. Today, mouse traps also appear on manufacturers’ websites. A few manufacturers have provided amusing material. Outstanding amongst these are Dietz’s 1870s advertisements in his catalogue for his two varieties of ‘Catchemalive’ (Fig.53), the advertisements of the Animal Trap Company of Abingdon, Illinois to try to boost the sales in Britain of its ‘Out O’Sight’ (Fig.54), and the large colored poster commissioned by Procter Bros from the well known artist, William Heath Robinson, to promote the ‘Little Nipper’ (Fig.55).
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Users It will be the users who will ultimately determine a mouse trap’s commercial success, whether it be the pest control companies who undertake mouse control on behalf of those who wish to pay for their services, or others, mainly householders, who prefer to control their own mice. The former will be the main users of the large multicatch traps and the latter the main users of all the smaller varieties of mouse traps. Householders may use killing traps, probably the majority, or they may prefer to use live-catch or so-called humane traps. Those who choose the latter and take the trouble to transport and release their captures into the wild should also recognise that any mouse released into an unfamiliar environment is likely to fall victim to a predator whose mode of killing it will probably be much less humane than that of a snap or choker trap. House mouse problems are largely man-created and this book has been about man’s efforts to reduce the problem by creating better mouse traps over several centuries. There can be no doubt that we have produced better mouse traps, but have we reduced the numbers of mice? Why are so many “better mouse traps” still available in hardware and other stores? It seems possible that part of the answer may be that some users are still unable to use them effectively. Thus while we wait for even better mouse traps to be invented that will totally circumvent the vagaries of human nature, I will end this history of mouse traps on a provocative note: perhaps it is the user and not the mouse trap that should now be improved.
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This well illustrated and authoritative work on the history of the mouse trap is the only one of its kind. Readers who want to know the background to all the many varieties of mouse traps that still throng the shelves of their local supermarkets, hardware stores and garden centers will find it all here. Not only that. They will also learn that the manufacture of mouse traps, based on necessity, gave rise to one of the earliest technologies known to man. His most successful endeavors over many centuries to produce ever better mouse traps are faithfully recorded, together with some of the names of the inventors and manufacturers who made this possible. In addition many of the weird and wonderful inventions that fell by the wayside are figured to emphasise the quite extraordinary inventive energy that has been pitted against the house mouse, especially over the last two centuries.
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