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Busy Beavers

Kayaking in Michigan’s east-
ern UP this summer, our 

family paddled upstream to a 
beaver dam. After pulling kay-
aks over the dam, we explored 
the pond and beaver-channeled 
marsh which covered several 
square miles. We discovered 

astonishing variety of plants.
Beavers are the engineers of the animal world. 

They have even built structures visible from space. 
In fact, my engineering alma mater’s mascot is the 
beaver. 

Man has long been intrigued by beavers, naming 
hundreds of places for them. For example, Hall of 
Fame quarterback Joe Namath grew up in Beaver 
Falls on the Beaver River in Beaver County, PA. 

New York City’s official municipal seal contains 
two beavers, originally symbolizing wealth. New 
York’s state animal is the beaver. Which of Ameri-
ca’s 50 states is called the Beaver State and sports a 
beaver on its flag? The beaver is Canada’s national 
animal, appearing on its nickels.

beavers in troy, mi
Beavers gave Troy’s main east-west artery, Big Beaver 
Road, its name. For Troy’s 50th anniversary in 2005, 
sponsors displayed 35 decorated four-foot beaver 
statues throughout Troy. 

Troy’s origins are associated with beavers. Troy 
Township’s first home and schoolhouse were built in 
1825 and 1833 respectively at Big Beaver Corners, a 
settlement containing Woodside’s previous property 
near what is now the Rochester-Big Beaver intersec-
tion. 

Big Beaver Creek, now called Sturgis Drain, 
flowed nearby along the south edge of Woodside’s 
previous site. It had an unusually large beaver lodge 
and dam. Documents from 1976 report beaver dam 
remains were visible “within recent times” near the 
west end of Trombley Street.

In the 1830s a giant beaver skeleton was 
found near Wattles Road between Liver-
nois and Rochester. It’s now in U of M’s 
Natural Science Museum. This was prob-
ably the origin of the “Big Beaver” names.

beaver engineering

Beavers are intelligent, industrious and 
ingenious rodents. These animal lumber-

They are experts at constructing elaborate 
water control projects with dams, lodges, 
canals, and locks.

Beavers build dams to form 
deep ponds to protect themselves 
against predators and to store win-
ter food beneath ice. Some experi-
ments suggest that running water 
sounds stimulate dam building.

Beavers survey streams before 
building dams. They invariably build 
at the most advantageous location: 
requiring minimum material while 
producing maximum pond size and 
adjacent food supplies. Dam loca-
tions optimizing these three factors 

are impossible for most humans to determine.
Beavers build dams from the bottom up. They be-

gin by making ridges of mud, gravel, and rock across 
stream beds. Next they jam logs vertically into the 
mound, angled upstream. Then they weave branches 
through the logs. Branches on the downstream side 
are placed parallel to the stream flow and anchored 
in mud to structurally support the dam. Finally they 
plaster the latticework dam with mud to seal it.

One technique beavers use to chink dams is to vio-
lently kick up mud and stones with their powerful hind 
feet. The current carries the material into the dam.

Beavers incorporate existing boulders or downed 
trees into dams. Dams often arc upstream, a structur-
ally stronger configuration. Beavers frequently build 
smaller dams downstream to back water up against 
the downstream side of the main dam to counterbal-
ance water pressure on the upstream side. Beavers, 
especially males, make frequent detailed dam inspec-
tions and repairs.

Beaver lodges are domes of interlaced branches, 
typically in upper sections of ponds. Most are five to 
10 feet across and six to eight feet high, but some 

dig underwater tunnels into the bottom and gnaw out 
interior dens above water level. Lodges may have five 

across and two feet high.
Beavers build dams before lodges because they 

must know water levels to construct dry dens. Bea-
vers occasionally build lodges atop floating vegetation 
mats to accommodate extreme fluctuations in water 
levels. Such lodges rise and fall with water levels, 
avoiding flooding.

Beavers dig mud from stream bottoms to deepen 
waterways and chink dams and lodges. They carry 
armfuls of mud or stones between forepaws and chins, 
walking upright on hind legs up the sides of lodges 

pounds nightly.
Beavers dig complex networks of channels in pond 

bottoms for underwater “roads.” Channels facilitate 

navigation and provide more swimming 
room at low water levels and when ponds 
ice over. 

Beavers dig canals radiating from 
ponds for predator-safe inland water 
routes. Some canals from ponds are un-
derground tunnels accessed from land by 
plunge holes. Using canals, beavers pur-

sue far-flung food sources and float 
logs back to lodge or dam instead of 
dragging them over land. Some ca-
nals are over 1000 feet long. 

Canal dams are built to form 
lock-like structures of stepped canals 
to reach “uphill” trees. Stepped-canal 
construction requires greater ingenu-
ity and waterworks experience than 
lodge or dam building and exhibits 
the beaver at his engineering best.

beaver winters

Beavers cut saplings for winter food, weighting them 
down with mud and stones on pond bottoms. Caches 
can easily weigh a ton. “Underwater refrigerators” 
keep caches fresh all winter. 

Some beavers cut indiscriminately; others plan 
where trees fall. Young beavers work leisurely with 
many refreshment breaks; older beavers work steadily 
and determinedly. 

Fall finds beavers plastering lodge exteriors with 
mud, except for vents on top. Frozen mud seals lodges 
like rock; not even wolf, bear, or wolverine predators 
can penetrate. 

Within insulated lodges, beaver dens stay above 
freezing throughout severe cold. Inhabited lodges are 
marked by steam rising from vents.

After ponds ice over, beavers open dam spillways 
to lower water levels one to two feet below ice for 
breathing space. Beavers then live comfortably be-
neath the ice all winter.

evoLved or created?

locks, and how to adjust water levels with spillways? 
Where do beavers get their work ethic? Why are bea-

and logging – three totally distinct activities? Why are 
there no “semi-beaver” fossils?

Evolutionism has no answer. So many essential 
features could not have evolved by random chance 
and natural selection. They must exist and func-
tion from the beginning for beavers to survive.

The Creator designed the amazing beaver, 
building into the DNA of the original beaver pair 
all the requisite knowledge and instructions. Soli 
Deo Gloria.

woodsidenews.org. Read the Bible-Science Guy blog 
at BibleScienceGuy.wordpress.com and follow him 
at twitter.com/BibleScienceGuy.

WILLIAM T. PELLETIER 
PH.D.

In winter after ponds ice over, beavers open 

spillways in their dams to lower water levels one 

to two feet below the ice for breathing space--so 

they can swim and breathe all winter.
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Above: Michigan beaver felling a tree 
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are 50 feet across rising 10 feet above water. Beavers How do beavers know how to build dams, canals, and 

or six interior levels with the main den being five feet vers so well-designed physically for swimming, digging, 

or dams to deposit material. A beaver can move 500 E-mail Dr. Pelletier at BibleScienceGuy@
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Left: Troy Library’s 50th anniversary beaver statue

another dam, two lodges, and an 
jacks learn, solve problems, and use tools. 


