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PREFACE





Since I have been catching moles, Concorde has made her maiden flight and has flown for the last time commercially – aeronautical technology that was never bettered during her lifetime. Mole catching has also never been bettered since man first began the task of controlling this rarely seen creature. New technology has inspired many to disregard the traditional ways, but modern techniques have yet to offer an honest and respected means of controlling this common garden foe.


Many people have learned to catch moles hands-on, aided by instinct or a strange fascination for the mole. For me it has been a lengthy learning experience and there is always something new to discover. In this book, I have tried to explain the basic techniques of mole catching and the methods I use. I hope that these pages will enlighten those who wish to acquire enough understanding of moles to successfully catch them, and thus become a ‘mole catcher’.


This book will teach you ways of catching moles that will give you an awareness of your quarry, using methods that are humane and effective, and that have changed little over the years. Modern control methods are under constant scrutiny in order to avoid unnecessary suffering. When considering the methods of mole control available, be aware of the consequences of these techniques on the mole, and on the wider environment. This book is intended as a practical guide to catching moles in the most humane and effective way possible, but it also serves to warn against employing cruel and expensive control methods that can do more damage than good. In recent years, changes have been made in mole control to reduce possible suffering and harm to those persons undertaking mole control as well as to the moles themselves. These changes have left one recognized method for controlling moles, one that has been used for many years and that will still be here long after further aeronautical advances.


I wish you luck in your forthcoming battle with the mole.




 





Jeff Nicholls


Berkshire


England



















CHAPTER 1


AN INTRODUCTION


TO MOLE CATCHING





Mole catching as a tradition is fast fading into the mists of time because few people have the skill or ability to understand the mole in the complex world in which it lives. Others attempt and some succeed to control a mole but at what costs and circumstances? The traditional mole catcher could be seen wandering across a field or down a shady lane, a bag on his shoulder and not a care in the world. Today, life for mole catchers remains slow. With no one to correct or instruct them, only an isolated few have the knowledge necessary to be called a ‘mole catcher’. There are people who can catch the occasional mole, and it is often claimed that gardeners are as good as any mole catcher, but certain skills are necessary before one can truly earn the name ‘mole catcher’.


Mole catchers catch moles anywhere and everywhere. Gardeners catch them only in the gardens they work in, in a setting that rarely changes and in conditions that dictate little. A mole catcher will visit many locations with different features and soils, and where the general environment makes many demands on the mole. These differing, and changing, conditions will test the skill and knowledge of the mole catcher.


Nowadays, pest control companies undertake mole control, but how many in today’s profit-driven economic market can claim to offer the results and service of the traditional mole catcher? Traditional mole catchers are paid by result. Historically, ‘no mole meant no pay’ and for centuries mole catchers have had to produce a mole as proof of the completed task and to receive payment. Many of today’s disposal methods only offer a person’s word that the mole has been removed – should another mole appear there is no way of knowing if it is the same mole or a different one. Mole catching is, in my opinion, the most humane way to be rid of a mole. Mole catching employs the use of kill traps and ensures a quick dispatch of the mole. I find it strange that in today’s modern world there are so many inhumane attacks on the mole. We often proudly claim to be green and environmentally friendly. However, when a mole appears in the lawn and begins fly-tipping, the list of substances that are pushed, poked and pumped into the mole’s environment is endless, and the results are not guaranteed. The mole spends all day dodging this, squeezing past that and putting up with all kinds of obnoxious smells. Sometimes so much environmental effluent is stuffed down into the mole’s abode that it is forced to take a holiday in order to conserve energy, which will be needed upon its return to dig new tunnels in the only remaining part of  the prized lawn not to have been destroyed in man’s efforts to be rid of this little man in black.


A MOLE CATCHER’S TRAPS


Mole catchers have always used traps, but I have often seen people cringe at the word ‘trap’. Traps conjure up visions of large metal devices that maim limbs and prolong suffering prior to death, but this is not the case. Traps catch by design and are authorized by the relevant authorities to carry out the task required, and only mole traps can be used in the mole environment. Many traps have been banned because they kill, maim and torture many targeted and non-targeted species, including humans. The definition of the word trap – ‘to deceive or ensnare’ – does little to change people’s perception of how a mole trap works. Perhaps if the definition were changed to ‘a quick and effective method of control’, people would find traps less repellent. It is important to remember that traps are only effective and safe when used properly.


HOW MOLE CATCHING HAS CHANGED OVER THE YEARS


Mole catching has changed little over the centuries. We know that moles plagued the Roman Empire from the earthenware pots excavated from Roman sites. These earthenware pots were used as traps. They were buried in the mole runs and part filled with water; when the mole fell in it would drown. We may never know if this was the work of mole catchers all those years ago, but the buried pot method has been used until recently around the country, possibly all round the world. I wonder how many excited archaeologists have wondered at the find of a lonely pot in the earth – a pot with a small hole in the side that would allow any fluid to escape at a measured depth. The pot required this overflow to prevent the mole from scrambling free from a naturally overfilled pot. These pots were relatively large at 12in (30cm) deep but enabled more than one mole to be caught. They were operated by a trap door in a piece of wood laid across the top, which the mole fell through when the pot had been successfully placed in a main tunnel. The mole catcher employed by the early English kings would have used this method as many of the royal estates and manors engaged a mole catcher.
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An earthenware pot, once a method used to control moles.













Mole Fact File


The old name for a mole catcher is a ‘wanter’ or ‘wonter’.





Earthenware pots progressed to clay barrel traps – a tube made from coarse earthenware, which was a mixture of clay and ground-up fired pots known as grog. The traps were designed after consideration to the mole’s own natural environment – tunnels – and made from a mould. Although some mole catchers may have made their own, the local potter was always to hand. The clay barrels were made to no fixed size, and I have different dimensions for these traps from the same family of mole catchers. They were approximately 6in (150mm) in length and between 2in (50mm) and 2½in (60mm) in diameter. Two grooves cut internally at each end held snares that were used to catch the mole. Two holes in the top of the trap above these grooves allowed for a string or wire to form these snares. A third middle hole was for a peg, which was the trigger that released the trap. To enable a mole to be removed from the trap, a V-shaped cut was made to the underside of the trap body. By researching genealogical dates of the people who used these traps, it was found that the traps were used during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and long into the nineteenth century. They were the first of a series of traps that were powered by a bent stick, which I will cover later. The snares were merely a loop tied in each end of a wire or string, which sat in the groove in the trap. Another string was passed through the middle hole and tied between the snares. This allowed the snares to close and pull any mole up to the roof of the trap. The middle hole was plugged with a small peg that, with the middle string passed through, would prevent it from being pulled through unless the peg was removed. The removal of this peg by the mole was the trigger that operated the clay trap. These clay barrel traps were an advance in mole catching, but they were easily broken underfoot by both animal and man. The harsh conditions in which these traps were used also demanded a stronger material.
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An original clay barrel trap, approximate date between the late 1700s and early 1800s. It displays the initials RT and was used by the Turner family from Buckinghamshire.








Another traditional village craft – that of the wheelwright – provided a solution to the problem. Cartwheels were required to withstand extreme workloads in all weathers, and soon the mole catchers were using wooden barrels to replace the weaker clay. The wheel hubs were made from elm, a timber that is strong but, more important, resilient to moisture. They were exact copies of the clay barrel in size and operation. The wheelwright – or sometimes the ‘bodger’ – like the potter could provide the body of a mole trap for the mole catcher, but the costs of these craftsmen dug deep into the mole catcher’s hard acquired money.
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The wooden barrel trap soon replaced the trap of clay.








Many mole catchers began to construct their own mole traps from materials collected from the copse. These homemade traps were very similar to the metal half-barrel traps I use today. Most homemade traps were constructed from a piece of wood, two small hazel sticks, a twig for a nose peg and a length of string. The piece of wood needed to be approximately 6in (150mm) × 2in (50mm). The thickness was not important but rarely exceeded ¾in (20mm).
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A homemade wooden trap.








This piece of wood formed the top or roof of the trap. Five holes were drilled in it – one at each corner and one in the middle to hold the nose peg, also known as a mumble pin. Mole catchers often added notches and their own individual marks. When I first made my own, I carved a pattern around the edge.


Hazel wood was often used because it is such a forgiving tree; the cutting promotes growth, which can be used as required. The hazel sticks were no more than the thickness, and the length, of a pencil. These were whittled down using a sharp knife to the soft centre core which, when scraped out, provided a neat groove for the string to sit in. The sticks then required bending to form the loops that would hold the strings and form the legs the trap rested on. Steam from a boiling kettle or pan was applied to the middle of the sticks until they became pliable. They could also be made pliable by soaking in water. They could then be bent slowly to form the shape of a horseshoe. A block of wood and a few nails were used to hold the sticks in this shape until they dried; some bent them round a pole. Once dry, the stick was cut to the size needed to allow the mole to pass through. This was about 2½in (60mm) for the loop and a little extra to be glued in the piece of wood when it was all put together.


The horseshoe-shaped sticks locate in the four corner-drilled holes and glue holds them tight. The string is threaded down one corner hole, squeezing past the stick, and is then pushed up out the other hole at the opposite corner. A knot is tied and the resulting loop catches the mole. The other end of the string is tied similarly at the other end of the trap. The trap then consisted of a loop of string at each end, which was laid in the natural grooves of the sticks. The string loops tied at each end of the piece of string meant that when the middle of the string was pulled, both loops operated upwards. (Some mole catchers used a copper wire instead of string to form these loops.) The finished trap now had to be powered. This was achieved in the same way as its forerunners, the clay and wooden barrel traps – with a bent stick often referred to as a bender. The bender stick was also used for powering snares for rat trapping. These sticks – often as many as three were used to power a mole trap – were approximately 4–5ft (1.2–1.5m) in length and flexible. Willow, hazel or another suitable wood was employed. Allowing for the depth of mole run the trap was to be used in, another piece of string was tied central to the string containing the two loops. A tail on the knot used to join these strings was pushed through the middle hole in the piece of wood and held in by the nose peg or – to give it its proper name – the mumble pin. At this point, the trap could be suspended by this new piece of string without the loops being disturbed. When the mumble pin was removed the string moved upwards, pulling the looped string with it.


The trap was situated in the run and held in place by further sticks cut as pegs. This was referred to as pegging and was simply a means to prevent the power of the bender from pulling the trap from the ground. These pegs resisted the constant upward pull of the bender stick(s). They were often hazel sticks cut from the tree either in a shape similar to that used to hold tents or simply a small diameter stick that was pushed into each side of the trap site walls making a bridge over the trap and holding it in place. The bender stick was pushed into the ground and bent over the trap site, sometimes resting on another Y-shaped stick like a fishing rod at the lake or river. The central string was tied to the bender stick; the mumble pin held it tight and the pegging held it down.


When the mole passed through the trap body or wooden loops and pushed the mumble pin free, the bend in the stick was released to return to its original position, pulling the string loops up with it and catching the mole. The mole was held up against the roof of the trap until the mole catcher returned or it died. The mole catcher of old would place his traps and wait patiently for a bent stick to jerk up, which indicated a catch. Remember that no mole meant no pay. These traps were difficult to use, but experienced mole catchers found it easy, which added to the mystery of mole catching.


As a young mole catcher, I would sit under a tree with a comic and soft drink waiting for the bender stick to spring up. The payment for a catch was four shillings (20p), which was a fair payment considering that other young lads received five shillings (25p) a week for potato picking.
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Examples of pegging early traps in the runs. (a) Hazel was cut to form pegs or (b) bent slightly to form a staple shape and then pushed into each side of the tunnel wall. (c) An example of a bender stick.








Mole traps are referred to as being ‘set’, and this applies to them being made ready to operate in the chosen location. Old mole traps were set using a mole spud – a small square spade at one end of a long handle, about 4ft (1.2m) in length, with a metal spike fixed at the other end. The spike was used to drive a hole in the ground to hold the bender stick and to aid in locating the tunnels. The spade was used to dig the hole for the trap to be positioned into.


The length of this tool prevented much kneeling and bending prior to setting the traps. The mole spud was also used to drive a hole for any stick that was used to display caught moles. If no suitable fence or gate to display the mole catcher’s wares to any landowners was available, moles were tied to a stick driven into the ground. These sticks became known as mole sticks. Many mole or bender sticks left by the mole catchers would start to grow in damp conditions, which often explains why a willow tree can be found growing in what would be considered an unusual place for such a tree.


The clay and elm barrel traps were obviously costly in comparison to the homemade mole trap, but the wily mole catcher would have a barrel of elm cut in half to make two traps. By having a barrel cut lengthways and drilling three holes in each, one trap became two. These could still be used with a bender stick, but also with a new metal spring that could be stapled to the top of the stronger elm body. Soon they became known as half-barrel traps. The metal spring caused slightly more soil to be disturbed when used in certain depths of runs than the traps powered by a bender stick. However, the power of the metal spring meant that a caught mole was held firm, and there was a greater chance of finding a mole in a sprung trap. (The use of mole traps powered by a stick was not humane, as the mole was often left to die slowly, held by a copper wire and the force from a willow branch, but the mole catchers checked their traps regularly to reduce suffering and to retrieve the moles for payment.)
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The mole spud.








The mole catchers soon sought to replace the barrel traps with the half barrels, but the problem of powering them continued to be an issue. Trap manufacturing in the United Kingdom during the nineteenth century was a very profitable industry, with new steel processing making a wide assortment of new traps available that included the metal spring powered wooden barrels but also complete steel traps.
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A wooden barrel trap in the set position. Powered by the more compact metal spring, this trap has wire snares located in the grooves. When the mumble pin is pushed aside, the spring will rise, pulling and tightening the wire snares that catch the mole.








The mole catchers who used traps made from natural materials knew the mystery behind them. Only the gifted could ensure a wage from their use. The secret of these early traps was that clay and timber are porous. They absorbed any scent or smell of humans or other substances, which alerted the mole to possible danger. The mole catcher kept these traps free of human scent by handling them only after removing any sweat or moisture from their own hands with dry dirt. This ability to absorb odour may have been seen by many as a disadvantage but it also aided the mole catcher in his work, which I will explain later.


Generations of mole catchers earnt their living using these clay and wooden traps and it was a prosperous living for some, with average sums of 12 shillings and sixpence (62½p) changing hands for a season’s catch. The mole catcher was often paid a penny a tail for an individual catch, as any landowner was pleased to be rid of the little pest. In addition, from each mole he would remove the skins, dry them and sell them for as much as sixpence (2½p) each to London fur traders or to a local plumber who would use them to wipe a pipe joint. The Turner family from Buckinghamshire used clay traps. They were obviously very good at their trade for at the turn of the nineteenth century Tom Turner caught enough moles in one season to pay the princely sum of £40 for his house. The clay traps used by the Turners were often stolen by poachers who saw an easy payday should a mole be present. The stolen traps were often of little use to these poachers, as they did not know the secrets to setting them.


Approximately thirty of these clay traps would have been set in a day – fifteen in the morning and a further fifteen in the afternoon. Like the wooden homemade traps, these traps were marked by the mole catcher, who often imprinted his initials in the clay. For those who find the history of mole catching interesting, it is worth exploring folk museums as many varieties of mole trap can be found in the museums of different counties.


The need to carry large numbers of traps as well as sticks, pegs and spud across fields, and the increasing need to be more discreet to alleviate the constant threat of trap theft, required a more efficient mole trap. The growing steel manufacturers, with their trend to supply vermin control traps, inevitably supplied such a trap. The scissor trap, as it became known, was produced in many guises and provided a smaller more practical approach to mole control. Together with their knowledge from the use of the earlier traps, these new, more powerful, smaller traps enabled the mole catchers to provide a more efficient service.
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Early scissor traps enabled the mole catchers to become more efficient.








The trap manufacturing industry was at its height during the 1800s and more designs of traps appeared for the control of moles during this time. One trap patented in the latter part of the nineteenth century was the Anglo-impassable trap or the spear or guillotine trap, which was probably the most humane of all the traps used on moles at that time.


The all-metal spear trap was very powerful in operation and could kill either by the sheer force at which it descended on its victim or by the piercing of the body by the six 4½in (120mm) spikes. This trap could not be used in the deeper runs but was ideal when the mole was ‘working shallow’ – when the ground is raised or tunnelled just below the surface. To set these spear or guillotine traps, the roof of the mole run was crushed with the foot. The trap was pushed down into the ground ensuring the two main spikes straddled the run. It was pushed down to a depth so that the now flat roof of the mole run was in contact with the release plate or mumble pin. The trap was sprung when the mole came along the run and pushed back up the collapsed roof. The plate or pin would release the spring, sending it down to its original position and thrusting the spikes into the run directly below. This is not a trap for the novice. Due to its size, this trap is obvious in use. It cannot be used in the deeper runs due to the difficulty of its operation, and its high cost deterred many professional mole catchers from using it. The high costs of metal traps were a major consideration and many mole catchers continued to use the wooden barrels or make their own.
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The spear or guillotine trap was sold under the name of The Impassable.








The new ready-made steel traps provided many with an opportunity to compete with the mole catcher. The demand for mole catching by landowners brought about territories, with each mole catcher prepared to fight to retain a lucrative estate. Travelling mole catchers had areas that they worked regularly and, at one time, to be known as a mole catcher was the envy of many. The proof of their skills was displayed on fence posts and gates for all to see, especially the squire or farmer, as proof for the payment they received. This skill was cloaked further in mystery as the number of mole catchers declined. Mole catchers did not teach others the secrets of their trade. A father may pass knowledge of the art down to a son to ensure an income for the family, but to share the knowledge outside the family was to divide the earnings. Careless converse of how to catch moles at the time of large-scale production of mole traps was talk that could cost dearly.
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An old mole catcher using homemade traps and bender sticks (1910).








Where did the mole catchers come from, and where have they gone? There were many changes to British agriculture towards the end of the 1700s and the first part of the 1800s caused by the demand to feed an ever-increasing population. New farming techniques, crop rotation, land reclamation, new crops and higher numbers of stock animals met this demand for food. New efficient farming produced wealthy farmers who had already, with the implementation of the Enclosure Act in 1801, taken strips of land from the peasants. New mechanized farming by horse and shortly after by steam reduced labour requirements. Alongside these changes, industry was also increasing, with better roads and railways making it possible for the now plentiful produce to be sent to the ever-growing towns. Farming communities were forced to follow and to work in industry, exchanging the fresh smell of hay for the foul taste of progress. Very soon, more people were living in the towns than in the country. Those that stayed lived a life of hardship and poverty. Many became the victims of the poor laws and the lists of the workhouse unions contain many names bearing the title ‘agricultural worker’.


Whilst this turmoil was changing the face of the British countryside, the solitary mole catcher was busy about his work, which became more in demand from the very changes that brought about the decline of others. The national census, begun in 1801 and maintained every ten years thereafter, provides an indication of the locations of many mole catchers during these difficult times. They were spread evenly across the country with pockets of small numbers where the work was plentiful. Their work ranged from the now large farms and estates that had developed from the changes, to the request to remove moles from parish land such as churchyards, gardens of the rich and water barriers like those found in the fenland areas. So just how prosperous were mole catchers?


The Victorian wages recorded during the 1800s fail to document those of mole catchers, probably because it was as closely a guarded secret as the work itself. However, we can find evidence from private billheads and parish records of the sums of money that were changing hands at that time. The parish mole catcher was employed on an agreed contract for a specified period of time, anything up to 21 years. For this, he would have been paid an annual sum, ranging up to £10.00, and most mole catchers worked three or four neighbouring parishes. Farms and estates paid on average a further penny per acre for their control. Other individuals with land augmented this work and the sale of the skins was another bonus. At a time when the annual recorded wages for agricultural labourers were £30.00, teachers £40.00 and government low-wage workers £46.00, the mole catchers were obviously in a very profitable business. The travelling mole catchers were granted board and lodgings and paid for their services. They had regular farms that they visited, where they would stay a few weeks and then move on to the next, a service that they provided nationally as evidenced from the nationwide census. Mole catchers from many different counties appear on records as staying in other areas and many English mole catchers are recorded as guests in Scotland.


Farmers with a large acreage to tend and sizable flocks to feed needed the moles removed, as molehills contaminated fodder crops and rendered land unusable. It has been recorded that many agricultural workers supplemented their income by catching moles in any spare time that they could find.
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Billhead for mole catching services, 1851.








The need for mole control was immeasurable and many others took to working with the now available metal traps. In the late 1890s the township of Woolley in Yorkshire paid a voluntary rate for expenses in mole catching, which many engaged in including the local blacksmith, the reverend, coal miners and even some of the women, all paid at the rate of one old penny per acre. The real skill though was in the hands of the mole catchers, extraordinary individuals who were as secretive as the creature they sought and just as cunning. Agreements between mole catchers and the parish or landowners explain the areas that were to be cleared with each person signing against their acreage of land and witnessed on behalf of each party independently. The parish clerk or sergeant paid payments once or twice yearly with some agreements carrying a decree that any moles not destroyed, which resulted in the parish undertaking the employment of another mole catcher, would result in the sum of three pence per mole being deducted from the annual sum. This was a harsh and high price to pay if the mole catcher was on a penny per acre for the removal of moles; the rivalry must have caused many arguments.


We know that mole catchers were spread all over the country, but they learnt how moles lived, their habits, how they breed and how to make devices to catch them. These devices or traps are of the same design and constructed in the same way. This knowledge had obviously been around for a long time, long enough for it to cross the country from coast to coast, and to reach the remotest of settlements and localities.
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Timeline for traps used by professional mole catchers.








THE SUPERSTITIONS ATTACHED TO THE MOLE


Mole catchers themselves may be responsible for some of the strange superstitions attached to the mole.


Moles have been connected with superstition for centuries. The fact that little was known about the mole probably enhanced the myths that are still around today. The arrival of molehills around a house was said to foretell a death in the household, a superstition that ensured mole catchers were in demand when moles were in the neighbourhood. The wearing of a dead mole around the neck was said to cure toothache and a pair of mole’s large front feet worn as a necklace was said to bring good luck. These items were only available from the gifted few.


Many a Scotsman will raise a glass in honour of the Jacobite toast, ‘To the little gentlemen in black velvet.’ This phrase followed the death of King William III, known in Scotland as William II, who died in 1702 from pneumonia, which he contracted from a complication from a broken bone in his shoulder following a fall from his horse. The horse stumbled in a molehill and since that day the Jacobites, who believed that the rightful king was James II, have remembered the little mole.




Mole Fact File


Moldiwarp or moldiwerp is an old name for a mole. Moldiwarp means earth thrower: molde meaning ‘earth’ and werpen meaning ‘to throw’.








THE DECLINE OF THE TRADITIONAL MOLE CATCHER


In a lonely environment where you always work alone and where you may see very few people in a day’s work, the skill of the mole catcher was destined to fade.


The mole catchers possibly became victims of their own greed. As mentioned earlier, their refusal to share their knowledge soon brought about the introduction of other methods of mole control – poison.


A man with poison could claim to clear acres of fields in half the time and at half the cost of the traditional mole catcher. The fact that these poisons were untested, in addition to the risk of secondary poisoning, was of little worry to landowners. The poison used for mole control was ‘strychnine’ and, despite its indiscriminate risk of poisoning, it provided a cheap form of control that required none of the knowledge or respect of the mole catcher. A new breed of eradicator was born – the ‘mole killer’. No proof of the completed work could be shown and no knowledge of the mole was needed. The mole killers dropped a jar of worms soaked in strychnine into the mole’s tunnels until the digging stopped.


The mole killers could kill moles more cheaply than mole catchers could. In the new economic world of agriculture where the farmers were growing fat, any opportunity to increase profits was seized. Not all landowners were quick to change, and some preferred the skill of the mole catchers. Where savings had to be made, such as parish accounts, the mole catchers were sometimes dismissed despite being under an agreed term of employment. It was the demand for moleskins, a commodity that mole killers could not supply, that enabled many of the mole catchers to remain in business. Many had to reduce their charge for catching moles, but this was supported by the temporary increase in price for moleskins. The area a mole catcher worked was to become vital to his livelihood. Those that worked areas close to major towns almost certainly had an outlet for their moleskins, but towns also provided a retail source for strychnine. Mole catchers working the parishes surrounding the towns often had confrontations with new mole killers spreading out from the streets of fortune. Mole catchers in remote areas did not escape the competition from poison. The industrial expansion soon reached these areas and the mole catchers had to decide whether to become mole killers or struggle to survive. Many became warreners, tending rabbits as a food source, or undertook pest control, using their skills to control the increasing numbers of rats. As the population increased, it was inevitable that the number of rats would also increase, and name of occupation in parish registers changed from mole catcher to rat catcher.


As the rural economics changed so did agricultural ways; machines took over and slowly, like many country crafts and skills, mole catching became a craft of the past. Only pockets of tradition remained; these pockets of tradition allow many of the old ways to continue.


However, I am hopeful for the future of this craft. I believe mole catching will continue because we are beginning to realize that the old ways are sometimes the best. The use of poison has been questioned and it has now been withdrawn. It is no longer acceptable to administer unnecessary suffering to moles, nor is it permitted to place non-approved substances into the mole’s environment (currently there are very few substances approved for mole control). There are alternative methods of control, including an electronic device that when placed in the ground will keep the garden mole-free. However, too many of these would be needed to keep farms, sports fields, road verges, estates, public areas and horse paddocks mole-free. Who would maintain them, keep the batteries fresh and, more importantly, prevent them from being stolen? Again, the costs of these deterrents run high compared with the neat metal mole traps available. The real question is do these electronic devices work? This topic is discussed later (see page 97).
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The sale of moleskins increased a mole catcher’s income and there was never a shortage of buyers of quality fur.








The need for more mole catchers is a result of the economics and attitude of our modern world. The countryside is constantly being developed as our need for a modern cottage in a village location (but close to all amenities) grows. Many of these homes are crammed into small spaces that were once fields frequented by moles for centuries. The difference now is that modern moles have new lodgings with lawn care – grass that is groomed once a week, and fed and watered. The majority of these homeowners have had little contact with the countryside and have never seen a mole before. At the first sign of a molehill, they will run to the nearest garden centre or surf the internet for advice.


After a few weeks of trying to persuade the mole to go next door with the help of a number of expensive options, they will eventually seek a guaranteed method of permanent removal – provided by the mole catcher. Trapping is the most humane way to remove moles and the low-cost, permanent solution offered by the mole catcher will appeal to them most. The mole catcher’s rapid result can only promote the craft and the arrival of another mole at any time in the future will bring a repeat demand for their service. I believe that the numbers of mole catchers will increase due to the demand caused by human intrusion into land frequented by the mole.


HOW TO BECOME A MOLE CATCHER


Becoming a mole catcher is not easy and it is not something that you can learn from books alone. This book will serve only as a foundation from where to start. You must learn about the weather, about the soil and about other environmental factors that influence the mole. Ultimately, practical experience will teach you all you need to know. Over the years, mole catching has given me an awareness of some of nature’s wonders. Being a mole catcher is solitary work and you will spend a lot of time alone and outside.


Many books have been written on moles; many by people with a greater scholarly knowledge on the complex subject of the mole than myself. Indeed, many of these works adjudge the work of the mole catcher as non-essential. My humble learning has been jotted down on scraps of paper and logged for my information. It has served me well, and is based not only on theory, but also on practice and experience.
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