
„My motto is not to exterminate them, but control 
them.” Rats like sex too
Interview with Jan Stromidło, rat catcher

“What do you put in the section marked “occupation”?”
“The one I studied for or the actual one? (laughs) I have a degree in sociology. And 
when it comes to jobs, I’m not one of the people who like to use labels. They call us 
many di�erent things: disinfector, sanitary technician, but most commonly – rat 
catcher. But writing “rat catcher” in a personal data form would be rather comical, 
even if media-worthy.”

“Is there any connection between sociology and catching rats?”
“Rats also create communities, only underground ones.”

“What gave you the idea to make a living o� of rats?”
“Ever since I was I child, I’ve been independent and unruly. Martial law took my job 
away. I was in a tough situation. Me and my wife have just �nished university, we 
had a daughter. I had to �nd work. My choices were: to glue together clogs or do 
deratization and disinsection. It was my friend from the opposition who pushed me 
toward the second option. At �rst I asked myself: why do it? You don’t know 
anything about it. But my second thought was: Still, I know how to learn. Others 
tried to convince me that it was a job that would always be needed.”

“These were the ‘80s. It wasn’t easy.”
“Up until then, the only company doing deratization and disinsection was a 
company anointed by the State. So I went to them and asked whether they could 
show me what they did. They agreed. They said: “You get as a liter of vodka and 
we’ll show you how to do a spraying.” I did, they got drunk and took me on a job 
with them. They prepared the chemicals and one of them (drunk of course) put the 
sprayer on his back and… fell down. When I saw this, I was terri�ed. I thought: if 
that’s how my future is going to look like, I quit. Later, I thought that I had the 
opportunity to show that there is always room for improvement. I studied tons of 
specialist literature, both Polish and foreign, to become an expert. Here I’ve got to 
note that this profession, like many others, requires constantly updating your 
knowledge. Me and my employees often complete specializing courses, we eagerly 
discover new methods and chemicals. However, I’m very careful about implement-
ing new solutions and I mostly rely on chemicals that have proven reliable over the 
years. In my opinion, the most important elements in �ghting vermin are 
knowledge and experience – the chemicals are just an extra.”

“You were lucky to be trained by Wiesław Dobrzeniecki, the protagonist of the 
famous documentary “Szczurołap” [eng. “The Rat-Catcher”].”
“We’ve met during a job, and he shook my hand. He said he would show me how to 
�ght rats. And that is how the collaboration, which lasts to this day, started. I’ve 
learned a great deal from him. After three years, he concluded that I was ready to 
work on my own.”

“Do you remember your �rst job?”
“I remember that in the piggery, there was no place to stand on the paved path 
which led between the pig pens. There were rats everywhere! They mostly come 
out at night, so that’s when we start work. I had to be very careful not to step on 
one, because then it would �ee and warn the others. And my goal is to have my 
opponent as close as possible, to convince it that I’m not the one who wants to kill 

it, but that I’m one of them. After they get familiar with me and I’m certain 
they won’t run away when I enter, that is when I give them the bait. They 
have no idea that inside is death.”

“Rats are very intelligent opponents.”
“Their behavioral intelligence is an inconvenience for us, but it is helpful for 
them. Or at least it should be helpful. Rats can also make mistakes. 
Sometimes rats cause short circuits and they die. My tactic is to surprise them 
before they surprise me. Their “revenge” is terrible: they won’t eat the poison, 
they won’t let themselves get caught. Rats are full of surprises. You can never 
fully predict what they might do.”

“How to successfully outwit it?”
„Do you know what a rat needs? What it has to have? Water, food, space to 
move and sex. When the rats get hard to deal with I try to ensure their sexual 

arousal. There are some pharmacological substances that can be administered – 
kind of like aphrodisiacs. And then, as is true in life, they lose their minds. They are 
far easier to control in this state and they will eat everything that is put in front of 
them. You also have to remember that even if 50 or 100 thousand have been 
disposed of, there are always those three last ones that escaped. And so, the 
problem is not with 100 thousand, but with the three. I always guarantee that I will 
get rid of every last one in a given place. Otherwise, I won’t take the job.”

“Does this mean that those three ones have proven smarter than humans?”
“That I don’t know, but they are the ones that cause the biggest problems. And they 
have to be eliminated by any means necessary: chemically, electrically, with the help 
from dogs or �rearms.”

“Often, there is talk about the leader of the colony, the rat king. Can you tell 
which one it is?”
“When a group escapes to their hole, there are those rats that will stay behind and 
wait for the others to enter �rst. In this sense, we can say there is a hierarchy. But 
how they understand it – that I don’t know. I have no idea how this hierarchy is 
created. ”

“What has been the strangest place you found them in so far?”
“The seventh �oor. Another case: a lady who had been away on holiday for two 
weeks found rats inside her couch. I caught ten on that occasion. They climbed out 
of the toilet. I had no choice, the rat poison wouldn’t have worked in that situation. 
The only options left were a �shing pole and a �rearm. But there was no real chance 
to shoot it, not in in a room of eight or ten square meters with a table, chairs and a 
couch in the way. That truly was a challenge.”

“Can you recall the toughest job so far?”
“There hasn’t been a task yet, that I wouldn’t be able to �nish. No matter the 
location, whether it’s Zakopane, Warszawa or Toruń, rats are the same everywhere. 
And the level of di�culty is the same. However, I do �nd apartment buildings to be 
the most challenging. The biggest problem there is with the human, not the rat. It is 
more di�cult to deal with people’s resistance than rats themselves. It’s harder for me 
to create appropriate working conditions than to work around rats themselves. 
Some people treat us like thieves, others assume that we inspect the apartment and 
then pass the information to the thieves. We explain to the inhabitants how it all 
works, but the distrust and the resistance are so strong, that it is often tougher to 
beat then the actual rats. Rats are very smart, they know their place. It is the human 
who is the aggressor. I’m not an advocate for the complete extermination of rats. My 
motto is not to exterminate them, but to control them. To achieve such an 
advantage, that we decide when and where it can reside. I try to have this type of 
control over them.”

“Is there a way to avoid rats?”
“They are everywhere; wherever there are humans, there will be rats too. And that’s 
good. I’m not saying that because I make a living o� of them. I can’t imagine a day 
when all rats have been exterminated. Rats eat something and something eats rats. 
They are an important link in the food chain.”

“Is there such a thing as befriending rats?”
“Some people carry them on their shoulders. They managed to befriend them.”

“Buy you have to ‘befriend’ rats as well, at least a little bit. Do you feel you’re 
their friend?”
“No, because if in the end I kill them, then I would be a bad friend. I wouldn’t want a 



friend like that. On some level, rats are my enemy. I’m disgusted by them, 
won’t take them in my hand and I feed them poison.”

“What do your family and friends think about your job? ”
“In Toruń at night I’ve seen rats running around the city many times. They 
are my job, so I look at it a little di�erently. The number of housing 
cooperatives in Toruń we work for is growing. We attempt to �ght rats in 
the Old Town. And when I walk with my friends and a rat appears, I hear: 
‘Jasiu, your meal ticket is here!’ ”

“Can you recall the most surprising job?”
“Poisoning rats in a grain storage facility where there were no rats at all. 
We couldn’t �gure out why we were called in. It was the harvest season. 
The grain had been stolen from the warehouse. There was no way to 
account for it, so the rats were blamed. Well, you can write anything on a 
piece of paper.”

“Do you like what you do?”
“Many people say that I have a thankless job. But I really like it and I think 
it’s a great thing, otherwise I would have changed it. It’s work for individu-
alists.”

“How does it compare to the legend about the Ratcatcher, that led all 
the rats out of the city with his magic �ute?”
“I would really like to hire him [laughs]. The fact that these kinds of 
legends exist is an indicator of how important a place rats have in our 
lives.”

Jan Stromidło learned from the master himself – Wiesław Dobrze-
niecki, the protagonist of the �lm “The Ratcatcher”


