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“They trapped him for his hide, ate his flesh and looked upon his incredible dams: and marveled 

and praised God.”      Allan Devoe 

 

Along the densely wooded stream can be heard the ceaseless sound: gnawing—gnawing 

of the largest rodent (the industrious beaver).  A unique appearance, indeed, has this animal of 

the wild with its small ears and eyes and pudgy nose in contrast to its corpulent and ungainly 

body and large paddle-shaped tail. 

The average beaver weighs approximately forty-five pounds, but some attain a maximum 

of seventy pounds; while in length it varies from three to four feet.  The sex of the beaver cannot 

be distinguished by either size or color.  All are chestnut brown. 

Although the animal is not scientifically classified as an amphibian, it is admirably 

adapted to an aquatic as well as a terrestrial existence.  In water it is propelled by both its webbed 

feet and flat tail (the latter of which resembles a fish in that it is covered with scales rather than 

fur).  A beaver can remain under water as long as ten minutes at a time.  This is possible for two 

reasons: namely, its respiration is slower than that of the average land animal and its nostrils 

contain valves which prevent the entrance of water into the lungs. 

A skilled engineer is this mammoth rodent as he diligently pursues his task of building a 

dam.  Instinctively, he selects a site.  What determines the location for his family’s winter abode?  

In the first place, the water must be deep enough so that it will not freeze to its entirety, thus, 

enabling the beaver to swim to the shore exit when necessary and to allow them access to their 

winter food supply—limbs and logs, which lie anchored and buried in the stream’s bed in the 

vicinity of the lodge.  A second factor in choosing a place is the speed of the current which must 

be sufficiently rapid to enable the builders to float their logs from this region of felling to the 

new home.  Sometimes, if the selected building materials are too distant from the stream itself, 

the workers are compelled to dig small canals from the tree to the stream proper.  Ingeniously, 

they use this water system for transporting their timber. 

The arduous task of felling trees takes place in late summer and fall.  They are ordinarily 

nocturnal laborers, taking special advantage of the beautiful moonlight evenings.  Is it not 

amazing that this laborious work can be accomplished by members of the animal kingdom 

without the use of tools or mechanical devices?  Perhaps, some of you have had occasion to 

observe the chips lying about the freshly cut tree.  No, it was not the result of the woodsman’s 

ax, but of the beaver’s hard, sharp front teeth which act as chisels and which are supported by 

powerful muscular jaws.  You may be surprised to learn that these creatures can fell a tree as 

large as two feet in diameter.  Some of the saplings are held in the mouth at one end while the 

rest is supported over the shoulder and carried down to the stream. 

More strenuous work awaits them as they energetically assemble their materials to make 

their lodge.  The foundation consists of a mixture of logs, branches and brush, which they cover 

with a layer of mud, stones and gravel obtained from the bottom of the stream.  Additional layers 

are constructed likewise; the number of which will depend on the depth of the water until the 

foundation is from one to two feet above the water level.  Now the lodging room proper is 

constructed in the shape of a dome and it is made of branches plastered with mud to provide 

warmth and to prevent leakage.  A prevalent notion that the mud is packed and smoothed by the 



tail has been disproved, for observation has revealed that the front feet are used for this purpose.  

Instinctively, they provide for proper ventilation by making a hole at the top of the hut and 

cleverly conceal it with twigs.  Thus, the beaver provides a spacious shelter suitable for a living 

room as well as sleeping room and nursery.  The average number of beavers inhabiting a lodge is 

from ten to twelve—usually about four adults and six to eight young.  The entire lodge ranges 

from fifteen to thirty-five feet in diameter and six to seven feet above water. 

Although it is true that beavers depend chiefly on aspen, willow and birch for their food 

supply, recent observations by David Cook of the New York Conservation Department revealed 

that these animals consume a considerable amount of grass during the summer months.  They 

also relish seeds and flowers, and tubers from pond bottoms. 

An interesting phase of beaver life is their means of communication.  Being of a more 

sociable nature, their communal contact is very important.  Tail thumping signifies approaching 

danger.  A more complicated means of transmitting information is the formation of little “sign 

heaps” which are small round cakes of mud over which is secreted castoreum or beaver musk 

from the two scent pouches or glands located beneath the animal’s tail. 

Of what commercial significance is the beaver?  At the time of the colonists the beaver 

pelts were so plentiful and of such value that they were used as a medium of exchange rather 

than money.  Even today the beaver pelt business amounts to more than one half million dollars 

annually.  As part of the federal soil conservation program, our government has transplanted 

numerous colonies to the north western states to build their dams and thus aid in checking 

erosion.  Also, the beaver is important to man in that its only secretion known as castoreum is 

useful in the perfume industry. 

 

Originally Published in: 

Vol. 5 No. 1 October 1944 


