Broad-footed Mole (Scapanus latimanus) Mole Family

Moles are heavers of soil who live in darkness. Their most obvious signs are their surface
runs, the uplifted trails of soil that often appear after a rain, and their mounds of soil erupting
through the earth like little volcanoes.

Occasionally, you may find a dead one in the litter of the woods. If you do, it is worth a
closer look. Their fur is charcoal black, more soft, sleek, and velvety than anything you will ever
touch. The nap will brush any way you stroke it - well suited to the turning, twisting life of a
tunnel dweller.

Moles grow up to six inches long and can weigh up to a quarter of a pound. Their noses are
pointed and pig-like, fleshy at the end and surrounded by black whiskers. They have no visible
ears and, nearly blind, their eyes are but tiny dots sunken in fur. Their teeth are sharp and
pointed, for they are flesh eaters. Their hands are pink and fleshy, as if nakedly protruding from
the sleeve of a furry coat. These are large and spade-like, slightly webbed between the fingers,
with claws at the tips. In color and design, Mole hands evoke both vulnerability and power.

Moles are subterranean mammals who occur across the Northern Hemisphere. There are
fifteen species in North America and five in California. Our local species is the Broad-footed
Mole. They are at home in the moist, friable soils of meadows, woodlands, and streamsides.
Broad-footed Moles are common throughout the state, living from the coast to the high
mountains, and like so many Californians, also extend into Southern Oregon, Western Nevada,
and Baja. The broad-footed part of their name speaks for itself and the word mole goes back to
the Old English mouldwarp, which means literally, “earth thrower.”

Their bodies are marvelously adapted to throwing, and heaving earth. Their upper arms are
short and massive, with their upper arm bone, the humerus, being thick, nearly square, and
powerfully muscled for shearing and moving soil. Beyond basic anatomy, our local mole has
been little studied. Much of what we know of moles comes from work done in the East and in
the British Isles, where researchers in Scotland have even fastened micro-transmitters to track
their movements.

Moles live in an elaborate burrow system, a network of deep, permanent tunnels and the
shallow, visible surface runs. The Scottish studies have shown that moles are territorial animals,
very similar to Gophers. They live alone in a defined territory, except when mating. Their
burrows can extend for thousands of feet and cover nearly a half an acre. The burrows are
occupied by many successive generations. Moles themselves can live up to five or more years.

To extend a surface run, Moles turn on their sides, pushing the upper hand forward into the
soil while bracing the lower arm against the bottom. Then, they thrust the forepaw upward,
heaving up dirt and creating the trademark surface ridge. To dig the deeper tunnels, nests, and
storage chambers, moles shear off chunks of soil, and move a pile along the tunnel by pushing
with the back of one hand like the blade of a bulldozer. When they reach the base of a vertical
shaft, Moles use their great muscle power to stuff the soil up and out from the bottom, which can
be a foot from daylight. Soil erupts at the top like from a small volcano.



Moles are carnivores and they find their food by patrolling their tunnels several times a day,
looking for other earth dwellers who may have dropped in. Moles eat all kinds of invertebrates,
insects, slugs, but their main staple is Earthworms. Earthworms themselves are soil eaters, and
gritty at best, but Moles clean them by squeezing them through their fingers as they eat, forcing
the soil from the worm gut like toothpaste from a tube.

In times of worm plenty, Moles have figured out a kind of refrigerator system for keeping
fresh meat. Moles immobilize worms by biting them through their heads. Then they store the
worms by the hundreds in cool underground chambers. The worms remain in place, alive and
fresh, but unable to move until they regenerate their lost or damaged heads, which takes a couple
of months. In the mean time, Moles have a good supply of good food.

Moles themselves, because of their secretive, underground lives, are well protected from
predators. In the rare case when they do come above ground, either to feed or perhaps to
disperse as young adults to new territory. Then, they are prey for the owls. And clever diggers,
like Coyotes and Foxes, may also take a Mole if they happen along while a new run is being
pushed up.
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