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OH, RATS!
Albert Marrian
Book Review of a past classic by Stephen L. Doggett

It is often said that the success of a chil-
dren’s book can be gauged by how much it 
is also enjoyed by adults. While ‘Oh, Rats!’ 

is geared towards the younger audience, there 
is no doubt that everyone from kids to the fully 
grown, will find this a fascinating and fun read.

‘Oh, Rats!’ was written by Albert Marrin, an 
Emeritus Professor of History at New York’s 
Yeshiva University. His aim is to “…make his-
tory come alive for students...” and he has cer-
tainly achieved this with ‘Oh, Rats!’. Prof. Marrin 
has produced more than two dozen children’s 
books, including several multiple award win-
ning tomes. There is no question that this book 
is one of his finest productions to date. 

The poem that begins the first chapter captures 
the essence of the book:

“Rats, rats, and more rats. 
Good rats, bad rats. 

Yummy rats, yukky rats. 
Pet rats, pesky rats. 

Storybook rats, laboratory rats. 
Oh, rats!”

‘Oh, Rats!’ is a light hearted take on one of the 
most reviled creatures that co-inhabits with 
humans. Being under 100 pages and of simple 
language, means that the book can be read in 
a couple of hours. However, if reading to the 

younger audience, you will need much more 
time as this book will inspire the enquiring mind 
and lead to all sorts of discussions about out 
little furry friends.

The book is over nine chapters covering such 
aspects as rat ancestors, rat behaviours, the 
relationship of rats and people through human 
civilisation, rats as human food, rats as pests, 
rodent eradication, rats and disease, and rescue 
rats (more on this later).

What is delightful with this book is the level of 
research by Albert Marrin and his inclusion of 
fascinating anecdotes and fun facts. For ex-
ample, did you know that a rodent existed 17 
million years ago that was over two metres in 
length? It was the size of a small rhinoceros. 
Imagine the trap for that beast! Moreover, a rat 
can squeeze through a 2cm hole, can scale a 
vertical brick wall, or fall off a five-story building 
and survive. Rats can even go fishing by dan-
gling their tail in water; when a fish thinks it is 
about to devour a tasty worm, the rodent jumps 
into the water grabbing the fish.

As we all know, rats were involved in some of 
the biggest pandemics through history. The 
plague, which is spread by the rat flea, Xeno-
psylla cheopis, killed around half the people on 
the planet. At the time during the Middle Ages, 
no one knew the cause of the contagion, nor 
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did they understand how to cure the disease. 
The consequence was some bizarre and often 
deadly treatments, as outlined by Marrin. This 
included; drinking a handful of urine, breathing 
deeply from a toilet, sleeping with a dead dog 
under your pillow, and eating a toad boiled in 
vinegar. Oh how I like modern science so that I 
do not have to drink urine!

Through history the asso-
ciation between rodents 
and humans have been 
very one-sided; there is 
no question that rats have 
largely benefited. How-
ever, rats have proved 
useful to humans as well. 
Not only do they make 
great pets [SLD: I had a 
pet rat myself, he was 
called ‘Erasmus’ and was a 
terrific companion ani-
mal], but the African Giant 
Pouched rat has been 
used to detect land mines. 
Being small, their weight 
does not trigger the mine 
to explode and the rats 
can smell TNT, the explo-
sive in the mine. Rats have 
also been used in a variety 
of experiments for medi-
cal research, from examin-
ing cancer, the effects of 
smoking, for transplant 
studies, in vaccination and 
medicine research, and 
they are even used as a 
blood source to maintain 
colonies of bed bugs and 
mosquitoes. 

There is no question that 
‘Oh, Rats!’ will appeal to 
little’uns as well as the 
bug’uns.

‘Oh, Rats!’ is for ages 8 and 
up and was first published 

in 2006 by Dutton Children’s Book, and later 
released in 2014 under Puffin Books. ISBN: 978-
0-14-751281-9. 

Stephen L. Doggett is the Director, Department 
of Medical Entomology, NSW Health Pathology 
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and the Chief Editor of the FAOPMA Magazine. 
Email: stephen.doggett@health.nsw.gov.au
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