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Gophers and Moles:  Garden Foes

By: Todd L. Cutting, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners

Everyone reading this has probably seen the Bugs Bunny cartoon where Bugs is underground pulling the carrots into his tunnel as Elmer Fudd stands in shock as he watches his carrot crop disappear before his eyes. “Dat dang wabbit,” Fudd cries. I’ve never seen a rabbit do this, and I doubt if they do as they operate almost entirely above ground. But I have stood, just like Elmer Fudd, and watched as broccoli and kohlrabi plants gently disappeared into the ground, leaving only the space they occupied behind.

Gophers were the culprit. I know this because he or she was brazen enough to stick his head out of the hole where the plants had been and looked around to see how many more meals were available. I then poked around with a rod and found the gopher’s tunnel, opened it up, set a trap and had the scoundrel the next day.

Gophers and I have had a long relationship, starting in 1951 when I was eight years old. My older brother, who was nine, and I trapped pocket gophers in Dad and Grandpa’s hay fields in Ohmstead County, Minnesota, especially after the last cutting in the fall. We’d sling a handful of leg traps over a shovel handle, grab a bunch of wooden stakes to hold the traps after they were set and to mark the location and head for the hay fields. Dad would usually tell us where he had seen fresh gopher mounds. Every day we set a trap, meant we had to check them the next day. We would do this for four to six weeks in September and October, until the ground froze.

Dad or Grandpa paid us a nickel a gopher and the county had a bounty. I don’t remember how much the bounty was. Dad and Grandpa wanted to see the animal before they paid us. Trappers are notorious for story telling.

A couple of years later, we moved to a farm that didn’t have gophers and I thought no more about them until my wife and I bought a house in Holiday Beach in 2001. Our lawn was moonscaped with gopher mounds. Regular mowing and the introduction of a good “mouser” cat that preferred the fresh gopher mounds to the sandburred grass as a litter box soon reduced the gopher population in the front yard and a digging dachshund named Ted took care of them in the fenced back yard. I’m not sure which was worse, craters made by the digging dog or mounds made by the digging gophers.

For about a year there was an excess of feral cats in our neighborhood. During this time I saw no new gopher mounds anywhere in our area, not in yards, roadsides, or unimproved lots. The feral cat population dropped precipitously and within two months fresh gopher mounds started appearing regularly.

I planted thirty some rose bushes, antique and shrub roses, during the period when the feral cat population was high. I lost only one rose bush and that to cut ants. This past spring, 2008, I planted fifty more and lost five, all to gophers. There were very few stray cats to be seen. Also, the second planting grew much less the first year then the first planting. Upon investigation, a gopher run went to almost every rose bush. Even though there were no visible mounds, the gophers were active underground. A rose bush would flag or droop. Sometimes, the gopher would have eaten right through the root and a tug on the bush would remove it from the site. Other times, only some of the roots were damaged. Trapping the gopher and saturation watering saved those.

The Texas AgriLife Extension has an excellent publication, L-1904, Controlling Pocket Gopher Damage. It tells how and where to set traps and also discusses chemical controls. Cats are nice pets and good companions but a good hunter can readily earn its keep if you don’t like gophers. 

My personal experience with moles is rather limited. The mole infestations I’ve had to deal with have been easily controlled by either a cat or eliminating the mole’s food source which is usually grubs of some sort. Texas AgriLife Extension has a bulletin on moles, Controlling Mole Damage, L-1905.

White Grubs are usually the larvae of Junebugs. The grubs are eating your grass roots, while the moles come along and eat the grubs. Now is the time to treat turf for white grubs if you have a problem with them.

If you have an area of lawn that has died and turned straw colored try lifting some of the dying grass by hand. If it comes loose readily or can be rolled up like a carpet the chances are you have a grub problem. But do not apply insecticide unnecessarily. Before treating, you should confirm that grubs are the problem by digging out one square foot of the affected area to a depth of 3 or four inches. If you find five or more grubs in that area, treatment is called for. If there are four or fewer no treatment is necessary. 

Specific chemical insecticides for white grubs and chinch bugs (another common turf pest) can be obtained at most garden centers and hardware stores. Always read the instructions carefully to get the most effectiveness from a chemical. In the case of chinch bugs, it is usually advised to water the area a half hour or so prior to spraying the insecticide. This encourages the chinch bugs to come to the top of the grass where they can more easily be ‘got’. But for white grubs, the instructions will generally call for thoroughly water the area after using the insecticide to wash the product deeper into the soil.

The Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E Mimosa, Rockport, TX.

AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

