ONE HUNDRED YEARS OF POCKET GOPHER TRAPS AND TRAPPING
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ABSTRACT: The pest status of pocket gophers (Thomomys spp. and Geomys spp.) to agricultural crops and home
gardens is well established, as is the fact that trapping in the early history of this country and its western expansion was
the predominant method of their control. The former payment of bounties for gopher scalps or tails is thought to have
stimulated the development and production of dozens of different kinds and models of gopher traps. In the midwest,
prior to the industrial revolution, small size leg-hold traps were used for taking gophers because they were the only traps
available. By 1880, traps were being developed and manufactured specifically for gophers, with a dozen or so marketed
prior to 1900. The zenith of gopher trap development was from 1900 through the 1930s. Following the end of World
War II, the use of poison baits for gopher contro] significantly replaced the use of traps. Five of the most successful

gopher traps, all with a long history of production, are enumerated and the specific history of the Macabee gopher trap

is detailed.
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GOPHERS AS PESTS

Pocket gophers, of one species or another, can be
serious pests, causing damage to a wide range of
agricultural crops, to home gardens, to many types of
landscaping, and often to forest regeneration efforts
(Figure 1). In addition to the crops or other vegetation
they destroy, they are aiso capable of considerable
physical damage by gnawing on buried plastic water pipes
and underground electrical and comumuaication lines.
Their burrows cause substantial losses of irrigation water,
especially in flood irrigated crops. Their burrowing

activities weaken earthen dams, levees, and dikes,

-

resulting in major and costly breaks.
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Figure 1. Botta’s pocket gopher (Thomomys botiae) causes the
most significant damage to California agriculture.

When this country began to expand with the westward
movement of settlers to the mid- and far-west, farming
endeavors were impacted severely by pocket gophers, as
well as other prolific rodents such as ground squirrels and
prairie dogs. Especially effected were vegetable crops,
orchards, and vineyards. Root crops such as potatoes,
sweet potatoes, beets, parsnips, turnips, and carrots are
favorite foods of gophers, as are field crops such as
alfalfa and clover. Orchard trees such as apples, plums,
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almonds, peaches, and cherries are killed as a result of
the crowns or major roots being completely girdled.

BOUNTIES

When the country was young, so great was the
damage caused by pocket gophers that in many regions
bounties were placed on the animal’s scalp or tail.
Benton County, lowa had a pocket gopher bounty
program as early as 1866, when 10¢ per scalp or tail was
paid (Bailey 1895). By 1895, bounties were being paid
in lowa, North Dakota, South Dakota, and Minnesota. In
these states, bounties often extended to include both
pocket gophers and ground squirrels, which were also
referred to as gophers. Since ground squirrels were more
easily shot or trapped than pocket gophers, their number
seemed to dominate in the submissions for payment.

A compulsory extermination law was passed in
Kansas in 1905, however, the provisions of this law were
seldom implemented. Several years later (1908), a bounty
law was passed and, at the discretion of the counties,
either 5¢ or 10¢ was paid for each scalp (Scheffer 1910).

These bounty programs were discovered to be very
expensive and the counties soon found themselves unable
to pay the claimants because of the large numbers of
animals submitted for payment and a lack of funds. The
number of fraudulent claims often compounded the
exorbitant amounts paid out. Crouch (1933) indicated
that it was not difficult for dishonest individuals to
perpetrate frand in claiming bounties on pocket gophers.
He wrote, "Some public official to whom scalps or tails
are presented for bounty may never have seen a pocket
gopher, and it would be practically impossible for them
to distinguish a dried and shriveled pocket-gopher scalp
or tail from that of any other small animal.” Frequently,
several "scalps" or "tails” were fashioned from the skin
of a single animal. A county clerk may unknowingly pay
bounties on the scalps or tails of gophers collected outside
the designated bounty area (Crouch 1933). Efforts
toward paying bounties for pest animals often resulted in
fraud and in some instances the corruption of officials.






sometimes referred to in advertisements during that period
as a rat and gopher trap because it was used mostly for
those pests, or vermin, as they were frequently called in
those days.

These accounts provide information regarding gopher
trapping prior to the industrial revolution. Even after
traps specifically designed for pocket gophers were being
made and marketed, the use of No. 0 leg-hold-type traps
continued to be commonplace. They also continued to be
suggested in trapping guides (Kreps 1909) and in gopher
control bulletins written for farmers. As an example, in
a USDA Circular, Lantz (1908) wrote the following: "For
trapping gophers an ordinary No. O steel trap may be
employed with success, but there are on the market
several special gopher traps which are better adapted for
general use.” Pield studies conducted by Scheffer (1910)
compared the trapping success of the No, 0 steel trap with
those of the 44 Califormia and Newhouse gopher traps.
The percent catch was 36 for the 44 California, 30 for the
No. 0 steel traps, and 19 for the Newhouse. In this
particular field study, the No. O steel trap compared
favorably to the best of the gopher traps.

EARLY GOPHER TRAP DEVELOPMENT

One of the earliest patented gopher traps was a
choker-type box trap. It was patented in 1864 by
Augustus J, Eddy and John B. Wilber of Iowa (patent
number 45,399). Another wire choker gopher trap was
patented by John Curtis of St. Charles, Minnesota (patent
number 69,777); however, neither of these traps are
known to have been produced commercially.

The first patented and commercially produced gopher
trap that the author has identified is the Wood’s gopher
trap patented in 1870 by Romanso E. Wood of Santa
Cruz, California {patent number 109,789). Based on
early wholesale hardware catalogs, the "California” half-
ring and strike-arm-type gopher trap was being marketed
about this same period. William L. B. Cushing and
Americus D. Vest of San Jose, California patented the
CV Gopher Trap in 1884. The Catch-Well and Excelsior
traps were patented in 1886 and commercially produced.
A couple of years later, Bertic Jolly of Soledad,
California developed the clutch-type trap and was issued
patent number 375,822 on January 3, 1888. Frank White
and Frank Murphy of Pomona, California patented the
Suicide and Dead-Lock traps in 1890. The Ward’s trap
was developed and patented by Oring Smith Ward of Los
Gatos, California in 1892. In 1896 Andrew C. Carlsen
of St. Paul, Minnesota patented his Carlsen’s spear-type
gopher trap, and Charles M. Williams of Los Angeles,
California fashioned and patented the Star trap in 1899.
It is interesting to note how many of these traps were
invented by California residents.

Collectively, a dozen or so gopher traps are known to
have been marketed prior to 1900. Based on the number
of hardware distributor catalogs which included them as
listings, the Wood’s and the "California” popher traps
appear to have been the most popular of the very early
traps. By 1883, the makers of the Wood’s trap claimed
to have sold over 30,000 traps; presumably most were
purchased in California. The CV and Ward’s traps were
apparently also fairly popular, and all remained on the
market into the early 1900s (Marsh 1997).
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THE RISE AND FALL IN TRAP DEVELOPMENT

Nineteen hundred through the 1930s was the zenith of
gopher trap development; more traps were patented and
commercially produced than during any other comparable
period of time. During the first decade of the century,
traps like the Macabee, 44 California, Newhouse, Gates,
Merritt, OK, Hamilton, Hooker, Daniels, E-Z, and the
Cinch were representative of what appeared on the
market. The next 10 years produced such traps as the
Eldridge, Brown’s, Teeter, Renken, Salof, Death-Klutch,
Bittle, J.V.J., and the Ideal. The 1920s brought the
Ullman, Lutz, Palmer, Phillips, and Wolf double spring
choker-type box trap. Representatives of the 1930s
include the Circlaw, Superior, Lewis Pincer, M.W.G.
Pincer, Victor, Hain’s Double Pincer, and Get-Mor
(Marsh 1997). In Figure 3, a selection of widely different
types of gopher traps is illustrated to demonstrate the
developmental ingenuity of trap inventors.

A wide variety of gopher traps were patented at a
relatively fast pace from 1900 up until the beginning of
World War II. After the war, a few new gopher traps,
like the Self-Set, were commercially produced; but, by
the late 1940s, little was happening in the field of trap
development. Since the late 1940s, only a dozen or so
new pgopher traps have appeared on the market. The
EasySet, the Quick-Set, the DK-2, and the Guardian
represent some of the most common of these. The
Blackhole, marketed in the late 1980s, has been the most
successful of the more recently developed gopher traps.
The Quick-Set, patented in the 1988, has received some
interest, especially in the midwest (Marsh 1997).

Breaking into the current market with a new trap is
fraught with difficulties, even if the trap is highly
efficacious. The major problems are getting the trap into
the appropriate distribution channels and producing a trap
that can favorably compete in price. There appears no
reason to believe the outlook for gopher trap development
will change; it is most likely to continue at about the rate
which has occurred over the last four decades.

TRAPS WITH A LONG HISTORY

In 1900, Zephyr A. Macabee of Los Gatos,
California developed the highly acclaimed Macabee
gopher trap that has survived relatively unchanged and is
still manufactured to this day by the heirs of the inventor.

A few years later, about 1904, the 44 California
choker box trap had its beginning; however, no patent has
been identified for this trap., The 44 California was
produced up until 1980 when it was discontinued,

The Newhouse gopher trap was first produced in
1901 by the Oneida Community, and continued to be
manufactured, but not by the same firm, until about 1986
when it too was discontinued.

The Cinch trap, patented on November 8, 1910 by
Charles A. Wyman of Gaston, Oregon, is another trap
with a long history. It remains on the market today,
however, it is believed that its production was curtailed
for a time, but for how long is unknown.

The Death-Klutch was patented in 1917 by Judson C.
Pewther and continues to be manufactured and sold. The
Death-Klutch has been a popular trap in the midwest
while the Cinch trap is popular in the west, especially the
northwest.












