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Few North American adventurers inspire the same mixture of awe and envy today as the mountain men described so well by George Laycock in this book. As the vanguard of European exploration of the American West, as independent souls in a strange, wild land, or just as a bunch of guys out having amazing adventures, they engage the interest of generation after generation of Americans. And no wonder. Their accomplishments seem fairly simple, but their legacy is complex and ironic.

Consider the complexity. We see these men as exemplifying a wild, free life, unfettered by social constraints; yet it was commerce and industry that paid their way, and that drove most of them to the wilderness in the first place. In stereotype, we see them as simple, hardy men, all more or less alike; but they were a multinational crowd, with intense and even violent allegiances to their various employers or home countries. And they were interacting with a remarkably complex set of native cultures, whose own political relationships were as subtle, involved, and convoluted as any in the Old World.

Then consider the irony of the mountain men’s legacy. The very wildness they represented—both in themselves and in the western land-scape—was doomed in good part by their own activities. As they “explored” the country (the natives of the region had explored it quite thoroughly during the previous 10,000 years, so the term seems a little odd), they were preparing the way for hordes of people whose primary goal was to civilize it beyond recognition. As they adopted the ways of the native people, they were among the first to affect those native cultures, putting them on the long and painful path of subjugation to the ways of the white society.

On the other hand, as they traveled the vast western ranges and valleys, a number of them were literate enough to leave us with our only descriptions of what this country was like prior to the destruction of the great wildlife herds, or accounts of the massive alteration of the prairie-vegetation communities under agriculture and livestock. Besides, as wild as the country was in the early 1800s, it had already been affected in many ways by Europeans, even though those Europeans had never seen it. European diseases (of both human and livestock), European horses, and European firearms and other technology had all reached the High Plains and the Rockies well before Europeans themselves spent any significant time there. The mountain men would have had to arrive two or three centuries earlier than they did if they wanted to see a western landscape truly unaffected by European ways.

But while environmental historians, anthropologists, and a variety of other scholars spend more and more of their time wondering about such things, most people are still interested in the mountain men primarily because of their adventures. Those adventures are what Laycock provides in abundance in this new edition of his book, introducing us to some of the most important and quirky personalities of the time and sharing with us some of their most outrageous exploits. Perhaps as important, he opens a window onto the fascinating details of their lives by showing us how they managed their trade, developed their tools, and made the most of their resources. I consider this book an excellent starting point for anyone newly attracted to the mountain-man era, and a handy reference for those already familiar with it. For anyone wanting to learn more, it’s a good start; you could do a lot worse than spend a few years of your recreational reading time following the trails of the men George Laycock introduces you to in this book.

—Paul Schullery

Yellowstone
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The mountain man, weathered and wind-bitten, searched out the beaver, sent his packs of furs back to market, and in the process proved himself to be the ultimate outdoorsman. He was a survival specialist in the face of bitterly cold winters, antagonistic Indians, and unbelievably powerful bears. He was unsurpassed as a marksman and skilled as horseman and naturalist.

Typically the free trapper was young when he went to the mountains. He was single, poor, farm reared, and he had long hair, but kept his face shaved, except perhaps for a moustache. He was sinewy, powerful, and possessed of lightning reactions. He was perhaps the finest woodsman the country has ever seen, surpassing even the Indian in mastery of the outdoors.

These beaver trappers pushed back the wilderness frontier. They were explorers who led America into new regions deep in the Rocky Mountains and beyond. Our curiousity about the nature of the mountain men, and how they lived, is as sharp today as ever.

—GEORGE LAYCOCK




▪ 1 ▪ Wild Lands and Furbearers [image: common]

From the day he first led his little party out of New Orleans and up the Mississippi River in 1763, Pierre Laclede Liguest was thinking of furs, and the best ways to get possession of them. He blazed marks on a few forest trees in what seemed to him to be the most desirable place for a riverside settlement.

The following spring he sent Auguste Chouteau, with a crew of thirty men, who found the marked trees on the west side of the river, and began constructing a large shed which was followed by dingy little buildings where people could live. “Little huts,” one historian characterized them later, “unsuitable for the purposes of a stable...,” but there were few complaints about the lack of facilities. These were hunters and trappers and, as one writer said, “They could pillow on the earth and sleep unsheltered under the canopy of heaven without thinking it a hardship.”

As the settlement took shape that spring of 1764, its founder named it in honor of his king, Louis XV of France. He had picked a choice location in view of what he hoped to accomplish. There were furs to be collected through trade with the Indians, and a trading post here was within reach of tribes in the Mississippi and Missouri river valleys.

Six years later, in 1770, St. Louis numbered one hundred and fifteen families with five hundred people. Livestock had the run of the streets whose surface varied from mud to dust depending on the season.

When early mountain men began trickling in, on their way to the beaver streams of the Rockies, the town had come through its first half century and its buildings were becoming larger and finer. The busy town by the shore of the Mississippi became the hub of the budding fur business. It also became the last memory of civilization that the lonely trapper carried with him through the western mountains.

NATURE OF THE MOUNTAIN MAN

Born into every generation are restless men with feet that will not stand still, eyes that search for distant mountains, hearts that long to go where the scene is new and the promise of adventure alive. The possibility of danger only whets the appetite. Opportunity to satisfy this longing for adventure changes with time and place, but few men ever found a greater challenge than these buckskin-clad woodsmen who traveled westward to trap beaver in the early eighteen hundreds.

In many ways this mountain man was like other young men of his time. His nineteenth birthday was past and there he was—stuck on the farm. If he wanted to know what his life was going to be, he could look at his father or his uncles, plodding along behind their oxen, or see them milking cows and tending crops until, at last, their aging bodies weakened and their dreams died. Not a bad life perhaps, but didn’t travelers in the village speak of trappers back from the Rocky Mountains, telling how they had bested Indians and grizzly bears while reaping fortunes in beaver furs?

So, at the end of a long winter of dreaming of the distant mountains, the gangling lad who had never been more than fifty miles from home hitched up his suspenders, buttoned his homespun coat, pulled his old felt hat down over his shock of brown hair, and set off carrying his long gun, powder horn, bullet pouch, blanket, and little more.

Ahead of him stretched the trail to St. Louis. Beyond that, he would just wait and see. If he could get to the mountains, he had choices. In the fur industry there were various levels of employment and once in St. Louis he listened to the stories and began to sort out the possibilities. The safest plan was to sign on as an engagé, a hired hand, with one of the fur companies. This was the beginning for a lot of young fur trappers with little or no money or equipment. The company outfitted them as day laborers, paid them maybe two hundred dollars a year, and everything they caught belonged to the company. So did their souls.

There were also contract trappers who were set up in business by one of the fur companies. Instead of becoming camp tenders, common laborers, or boatmen, they worked as trappers, but were obligated to bring all their furs to the company and buy their goods from it at whatever exorbitant prices it charged.

At the top of the structure was the genuine free trapper who “... never had to say ‘yes, captain’ to no man.” He owned his outfit and made his own decisions. He might go to the mountains, as part of a group for safety, and help with the chores on the way, but once there he traveled and trapped where he liked, then sold his furs where he chose.

This legendary free trapper in the early Rocky Mountain beaver industry became as unfettered by social constraints as any American who ever lived. He was the world’s most skilled outdoorsman, unequaled in marksmanship, expert in hunting and trapping, a superb woodsman alert to the ever-changing scene around him. He knew the signs of danger and his specialty was survival in a world filled with hazards. Given his skills and his love for wandering the lonely valleys, he could accomplish what he set out to do—if he lived long enough.

As the young English adventurer George F. Ruxton wrote after living and traveling with the beaver trappers in the Rocky Mountains:


It was the roving trader and the solitary trapper who first sought out these inhospitable wilds, traced the streams to their sources, scaled the mountain passes, and explored the boundless expanse of territory where the foot of white man had never trodden before ... For the free hunter of the Far West was, in his rough way, a good deal of a knight errant ... every footstep was beset with enemies and every moment pregnant with peril. The great proportion of these intrepid spirits who laid down their lives in that far country is impressive proof of the jeopardy of their existence ... They were the pathfinders of the West.



The clothing and equipment that the mountain man brought to his profession were not new to the American outdoors. The trapper adapted the methods and equipment of frontiersmen before him in the Appalachians, and those of the Plains tribes to whose land he had come. For clothing, he required protection from the elements, freedom of movement, and an outfit that he could mend with the materials at hand and replace when it wore out. His outfit had to be practical and it had to be trimmed down to minimum weight for easy transport. The loose-fitting cloth garments with which he started west, and which he often preferred, were replaced eventually with practical clothing fashioned from soft, smoked buckskin.

If he chose to let his clothes get slick with buffalo grease, the option was his. Old pictures drawn by artists on the scene make it plain that there was individual variation in clothing, hat styles, and the amount of decoration worn on buckskins. The decoration often depended on whether or not the trapper traveled with an Indian wife.

Early traveler Rufus B. Sage was only one of several to leave behind a description of the typical mountain man’s appearance. After three years among the trappers, Sage wrote of the mountain man:


His skin, from constant exposure, assumes a hue almost as dark as that of the Aborigine, and his features and physical structure attain a rough and hardy cast. His hair, through inattention, becomes long, coarse, and bushy, and loosely dangles upon his shoulders. His head is surmounted by a low crowned wool-hat, or a rude substitute of his own manufacture. His clothes are of buckskin, gaily fringed at the seams with strings of the same material, cut and made in a fashion peculiar to himself and associates ... His waist is encircled with a belt of leather, holding encased his butcher knife and pistols—while from his neck is suspended a bullet pouch securely fastened to the belt in front, and beneath the right arm hangs a powder-horn traversely from his shoulder, behind which, upon the strap attached to it, are affixed his bullet-mould, ballscrew, wiper, awl, &c. With a gun-stick made of some hard wood, and a good rifle placed in his hands, carrying from thirty to thirty-five balls to the pound, the reader will have before him a correct likeness of a genuine mountaineer, when fully equipped ... The mountaineer is his own manufacturer, tailor, shoemaker, and butcher, and can always feed and cloth himself, and enjoy all the comforts his situation affords.



His outfit customarily included his horse on which he rode, and his mule on which he carried all his worldly goods, including his packs of furs as they accumulated. He carried buckskin for repairing and replacing moccasins and clothing, robe and blanket for bedding, lead, tobacco, and, if he had them, pemmican and jerky. The items he used daily—fire-starting equipment, spare flints, usually a straight razor for, contrary to common belief, most mountain men shaved, an awl for making repairs—were toted along in buckskin bags of various sizes and designs.

Following the rivers and creeks, he learned the nature of the streams and their tributaries—and tributaries of the tributaries—reaching into every valley large and small where beaver lived. He followed the mighty Missouri across the prairie and into the Rockies, turning up the Niobrara, Grand, Little Missouri, and Musselshell.

He carried his traps along the Yellowstone and up the rivers that feed it, the Powder, Tongue, Bighorn, and Clark’s Fork, taking beaver all the way. He found the three beautiful mountain streams that form the Missouri, the Jefferson, Madison, and Gallatin, and followed each of these snow-fed rivers high into the mountains until water and beaver gave out. He tramped the broad valley of the ribbonlike Platte, discovered a route over the Continental Divide, and came down into headwaters of the river the Indians called the “Seedskeedee”—the Green—and this led to the Colorado and the beaver waters of the Southwest.

To the north, he explored the waters of the Salmon, Snake, and Columbia. He came upon river after river until he had mapped, in his mind, the surface of the western half of the continent, for he was far more than a beaver trapper, he was also an explorer. He opened the West. At the risk of his life, he counted coup on the grizzly and defied the native tribes that tried to halt him. He moved the borders of the country westward on his shoulders.

RISE OF THE COMPANIES

Long before the journey of Lewis and Clark, and the heyday of the mountain man, the fur industry was a major New World enterprise. Early European arrivals bought furs from the Indians and trapped the beaver of streams, lakes, and ponds themselves from Canada south to Virginia. Before the time of the mountain men, Hudson’s Bay Company traders were dealing with the Indians while the French voyageurs paddled giant canoes through turbulent northern waters carrying packs of beaver down the St. Lawrence.

Reports brought back by Lewis and Clark of the wealth of furs for the taking in the Rocky Mountains were welcome news in the fur industry. One who was especially interested was a New Yorker in his early forties who had risen rapidly to become head of the American fur industry.

John Jacob Astor happened to be in the right place at the right time, but any fair-minded person would admit that he had other things going for him. Astor was born in Waldorf, Germany, in 1763, but left for London as a teenager. There he joined his brother in the manufacturer of musical instruments.

Young Astor, ambitious, energetic, and self-confident, was still a teenager when he decided to sail for America to make his fortune. He took along a shipment of flutes which constituted his entire capital. The ship on which he sailed was destined for Baltimore, but in the winter of 1784, enough ice formed in the mouth of the Chesapeake to hold the ship up until March. There was little to do except visit with other passengers and one of these turned out to be a New York fur dealer. Said the fur dealer to John Jacob Astor, “Young man, what you should do is take your flutes to New York and sell them and put your money in the fur market.”

That was the beginning of a business enterprise that was to make the young immigrant one of the wealthiest men in America. He came to understand the fur business on a global scale as well as any man alive. His moves were bold ones, and there was not a beaver trapper in the mountains who did not in some way feel the impact of John Jacob Astor’s dealings.

In 1808, he founded the American Fur Company, which was so powerful that it became known across the West simply as “The Company,” while every other fur company, large or small, was lumped together and known as the “Opposition.”

Government trading posts had been set up to lure the Indian trade away from the British. Astor’s manipulations helped get these outposts closed by act of Congress. This abolition of the government factory system cleared the way for private industry which, to Astor, meant his own American Fur Company and its western department headquarters in St. Louis. Furthermore, to deal with the fur production, and compete with the British in the Pacific Northwest, Astor formed the Pacific Fur Company, which became a victim of the War of 1812. Astor then concentrated on establishing a string of fur trading forts throughout the Missouri River drainage.

To the north, the fur industry was dominated by the Hudson’s Bay Company, which the British had established in 1670, and its competition the North West Company, operating in western Canada. Their trading posts spread through the rich fur country dealing with the Indian tribes. Among the free trappers and the smaller fur outfits, neither the Hudson’s Bay Company nor the American Fur Company was loved. One trapper said he would as soon be a slave in Missouri as an engagé for the Hudson’s Bay Company.

Competition between the fur companies was cutthroat in nature. The American Fur Company ruthlessly used every tactic it could devise to break the backs of smaller outfits. One of its milder tactics was to jack up prices and buy furs at prices higher than their real market value, taking a loss rather than allow smaller companies to acquire furs and bring them to market.

Opposition companies came and went, and among their leaders were the more famous mountain men of all times. Jedediah Smith, David E. Jackson, and William Sublette bought out the pioneering William Ashley and Andrew Henry outfit in 1826, and ran their new company under their own names. But four years later they sold out to Jim Bridger, Tom Fitzpatrick, Milton Sublette, Jean Gervais, and Henry Fraeb, who set up the Rocky Mountain Fur Company. The Rocky Mountain Fur Company later changed hands. Leading trappers and traders continued to go with The American Fur Company as Astor’s lock on the fur industry tightened. Numerous companies rose and fell.

The leading companies had constant competition as the smaller companies and free trappers spread out over the central Rockies. There were few restraints on business methods. Companies connived with Indian leaders to send their warriors against rival fur companies. They hired away each other’s trappers, and had no compunction about taking over trapping grounds others had found.

At one point Astor’s agents dispatched a trapping party to dog the footsteps of the Rocky Mountain Fur Company until the frustrated trappers seemed unable to elude them. Astor’s men, William H. Vanderburgh and the noted Andrew Drips, showed up wherever Tom Fitzpatrick and Jim Bridger led their Rocky Mountain Fur Company trappers, until Bridger and Fitzpatrick decided to lead Astor’s people right into a trap.

They kept moving, and each move took them deeper into Blackfoot country. All of them must have known the seriousness of the game they were playing. The outcome was as predictable as punching a hornets’ nest. The Indians finally attacked and Vanderburgh was killed in the battle. About the same time, Bridger and his men stumbled into a band of Pigeons, one of the Blackfoot tribes, and Bridger escaped with a couple of arrows stuck in the back of his shoulders. He pulled one out but had to leave the other where it was, at least for the present.

Another weapon used in the mounting competition was the trade whiskey brought into the forts and rendezvous. Even when it was illegal, it was used. Wrote Rufus Sage, “Trading companies, however, find ways and means to smuggle it through, by the wagon load, under the very noses of the government officers ...” When the United States government did try to cork off the flow of whiskey to the Indians, the Hudson’s Bay Company began trading whiskey for furs to entice the Indians across the border. This promptly brought whiskey back to the trading posts in the United States, law or no law, and in at least one case, a still was established inside a fort. The big losers, as usual, were the Indians, who were cheated, robbed, and ruined physically and mentally by the heavily watered but free-flowing alcohol.

Pressure applied by Astor’s people was eventually too much for the smaller outfits to withstand, and the predatory American Fur Company swallowed the competition. Astor, however, always had his eye on the bottom line. In 1834, when there were early signs that the fur industry was slipping, he sold out.

BEAVER MEETS THE TRAP

Long before white people came to North America, native men were taking the beaver both for their meat and their dense furs. These ancient beaver trappers had their own methods. Some of them made beaver traps of long poles, fashioned into conical baskets that came to a point on one end. The Indian trapper would kick a hole in a beaver dam and set his trap in it with the small end downstream, well beneath the surface.

The beaver, leaving its lodge in the evening and arriving to inspect the dam, soon discovered the break where the water rushed through. It sensed danger to its orderly world, and inspecting the hole, moved deeper into the basket until its head became stuck in the small end of the trap and it drowned.

The Indian trappers also built pens with drop doors that were triggered either by a waiting trapper pulling on a line or by the beaver itself.

In winter, they used another system. Ahead of time, they made nets of vines. On the day of the hunt, the band of beaver takers arrived at the pond with their nets and spears, took soundings on the ice with the shafts of their spears and could check by the hollow tones where the beaver had burrows. Then they chopped holes in the ice and pushed their nets through to the bottom.

Finally, everything was ready. Nets waited across every entrance to burrows and lodges. On top of every frozen beaver lodge stood a man with his spear posed. Above each hole stood the beaver trapper, holding in his hands a drawstring to jerk the net the instant a beaver bumped into it.

The leader gave the signal. Men pounded on the ice and punched their spears into the lodges. They stomped on the ice and the lodges. Frantic beavers, rushing for safety, bumped into strange nets and were hauled up onto the surface and clubbed before they could escape. This plan put beaver furs on the back of many an Indian and set beaver tails to roasting beside the campfires.

Beaver catchers were still using these old systems when white trappers imported the first of their metal traps. The real inventor of the steel trap will never be known, but historians tell us that sweating ironmongers were pounding them out of hot iron at their glowing forges perhaps five hundred years ago. Settlers from European countries brought leg hold traps to North America as early as the 1650s and used them to take two million or so beaver, which were exported during the 1600s and 1700s by French, English, and Dutch colonists.

The steel trap was certain to undergo changes in design as more trap makers came to the business, but the basic design remained the same. The typical beaver trap had to weigh enough to hold a beaver underwater while it drowned. This trap evolved to weigh three and a half pounds without chain. It had two strong springs powerful enough to keep a struggling beaver from pulling free. Attached to it was a chain, perhaps six feet long, with a ring in the end. There was no standardization in these days prior to mass production. Furthermore, the blacksmith turning out traps might never have tested them. For this reason, the leader of a beaver trapping brigade, or the free trapper setting out alone, usually remembered to set each of his new traps and trip it a few times to see that it worked smoothly. Then, each new trap was folded and wrapped in its chain before being packed into a wooden box or barrel for transport. The mountain trapper at work normally carried half a dozen traps, folded, wrapped, and carried in a sturdy rawhide trap sack.

Traps, individually made, usually costing the trapper from two to five dollars each, were irreplaceable in the wilderness. They were valuable enough that trappers watched over them as faithfully as they would their powder horn and bullet pouch. One mountain man discovered that three Indians had lifted four of his traps. He trailed them through the snow all day, walked into their camp that night, and reclaimed his traps at gunpoint. He threatened the thieves’ lives if they followed him, and scanning his back trail repeatedly, hurried back to his own camp, completing a twenty-four hour, forty-mile, round-trip march.

The best remembered name in the manufacture of steel traps is Sewell Newhouse, who is sometimes credited with inventing the steel trap. The leg hold trap, however, was already in use hundreds of years before Newhouse was born. But Newhouse improved the old designs and put such quality into his traps that he founded a famous trap-making industry, bringing the manufacture of traps from the iron monger’s forge to factory production.

The successful trapper in good beaver country often took a beaver in every trap, probably half a dozen skins in a day. The beaver was skinned out on the scene to lighten the trapper’s load for his return to camp. Along with the fur, he usually took the castoreum for making additional “medicine,” to use, sell, or trade. He also skinned out the broad, flat tail and carried this delicacy back to roast beside his evening fire, or took the whole carcass if he needed meat. Then, he scraped and fleshed out each skin until it was free of fat and muscle, and finally stretched it tight and laced it to a circular frame that he made by bending a willow sapling until its ends could be tied together. He cured the beaver pelts by hanging them around his camp to dry.

When he moved from valley to valley, his mule carried his accumulated furs, dried and pressed into bales weighing a hundred pounds or so. If he planned a long trip, he cached his valuable furs to be reclaimed later from this primitive storage chamber—if he returned, and if the Indians had not discovered the hiding place.

Eventually, he packed off his dried furs, each carrying his personal mark, to the summer rendezvous for sale or trade. Most of the time he expected each plew, or beaver skin, to weigh a pound and a half and bring him four dollars a pound or six dollars for a quality beaver. An able trapper, working in good beaver country, might normally take a hundred and twenty-five to a hundred and fifty beaver in a good year, and know his friends at summer rendezvous would exclaim, “Wagh! That shines some. He made the beaver come, he did, or I wouldn’t say so.”

After selling his furs and replenishing his supplies at rendezvous, the trapper turned back to the mountains, probably broke. His aim was always the same—to find a new supply of beaver and make it back with their hides to the next rendezvous. His was a perilous and risky business, but it was a special life, and he would stay with it as long as he had his hair and the beaver lasted—if that’s the way his pole floated.

But before the fur business would really get underway there was business to settle with the British. The British-inspired Indian pressure on the Americans forced temporary closure of Fort Osage, which the United States government had set up near today’s Kansas City. The North West Company sent its agents into the headwaters of the Missouri. Intense international competition for furs helped spawn the War of 1812, and the North American fur trade ground to a halt until after the 1814 treaty.

The fur trade in the Rocky Mountains was blossoming by the early 1820s and in the following fifteen years, between 1820 and 1835, the western beaver trapping industry flourished, peaked, and started downhill. New trappers still went to the mountains, and some of the old-timers could not bring themselves to leave. But they had methodically removed the beaver, breeding stock and all, from valley after valley, and the furbearers had to rebuild their numbers before they could again be profitably trapped.

There was another disaster visited on the fur industry. For hundreds of years hatters had turned beaver fur into fine felt hats. Both in this country and Europe, any properly attired gentleman wore his beaver hat proudly. Because Europe had long since used up its beavers, there had been a strong demand for furs from North America. Even prior to 1800 there were years when the Hudson’s Bay Company sent enough beaver pelts to Europe to manufacture more than half a million hats. Then, suddenly thousands of skins of the South American nutria, a large aquatic mammal, began flooding into New York and London providing a cheap substitute for beaver, and the demand for the mountain man’s major product plummeted. On top of this came a change in style. The once fashionable beaver hats fell from favor as silk hats replaced them and this further depressed the beaver market. Meanwhile, the beaver supply had dwindled as trappers cleaned out the beaver valleys across the West.

In time, both the market and the beaver made modest revivals, and a few hard-core trappers continued to take some beaver, along with other furs and buffalo hides, profitably through the 1840s and 1850s. But never would there be a new land for the fur takers to explore. The mountain man of the American West had come and gone, and in his brief tenure, he became a legend that would not die. His story properly begins with a very special animal.




▪ 2 ▪ Pursuit of the Beaver [image: common]

When the earliest settlers came to North America’s eastern seaboard, the beaver lived from Alaska to northern Florida. It flourished where every mainland state is today, and throughout Canada north to the tree line.

In this country alone there may have been four hundred million beaver. This was the estimate made by the naturalist Ernest Thompson Seton. Enos Mills, another naturalist, and an authority on the beaver, placed the estimate closer to a hundred million. Nobody knows. But beaver were so abundant that early trappers finding their way into untouched wilderness valleys were astounded by the wealth of fur waiting for the harvest.

The beaver of the East were the first to go, disappearing as civilization pushed westward. Western beaver, wintering in the frigid, high mountain country, wore the finest of all beaver fur. Captain Meriwether Lewis had his first opportunity to inspect these furs in April 1805, when his party encountered French Canadian trappers on the Missouri River, and he declared the quality to be “... by far the best I have ever seen.”

Before many years passed, the westering trappers were drying thousands of beaver skins around their camps. Warren Angus Ferris, an American Fur Company clerk, left us a vivid description of the scene as he found it in the early 1800s, in present day Idaho.


In a narrow bottom beneath the walls of Grays Creek we found a party of trappers, headed by Bridger . . . Their encampment was decked with hundreds of beaver skins, now drying in the sun. These valuable skins are always stretched on willow hoops, varying from eighteen inches to three feet in diameter, according to the size of the skins, and have a reddish appearance on the flesh side, which is exposed to the sun. Our camps are always dotted with these red circles in the trapping season when the weather is fair. There were several hundred skins folded and tied up in packs laying about their encampment.



The history of the beaver goes back millions of years before the arrival of the earliest humans on the continent and not all beaver have always been the same as those we know today. In 1889, scientists discovered in eastern Indiana the nearly complete skeleton of an ancient Ice Age beaver larger than a modern black bear. This extinct beast once waddled around the marshy country from Nebraska to the east coast, reaching its greatest numbers in modern Indiana and Illinois. There is evidence that this massive animal lived as far north as Alaska. Scientists know it today as Castoroides ohioensis, and believe that both it and the modern beaver, Castor canadensis, were here until some ten thousand years ago.

The giant beaver probably fed on sedges, grass, and other plants harvested in the marshes around the edges of lakes, and may never have chewed down trees for food, or possessed the highly developed engineering skills practiced by the modern beaver.

The beaver we know today is, on first glance, a dull-witted, dumpy looking animal with beady little eyes set in a small head of no great beauty. On land, it stands higher in the rear quarters than it does at the shoulders. But the beaver belongs in the water where it is beautifully adapted to its element. From its pug nose to its powerful hips, the tear-shaped animal’s sleek body lines allow it to glide smoothly through the lakes and streams.

There is more. Not only is the beaver thoroughly matched to its environment, but it is also that rare wild animal capable of altering its habitat to meet its own needs. The beaver literally converted large parts of North America to wetlands and provided better living conditions, not only for itself, but also for a host of other wildlife.

Deer and moose came to the beaver pond to eat and drink. Waterfowl stopped to feed and rest and sometimes stayed to nest and raise their young. Rails, herons, kingfishers, prothonotary warblers, and a host of other birds, along with turtles, salamanders, and insects, found food and refuge in the beaver ponds. One modern biologist, keeping track of the wildlife using a beaver pond, counted, in one year, one hundred and twenty-four species of birds and thirty-seven kinds of mammals.

Largest of North American rodents, the adult beaver may be four and a half feet in length and reach a weight of sixty or seventy pounds. There are stories of beaver that weighed more than a hundred pounds. Its size depends largely on its age and the foods available to it.

The beaver’s specialized equipment includes a broad, flat tail, furred at the base, but otherwise covered only with dark, leathery scales and a few coarse hairs. The tail of a large adult beaver may be six inches wide and twice that long, and it serves several purposes. As the animal swims, the tail becomes its combination sculling paddle and rudder. If you have ever surprised a beaver when you were canoeing or fishing, you know that the tail is also the beaver’s early warning system, serving as a device to alert other beavers by slapping it against the water surface with a riflelike crack. Then it, and most other beaver within hearing, dives for deep water.

In addition, the tail serves as a thermoregulatory mechanism, helping the animal lose body heat when it is on land in hot weather. Furthermore, the beaver sitting on its hind legs and cutting on a tree will use its tail as a convenient prop to help support its body, then as a balance, if it must make a dash for safety. The tail is also a place for the beaver to store fat ahead of winter.

The teeth of the beaver are vital to its way of life. The long, curved, orange-colored incisors with which it fells trees, then cuts them into manageable sections never stop growing. Lowers and uppers overgrow each other so their edges rub together, and because they are soft on the inner surfaces and hard on the outside, their cutting edges are self-sharpening as they work. A beaver can drop a five-inch aspen in less than five minutes.

The beaver is especially equipped for underwater work. A transparent nictitating membrane covers and protects each eye. The ears and nose are equipped with valves that close automatically as the animal submerges, then open again when it surfaces. Underwater, the lips shut tightly behind the incisors so the beaver does not have to worry about swallowing water as it works.

In addition, before it dives, the beaver takes in extra oxygen, inflating the lungs. It has an especially large liver that stores highly oxygenated blood. When submerged, its blood pressure drops and the flow of blood to the muscles slows, although added blood flows to the brain. With these provisions, the beaver can stay submerged for five, ten, or even fifteen minutes without surfacing for air.

In the water, where it swims with grace and confidence, its broad, webbed hind feet paddle alternately, while it tucks the smaller front feet up neatly out of the way beneath its neck. Each hind foot has a split nail on the second digit that the beaver uses as a comb to groom its fur and spread protective oil on it.

This is essential to the animal’s health because its fur must keep it dry and protect it against severe temperatures. The fur is of two layers. The outer layer of long, shiny guard hairs gives the beaver its glossy brown color. Beneath the guard hairs is a dense layer of shorter, brownish-gray hair that insulates the body.

Male or female, the beaver carries a pair of scent glands that provide it with a substance carrying the strong odor it uses for marking territorial boundaries. To a beaver, the odor becomes a personal identification tag, telling the curious whether the calling card was left by family member or stranger, and probably whether the visitor was male or female. During the breeding season, the beaver marks its home territory by building mud patties a foot wide and two or three inches high, then individualizing each with a mixture of urine and the liquid from its castor glands. Trappers collected these glands and used the castoreum to bait beavers to their traps. This substance is also used in the making of perfume.

In the wilderness, the beaver’s natural enemies included wolves, coyotes, bears, bobcats, foxes, otters, and great horned owls, with the smaller predators probably limiting themselves to taking the kits. The Indians took beaver for both food and fur, but the human population was low enough, and the hunting methods primitive enough, that the beaver, especially in the mountains, could replace its losses and maintain its numbers.

But with the arrival of people from Europe the pressure on the beaver increased as trappers pursued the animals relentlessly. The beaver, whose watery refuge often saved it from natural predators, lacked defensive tactics against this new enemy. Nor were
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