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Beaver Signs

Just because you don’t see beavers, doesn’t mean that they aren’t there. Beavers live near
water in cities and in the country and sleep during the day (nocturnal). While you may

not see the beavers themselves, you might see signs that beavers are near. Match the
descriptions of the beaver signs (in bold) to the images (by number).

Beaver families build their home, called a lodge, by piling sticks on the bottom of a pond.
Sometimes beavers build their lodge on the banks of a pond, not in the middle of it. If you see
a pile of sticks on the banks of a pond, you are probably spotting a beaver lodge. If the sticks
are blocking the flow of the water and turning a stream into a pond, it’s a beaver dam.

Have you ever left bite marks on something? When beavers eat the bark off a tree trunk,
they turn their heads sideways and bring their four incisors together. Each tooth makes an
incisor bite mark in the wood.

When beavers first live in a pond, they cut down trees close to their lodge and dam.
Eventually they have to go farther and farther to find trees. Beavers are safer in water than
they are on land because they can swim much faster than they can run. They dig ditches or
canals that fill with water so the beavers can swim to the far-away trees and float them back
to the lodge. If you see ditches or canals going from ponds into nearby meadows or woods,
you are probably seeing a beaver canal.

Beavers are territorial. Like dogs and many other animals, they mark their home area with
smells or scents. The beavers build piles of mud and leaves beside the pond. Then they
spread a strong-smelling oily liquid called castoreum on the pile. These piles are called
scent mounds. There are many messages the scent may be giving to other beavers,
including “stay away” or “I’m looking for a mate.”
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Have you ever left footprints on a clean floor or in dirt? Beaver tracks are the same shape
as their feet. The tracks made by a beaver’s front feet are small, and the tracks from its
webbed hind feet are large. While some tracks are very clear, others may be rubbed out by
dragging their tail or wood. You might find beaver tracks in the mud at the edge of a beaver
pond. Sometimes, you might even find tracks in snow.

If beavers are living in a pond, there will be lots of trees that have been cut down for food and
for building a dam and a lodge. There will also be many wood chips on the ground by these
tree stumps. The beavers chew the chips off the tree trunks in order to make the trees fall
down. When beavers cut down a tree with their incisors, it leaves a pointed tree-trunk tip.

Beavers keep their lodge very clean and only go to the bathroom in the water. You don’t
see their droppings, or scat, very often. Look for it in the water near their dam. Beaver

scat is about as long as your pinkie finger, and it is made of little bits of bark that look
like sawdust.

Before ice forms on the pond, beavers cut down branches and put them in a food-supply
pile on the bottom of the pond near their lodge. When the pond is frozen with ice and they
can’t leave the pond to get food, they swim out to this pile of branches to get food to eat.
After they take a branch or piece of log back to the lodge, they eat it, and then throw the
leftovers back into the pond.

More Beaver Signs:

bank lodge floating food leftovers chewed bark beaver dam
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Beavers as Habitat Engineers

Beaver Lodge in Pond Abandoned Beaver Lodge

Other than humans, no other creature changes its surroundings as much as beavers. They
turn small, wooded streams into ponds, and turn forests into open meadows. The new
ponds and meadows become habitats for fish, birds, and many other animals.

First, they must choose just the right size stream—not too small and not too large.

Next, they build a strong dam to limit the flow of the stream enough to raise the water level.
Sticks, branches, logs, stones, mud, and plants are used to build the dam. The shape and
size of the dam depends on where it is built. The upstream side of a dam is usually much
longer than the downstream side, which makes it very strong. Dams blocking larger streams
are often bowed upstream, as that also adds strength to the dam.

Then the beavers build a lodge in the bank or in the middle of the pond. Beavers rely on the
water around their lodges to protect them from their enemies (predators) like coyotes and
wolves. The doors to the lodges are underwater because most of their enemies don’t swim.
The beavers have several underwater doors going in and out of their lodge so they can
easily escape from danger.

Beavers are always checking on the water level of their pond. Some water still flows through
the dam, but it is very important that the entrances to the beaver lodge stay under water.
This keeps predators from reaching the beavers when they are inside the lodge. If the water
gets too low because the dam is leaking, the beavers are quick to repair the dam.

After several years, when the beavers have eaten all the food close to the pond, they look
for another stream where there is more food and build a new pond. Without the beavers
there to tend it, the dam weakens and cannot hold back the pond water. When the old dam
breaks, the pond drains, turns into a marsh, and then into a meadow with a stream running
through it. In time, shrubs and trees may grow where the pond used to be, making a forest
once again.



Dam Building

Beavers need deep water around their lodges to keep predators away. The beavers don’t
go to the local hardware store to buy what they need; they have to find things in the area
around where they are building.

If they need branches, they cut trees and then cut the branches. They don’t have saws to cut
the wood, so they use their long incisor teeth.

If they need mud, they find it and dig it. Beavers don’t have shovels, so they use their hand-
like front feet and strong, claw-like nails to help them dig.

They gather other things in their habitat to use in the dam. These other items might be
plants or even trash left by humans. Hopefully, the trash won’t hurt them.

After they find things to use in the dam, they have to carry the items to the building site.
They can carry things in their teeth and in their front paws—even when swimming!

Once they get the items back to the dam-building site, they still have to pile it so that it
stays together with the water pushing against it.

Even after the dam is built, the beavers work hard to keep it in good shape—until it is time
to leave the area and build a new beaver pond somewhere else.

Which of these things do you think beavers might use to build a dam?
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Keystone Animal: Beaver Pond Wildlife

Some people think that beavers are “pests” because the beavers cut down their trees or turn
their backyard into a beaver pond. Scientists who study beavers have shown us that beavers
are a keystone species. That means that many other plants and animals depend on beaver
ponds and wetlands. When the beavers leave to build a new pond, some of the other living
things may completely disappear from the area.

Which of these animals do you think would rely on beaver ponds and wetlands for all or
some of their needs?
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Beaver Tails

Beavers are easily identified by their long, flat tails that are covered with scales.
Beavers slap their tails on the water to signal danger to other beavers.

They also store fat in their tails during the winter, which helps them survive. When it’s hot
outside in the summer, the tails release heat, helping to keep the beavers cool.

Beavers use their tails for balance and to support standing—like a bike kickstand.

Last but not least, beavers use their tails as rudders to steer while swimming and for
balance when floating in the water.

For more information on beaver adaptations, go to the free on-line teaching activities at
ArbordalePublishing.com. Click on the book’s cover to get to its homepage.



