Nature’s Aquatic Engineers

Beavers do more to shape their landscape than any other species of wildlife.  Fascinating for their engineering nature, these mammals are literally capable of changing a stream’s course and significantly altering the surrounding habitat.  As the trees are cleared and a dam created, the stream is transitioned to a wet savannah type habitat where fish, frogs and herons benefit.  If ample food is available, a beaver family may inhabit the area for many years.  When food becomes scarce, the beavers will move on to a new location.  The dam will deteriorate, leaving a uniform layer of silt that soon gives rise to green meadow and then eventually reforested.  

Not so long ago, beavers were referred to as trapper’s gold.  During the Fur Trading Era (1800-1840), adventurous men risked the elements and Indian attack to get their hands on a beaver.  Fur trading was literally the catalyst that opened the frontier.  Beaver trapping in particular played a large part in the settlement of the western U.S.  The soft leather and dense fur resulted in an excellent clothing material.  Individual beaver pelts were important bartering items.  Common equivalents for one tanned and stretched beaver pelt were, 2 pounds of sugar, 1 gallon of brandy, 2 yards of flannel, 1 pair of breeches, 1 pair of shoes, 20 flints, 8 knives, 2 pair looking glasses, 2 hatchets, 20 fish hooks or 1 blanket.  Four tanned beaver pelts would fetch 1 pistol and 11 beaver pelts a musket.  The demand for beaver pelts was so great during the late 1800's that the species came close to becoming extinct in North America. 

After the decline in the fur trade, beavers began to grow in numbers and were considered a nuisance by many, particularly to farmers.  Although fur trapping did continue in the 20th century, beavers were able to rebound over most of North America with harvest restrictions in place.   While most fur prices have dropped in recent years due to low demand, the drop in the value of beaver pelts has not been as drastic.

The beaver is a member of the family rodentia, which is a group of "mammals that gnaw". They use their four front teeth, big chisel-edged incisors, to fell trees. It takes only a few minutes for this determined animal to cut down a small willow tree.  Sometimes a beaver will tackle trees as wide as 2 feet.  The beaver's favorite trees are softer deciduous trees like aspen, poplar and willow. It will also cut down birch, sugar maple, wild cherry, alder and sometimes even hemlock and pine.  

Beaver pairs mate for life.  The two will live together unless one of them dies.  The female gives birth in the spring, usually litters of 2 to 6 kits.  Their incisor teeth grow continually throughout their life, so they must continuously gnaw.  Beavers range in weight from 30 to 80 pounds, with some weighing over 100 lbs.  One of the largest beavers trapped in Kansas was just north of Fort Riley and weighed 109 lbs.   

Beavers are well adapted to move on land and especially in water, where they are able to hold their breath for up to 15 minutes beneath the surface. The large back webbed feet are good for swimming and the smaller paws in front are used for picking up branches, mud and debris.  Beavers do not hibernate.  Their thick coat is a necessity in the winter when the ponded water freezes over.  The scaly black tail is hard and flat and is used as a prop to sit on when the beaver is gnawing and a rudder while the beaver is swimming. When a beaver senses danger, he will slap his tail on the water’s surface as an alarm.

For more information about wildlife on Fort Riley natural resources, please visit the Conservation Office or visit our website at www.riley.army.mil/Services/Fort/Environment/NatResources. 

