MOLES

By JOAN HOWIE


Unlike gophers, moles aren’t rodents but are insect eaters, a completely different order of mammals. They are strange looking creatures about 5 inches long, with velvety brown fur covering cylindrical bodies ending in short bald tails. Pinkish snouts protrude between tiny eyes hidden in the soft fur. They have no external ears. Strong forefeet, palms turned outward appear to be attached directly to the shoulder and end in heavy sharp nails. Sensitive nerves in the mole’s tail and snout and possibly sensory hairs, help the animal detect food and enemies.


Moles prefer damp soil and are less active during periods of drought or extreme cold, but they never really hibernate. Aransas county’s sandy soil and moist climate create a mole’s paradise; they literally swim along beneath turf searching for grubs and earthworms, tearing up grass roots as they go. Their progress can be followed by noting the raised tunnels that occasionally erupt in a pile of sand. The interior diameter of the tunnel is only about two or three fingers in size. The mole hill is perpendicular to the tunnel and the opening is directly on top, unlike side-opening gopher mounds. This washboard appearance not only spoils the lawns looks, but the uneven terrain makes walking difficult and can cause falls. Weed seeds will germinate in the disturbed soil and plant roots exposed by the tunneling may dry out or be attacked by insects, so control of moles is advised around homes


Although many tunnels may be seen only one or two moles are involved. Traps are the best defense against these pests. Poisoned bail isn’t effective since moles eat only insects. Various deterrents, including castor oil are of little value in mole control, although eliminating grubs and other insects in lawns may cause they to leave for greener pastures. Sometimes reducing the insect population only causes they to search harder for what is left. Moles occasionally can be seen pushing up dirt as they tunnel and a strong stream of water will wash them out.


According to Extension service wildlife specialists, the moles habits must be considered for trapping to work. They are suspicious animals and will back up when they encounter an unfamiliar object in their runways, then tunnel under it it around it. Soil is not foreign to them so special traps have been designed to be placed over, around or above the tunnel with the trigger pan resting on a dirt blocked section. Two common types, the scissor-jawed and the harpoon can be used. For the former, the main tunnel, usually 6 – 10 inches down, should be located with a probe either between two fresh dirt mounds or a foot or sofrom a single mound. The burrow is then opened, a plug of dirt is placed to block it, and the trap is set on the plug according to package directions. For the harpoon trap, a fresh runway ridge is packed down to block a small area and set the trap, safety catch in place, is pushed into the ground with the pointed supports straddling the runway and the trigger pan resting on the depressed ridge. After the safety catch is released, the setting is complete. With both traps, the mole will be killed when he tries to unblock the tunnel. For the control of any pest, whether insect, weed or animal, use tested and proven methods and materials – and be patient.

