
BEAUTIFUL RAT HEAVEN
They always go for the most delicate tissue – eyes or anus

The ninth step is slippery. I reach for the wall with my hand. 
The paneling is peeling, the paint hangs down in long strips. 
I slip on the ninth step. The ratcatcher grabs my arm. There is 
rustling beneath our feet, a tail brushes against my ankle. I 
shine my �ashlight around the �oor. The edge of the step is 
cracked, the �oor covered in brownish residue. We continue 
our descent. Dried rat droppings crack beneath our shoes. 
The stale air mixes with a smell reminiscent of a corpse. The 
�ashlights reveal empty corners. There are holes in the walls. 
Hundreds of holes. The rats are on the other side of them. 
Can you see me? I am motionless, grey like the concrete 
�oor. You are disgusted by my tail. You grimace when you 
see me. Your children scream when they see me. You hunt 
me, so I hide in the basements bricked up dozens of years 
ago, where I am safe. Your smell does not reach there. 
Human. Under ground, my world begins. The world of rats. 
Come in.
There is no sun in the basements. That is why rats like them 
so much. The darker and tighter, the better. They mark their 
ways with scent – of urine, feces and fur. In the basement 
their scent is everywhere. Every step means breaching their 
domain. The ratcatcher shines the light, revealing

more rat tunnels.

He shakes his head. I wait for the sigh of resignation. 
“There is a lot of them here. Many families,” he �nally speaks. 
“They have beautiful nests here. We must attack aggressively, 
full frontal assault.”
“Won’t they attack us?” I remember childhood stories about 
rats assaulting people and devouring them in minutes. 
“Why would they? Right now they are afraid of us. In here, 
there have been no humans for dozens of years. They think 
that we’ll be gone as quickly as we showed up here,” replies 
the ratcatcher Jan Stromidło. He is a specialist in weapons of 
mass rat destruction.
He does not look me in the eye. Instead, he tracks the light 
on the walls. Around the corner, he �nds a passage to 
another room. He disappears in there. I cannot hear his 
footsteps or see the light from his �ashlight. A grey shadow 
slips by the wall. There is rustling behind me. No sound from 
the street reaches here. In this world, there are no cars, 
children yells from the backyards or the smell of the 
pharmacy.

I was born in the oldest part of the city. Underground, 
beneath the pavement level, beneath the coal cellars of 
the buildings in the Old Town, deep down. In a 
bricked-up chamber that used to be a basement. You 
did not leave much behind, Human. Moldy remains of a 
cabinet, corroded tinplate and brick walls. Good walls. 
Easy to climb. I quickly learned to run on them like they 
were a �oor, my sharp claws helping me cling to it.

My eyes cannot adjust to the darkness.

It would be useful to turn o� the �ashlight.

After a couple of minutes I would be able to see the 
movement and hear better. I try not to think about it. I run 
the beam from side to side. I am afraid that I will eventually 
catch a rat in it. Or I will see its tail disappearing in one of the 

holes. Maybe the rat will stand up on its hind legs and move 
its whiskers. It would meant that it is not afraid of me at all.
“They have built a real kingdom here. There haven’t been any 
humans here in ages. It’s their base of operations. They went 
everywhere from here – under the doors, through the 
tunnels, beneath the walls, sewer pipes,” lists Jan Stromidło. 
He appeared out of nowhere, without a sound. He’s the 
same, no bite marks on him – �fty years old, slender, with 
piercing eyes and a broad smile. “People could place the 
poison as long as they liked, but it wouldn’t change 
anything. Even if some rats would die. Here, we have to go to 
war with them, there is no other way.”
None of my siblings survived. All of my brothers and sisters, 
dead. From cats’ fangs, steel of the traps or between the 
corpses of others poisoned by the oats. A rat who’s been 
poisoned bleeds from the mouth, ears, nose. You call me a 
street rat, and you would be right. I don’t like to stay in one 
place, have one female all my life. I don’t like my sons, who 
try to bite. They have to be killed sometimes, when they try 
to mate with my females. I get bored by the same view every 
day. The same food by the bakery of a �sh store. 
The method for �ghting rats is simple: �nd out where they 
are coming form, lure them in, make them used to the bait 
and poison them. Every disinfestation specialist knows the 
theory. But only a small number of them in Poland knows 
how to put it into practice.
“They have everything here. Abundance of food,” the 
ratcatcher makes an appropriate gesture for excess. “The 
water is near too. They can move as they please through the 
sewer pipes. They can even be useful there. Without them, 
most of the pipes would be clogged. Rats can survive 
without food for a couple of days, but only one without 
water. This one time, I was eradicating them in a tenement 
house. I cut their water supply, sure that they would die 
within a day. I was certain that I got them. And it turned out 
that every morning they marched onto the roof and licked 
the dew o� of the shingles. Whole families showed up. It was 
quite a view.”
While he’s talking, Jan Stromidło keeps the �ashlight beam 
on the walls. After several minutes we see them, poking their 
heads out of their holes. Their eyes are glowing. I expected a 
scary green tint, but all that is there is the

warm white glow of the lightbulb

from the �ashlight. I can hear them in the other room. Only a 
few squeaks at �rst, then the murmur of running, teeth 
scratching, a struggle which is probably the young playing.



“They are not afraid, scoundrels,” smiles Jan 
Stromidło. “Ok, that’s enough. We go back up. In 
a weeks’ time, there won’t be even one of them 
left.” 
***
Four days later.
A chicken farm. Around a dozen of henhouses. 
Thousands of chickens, millions of eggs and only 
a few people. Rats arrive in places like this from 
all over. They get here aboard feed trucks, 
hidden in cars, through the �eld roads. Here is 
their rat paradise.
Jan Stromidło opens the door to the feed mixer. 
There is a pile of fodder on the left and another 
on the right. The cement �oor full of cracks 
stretches beneath our feet. When he arrived here 
only three days ago, he smiled. He knows where 
they are coming through. As many as several 
thousands of rats cam live o� of a farm like this 
one. There is no trace of their smell in the air 
here. No signs of rat droppings. They are 
probably mixed in with the fodder. 
“Rats only need two things: food and sex. They 
eat whatever they �nd and screw whenever 
possible – with their own mothers, sisters, 
sometimes males with other males.” Stromidło 
strolls through the room with hands clasped 
behind his back. “When they have no food, each 
one thinks only about their own survival. It 
happens, that they eat their young.”
I can’t remember my �rst female. How could I 
count them all? They don’t think to hard – the 
stronger the male, the better. They live with one 
who brings them food. Then another one, a 
bigger one, comes along and chases the 
previous one away. And he is the one to feed 
them when the young ones are born. They don’t 
breed for the males. Our females breed because 
they are made to breed.
Jan Stromidło used to be a known activist for the 
opposition. He began to exterminate rats during 
the martial law, when straight out of the 
university he couldn’t �nd work anywhere. He 
went back to politics in the late ‘80s. He even 
was a member of the country council of Labor 
United political party. He only returned to step 
down once more. You can only lose when the 
politicians win.

It was not for him.

“I prefer rats over politics. At least I know what I 
get with them. Their rules are brutal ones, but at 
least there is a method to their actions,” he says in 
a very serious tone. “When I was in politics, I 
would kick my opponent under the table while 
smiling at them at the same time. I came to the 
conclusion that it’s better to earn a living from 
rats than politics. ”
There was something strange about this beautiful 
food and wonderful smell. First cheese, then 
meat, fat, blood and carrion. Rats devoured 
everything. Hungry. They are always hungry. They 
can eat anything. I observed the young ones. 
They always rush in �rst. They survived. Females 
came next, to feed their young. Males were the 
last.
It appeared on the conveyor belt. Right next to 
us, around �fty centimeters from our heads. It 
was not hiding. A large one, but not the biggest, 
with thick tail and long teeth. Not a young stupid 
rat that does not know how to attack. This one 
must have been in many battles.
It looked like it was running away from us, like it 
would crawl to the end of the belt and hide in a 
wall crevice. It jumped. Right on top of the 
ratcatcher’s head, like it knew who is the enemy. It 
squeaked loudly. A suicide attack. It had no 
chance on its own. Maybe it was sent to show 
who rules here. The ratcatcher did not make a 
sound, even though a couple of witnesses to the 
attack screamed. He grabbed the rat in his hand 
and threw it to the �oor. The animal cringed in 
shock. A strike with the heel of the boot came 
next.
How many of them died that day? They came out 
from their nests to the fresh air, stunned by the 
poison. They twisted, writhed and squealed. 
Many of them tried to �ght before they died. No 
matter who or what, they were �ghting for 
survival.

They attacked one another. 

Like they got better right before their death.
“People tend to think that rats always go for 
the fresh meat, even the one still walking 
around,” lectures Jan Stromidło, a ratcatcher 
with almost twenty years of experience. “But in 
reality they always start with the most delicate 
tissue – eyes or anus.”
The body, smashed with the boot, left a red 
smear. At night, other rats would come for it. 
Fresh meat. The ratcatcher orders to take the 
dead animal away. It was a warrior’s death. 
When he watches hundreds of poisoned rats, 
he sometimes sees them die. He sees them 
crawl from their nests. In the �ght against a 
human equipped with modern weapons they 
are weaker, they do not stand a chance. The 
same as in the war, as in the politics. 
“They look me in the eye. And I feel …,” he 
smacks his lips and spreads them in a kind of a 
smile. “I feel sorry for them.”
“How many of them have you killed?”
“I don’t know … Millions…”

Jan Stromidło – he has been �ghting pests for 
two thirds of his life. He says that rats are his 
livelihood. The majority of his company’s 
business consists of exterminating rats in 
large  industrial facilities, where rats nest by 
the thousands. He is considered a master of 
the trade by Polish ratcatchers.

Rats can be found all over the world. They are 
considered dangerous pests that carry 
serious diseases like trichinosis and the 
plague, and lice. The biggest specimens can 
be �fty centimeters in length. There is no 
precise data about their numbers in the 
cities. Deratization specialists estimate that 
there are two rats per person in the cities. In 
Poland, every property owner is required by 
law to perform deratization every spring and 
fall.


