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Preface


I couldn’t have predicted how they’d change my life. I couldn’t have predicted, couldn’t have known. Their coming, on to my farm, into my world, was not unlike the arrival of a baby into one’s home. One moment things were calm, quiet, easy, and if our days were also somewhat static, perhaps just a little bit dull, then we scarcely noticed. We knew no better. Then they came and they turned everything on its head. They brought anguish, sleepless nights, their own kind of order (which from the outside looked very much like disorder). But like that metaphorical baby, they brought other things too – colour, noise, joy. They brought life.


From the moment that these waters were given back their beavers, I knew that I would never wish to return to the time when they were without them, when the ponds and burns had forgotten their presence and the landscape was a grey and idle beast: old, tired, incapable of change. From the moment that these waters were given back their beavers, there was no going back.


Just as great as the changes they made to the landscape were the changes they made within me. I started this journey a moderate and ended a radical. I turned my back on a life of peaceful, placid pacifism. I lost some friends, but made many, many more in return. And together we brought beavers to safety here.


This is the story of a fight for Scotland’s beavers. I write it for my daughters, Rowan and Ellie, for the years to come when they are old enough to read it. I write it for my wonderful wife, Sarah, who shouldered so many burdens in these years. I write it for anyone who wishes to know how we did this and why, what it took from us and what it gave.


Is ‘fight’ really the best word to use here? Ought I to substitute it for something more inclusive and less provocative? I could, but I shan’t. To water down words is to dilute the truth. At its heart, the question of whether or not we restore nature is a battle between people with wildly different beliefs and priorities. Anyone who claims otherwise has not had to dirty their hands. They do not know.


And so, I use the word very deliberately, but it is important to stress that this is the story of a fight (rather than the fight) for Scotland’s beavers. The latter began long before me, before my family and friends and the things that we did. Others have strived harder, and for longer, to see these incredible creatures restored across this country. They have their own tales to tell, and I would not presume to step into their space. This book might thus be best considered a chapter of that larger story: the fight for Scotland’s beavers. I write it in the hope that it has some small influence on the ones that will follow.


More widely, this book is about a word that has come to mean so much to so many, a word that has become more than just a word. This book is about rewilding. This growing global movement has attracted many supporters, and some detractors too. Within these pages we’ll meet members of both camps. But why does ‘the R word’ incite such passion? Why does it unite people and why does it divide? To lovers of the natural world, rewilding offers a chance to restore missing species, repopulate remote areas, arrest nature’s decline. Its approach to ecological recovery seems so much bigger, more progressive, and frankly more exciting than any conservation movement that came before it.


But not everyone sees it this way. Some view rewilding as a threat. When they hear the R word certain Scots envisage change, usually forced upon them by outsiders, and the irreversible losses of tradition, ways of life and control. And when they see this threat, they rally against it.


The fact that even supporters of rewilding sometimes disagree on what the word actually means does little to narrow the divide or dispel the fears. (It is hard to claim that the criticisms are inaccurate, that rewilding is about none of these things, when we still argue over what it is about.) Some proponents claim that rewilding must involve keystone species* (especially carnivores) and be carried out at landscape scale. Anything else, they say, is merely tinkering. Others argue that this definition is too prescriptive and exclusive to be workable. By their less hard-line definition, rewilding means nothing more than working with nature rather than against it, bringing some wildness back so that ecosystems have space to function.


However we define it, whatever our feelings about it, we can all agree that the R word is really about a C word. Change. Perhaps this is why it divides people. Rewilding forces us to see the fault lines that run through our society, the questions that have no obvious answers. Who, if anyone, do the land and seas belong to? Who deserves a voice in their governance? What is their primary purpose: food production, recreation, nature conservation or all of the above? How do we strike the balance between our needs and those of plummeting wildlife populations? Rewilding brings these debates into sharp focus.


While we might continue to debate these points for a long time to come, I hope that we won’t always argue about the merits of restoring functioning ecosystems. Whoever we are, whether conservationists or farmers, gamekeepers or shopkeepers, whether we live in the countryside or a city, we all need clean air, clean water, healthy soils, healthy ecosystems. Our health is dependent upon our planet’s health. For all that divides us, I’d hope that everyone could agree on that. If we can, then this nebulous R word need not drive us apart. Instead, we could unite around it.


Let us return to definitions. Providing examples of what rewilding means to other people is easy enough. The harder job is explaining what it means to me. In the past I’ve played fast and loose, using it freely without ever considering what I meant by it. Haggling and agonising over terminology was a job for bystanders, not for doers; that’s what I believed. Part of me believes it still. But I also know that words must be properly defined if they are not to be misappropriated.


To me, rewilding is a process. It involves handling nature with a light touch, letting it take control and intervening only when there is sound reason, only when the ecosystem has been so badly beaten by human beings that it cannot continue to function or hope to repair itself without our help.


This process has a philosophical dimension too. This is about reparation, giving something back to the world to compensate for all that we have taken and continue to take from it. This view was first expressed to me by Pete Cairns, director of Rewilding at the charity SCOTLAND: The Big Picture. ‘Those who are passionate about rewilding,’ he said, ‘are often driven by a profound sense of righting historic wrongs, correcting injustices on behalf of humanity.’ In time I would come to see it that way too. The beavers would lead me to this belief.


When it comes to our farm, and trying to explain what any of this theory might mean in practice, I see rewilding as the evolution of a thought that began not in my head but in my father’s. In the early 1980s he took over running Argaty – the 1,400-acre Perthshire estate which has been home to our family since 1916. He did battle with every inch of this land, realising only through painful experience that steep, stony hills would never be worth ploughing, that gorse would always want to be gorse, bogs would always want to be bogs.


‘I thought I was farming,’ he’ll say ruefully now. ‘In reality, I was just fighting.’ He abandoned the fight and chose a new course instead: farm the best, do something else with the rest. Native trees were planted on the stoniest ground, ponds dug in the wettest, the gorse was left to roam wheresoever it wished. With these small interventions (or non-interventions, in the case of the gorse) he began a journey to restore some wildness to this place. Then came red kites. In 1996 these majestic birds of prey were reintroduced to Central Scotland. When they arrived on Argaty, began to roost and then to nest here, they opened our eyes to the possibility of restoring missing species to our landscapes. Scores of birdwatchers flocked here in their wake, desperate for a glimpse of the then-rare raptors. At the time it felt quite overwhelming, but my parents took the bold step of embracing change. They built a viewing hide, employed a wildlife ranger and opened our doors to the public. Since then, we’ve worked hard to make our home a better home for wildlife, creating ponds, planting hedgerows and more. Today we run nature tours and evening talks, we’ve won an award, featured on television a few times (it’s true, they really do let anyone on the box these days). This conservation work, which began as a pleasant sideline, has become a way of life. Beavers would be the biggest and boldest step in our rewilding journey. For years, Argaty had been growing wilder. With beavers here we hoped it would become wilder still.


Attempting to restore a wild species to our own wild space opened my eyes to some sad truths about the world. Like most of us, I am fully aware that our environment is ailing, but it was only when I tried to do something to help that I truly understood why. Only then did I encounter the kinds of people, organisations and systems that make it so very hard to turn things around.


But it was not all doom and despair. Quite the reverse. Although this journey demanded much from me, it also gave me that most priceless of things – hope. Hope that the world might not always be so troubled. Hope that we can still make the situation better. All of this was thanks to the many good people who helped us along the way. Where there are good people, there will always be hope. We must remember that. Hope – more than anything else, I suppose that is what rewilding is truly about. I suppose that’s what this book is about too.


An exploration of rewilding would be nothing without meeting the movement’s protagonists. When our battles were over and my tale had reached its apparent end, I came to reflect upon those feelings of joy and despair, hope and hopelessness, and I thought of those who’d walked this path before me, who’d fought much greater fights. I felt an urgent need to meet them, to learn of the things they’d done and the challenges they’d faced, to see if bruises faded, given time. And so, just as one chapter ended a new one began, and I set out to hear their stories, to look them in the eye and know them.


The wonderful characters that I met are some of the greatest defenders of wildlife of our age. Indeed, given the troubles the environment faces today, they may be some of the greatest of any age. Some of. . . these words are crucial. Rewilding is a broad movement of individuals and organisations doing amazing things for nature. I wish I could have told more people’s stories, but it would have made this quite a different book to the one I set out to write. So, while those included here are doing important work, they are only some of the people out there of whom this could be said. I share their tales to provide examples of the sort of highs and lows that environmental campaigners face, to show how very hard ecological restoration really is.


Perhaps I ought to say a few words on why I approached those that I did. Although in some respects they are very different, in others they are remarkably similar. Each is a well-known face in Scotland’s rewilding story, a notable advocate for the rights of wild animals and wild places to exist. And while each has had to battle (and often to suffer) for their cause, each has also enjoyed huge successes. It is perhaps revealing that, when I asked various friends working within the field who they felt fitted the criteria listed above, all listed the same names. These rewilders, and their achievements, were so notable that they were, in a sense, self-selecting.


Personal preference may, I confess, also have influenced my choice. None of my interviewees has followed the road most travelled. Their routes into this profession have been unusual and that interested me. After all, wouldn’t life be terribly dull if everyone walked the same line? I confess this too: I gravitated towards them because, in one crucial respect, I thought we might have something in common. My family’s rewilding project had been running for several years by the time I returned home in 2009, and my role in it would, for many years thereafter, remain a bit-part. Most of my days were spent helping my father with farm work or else chopping and selling firewood. Occasionally, I’d run the kite tours too, but that part of the business was the domain of our ranger, Mike. When new jobs took him and his family south in 2017, the project fell into my hands. Only then did I take my first tentative steps into a career in rewilding. My life has taken its share of twists and turns and I’ve always been drawn to those who could say the same. These, however, were not the key reasons for approaching these people. The real one was very simple: I chose them because I admire them and the work that they do.


Of course, at its heart this book is about something more important than rewilding or rewilders, more important than any one person or movement. This book is about the Eurasian beaver, Castor fiber. It is a window on to these animals’ lives, a first-hand account of the ways that they reshaped a farm, of the worlds that they created, the many lives that those worlds supported. It asks the question: if this is the difference that they can make to a few ponds on one farm, what benefits might they bring across a whole tributary, river or country?


In these times of environmental decline, beavers are a symbol of hope. They are a small flame still burning as, one by one, other lights are snuffed out. Across the world ecosystems are crashing. In few places is this more obvious than in Britain. This island suffers the ignominy of being one of the most nature-depleted places on earth. (In analysis conducted by the Natural History Museum, Scotland ranked 212th, Wales 224th, Northern Ireland 228th and England 233rd of 240 countries assessed for intactness of biodiversity. Collapse is not just imminent, it is well and truly upon us.


But back in our midst is a creature that can help to reverse so many of these declines and breathe new air into the lungs of old, failing lands. And if rewilding has become more than just a word, then beavers are certainly more than just an animal. They are one of the most important allies that we have. This book is a celebration of them and of their return to Scotland’s waters.


They matter. More than we know.


Tom Bowser


Argaty


January 2025





 


_______________


* Keystone species are those that bring disproportionately large benefits to their environment relative to their abundance. They are seen to hold an ecosystem together.









INTRODUCTION



An Unexpected Call


The phone call came one day in January 2020.


‘Tom, it’s James Nairne. Do you have a minute?’


We rambled through the usual polite preamble and nothing seemed amiss until he said: ‘Listen . . .’


His voice trailed away.


‘Go on,’ I prompted.


‘There’s something I need to ask you. It’s . . .’ Again he faltered. And by some trick of paradox, as his sentences stuttered, the conversation’s invisible heartbeat seemed to quicken. ‘Erm . . . it’s probably better . . . if I speak to you in person.’


More than a little intrigued, I set a date and ended the call.


At that stage I’d known James just six short months, since the time the previous summer when he’d paid me a visit, seeking advice on sowing wildflower meadows. I’d known of him for much longer than that, however.


A trustee of the Scottish Wild Beaver Group charity, he’d been quoted in several newspaper articles, extolling the environmental benefits that beavers brought and expressing dismay at the numbers being shot in Scotland. I knew that he had turned his back on a legal career overseas to return home, that he owned land near Comrie, some 24 miles north of Argaty, and I had always had the sense that we would one day gravitate towards one another, as likeminded people in this small country somehow always do. Where any of us draws the line between seeking a friend or a mirror is another question for another time, but in James – a fellow Perthshire boy who’d veered away from the country lifestyle of field sports, conservatism (upper and lower case) and the set he might easily have joined, who’d worked his way to this very different destination – I’d soon find both.


That cryptic phone call left an impression on me. I had the very clear sense that he was fishing for something, although what that might be remained unclear.


Later that week he found me on the boardwalk to our red kite viewing hide, nursing a cup of rapidly cooling coffee. High above us the kites were sketching gentle circles in the sky as they gathered for their winter roost. We leant on the railings like supporters on the terraces, taking in the scene as breath and coffee steam met the sharp edge of the winter air and were quickly diced to nothing.


Hunted to extinction in Scotland and England, largely by gamekeepers who wrongly believed them a threat to pheasants and grouse, kites were reintroduced to locations around Britain from 1989. Between 1996 and 2001 RSPB Scotland released 105 German chicks on to the two estates immediately to the west of Argaty. They swiftly took up residence on our farm. From that time to this, we’d provided them a small daily feed and run tours; people from around the world had come to see them and learn their story.


‘So, James,’ I said, watching the birds turn another arc in the sky.


‘So,’ he replied. ‘Tom . . . I need to . . . pick your brains about something.’


Though my eyes were still fixed skyward, I knew that he was eyeing me carefully. And after a further pause he asked me a question which would change my life forever.


‘Do you know of a landowner near here who might be willing to rehome beavers that might otherwise be killed?’


A long exhalation left my lips.


Having escaped from private enclosures in Tayside, beavers had returned to Scottish waters in 2001. Most people had welcomed them back, but others (farmers and landowners in particular) pointed to the unwanted impacts they could have and said they did not belong here. Because of such sentiments, because the idea persisted that they had been foisted upon land managers, possibly due to deliberate releases, untold numbers had been shot.


Were we to attempt to help, it would put us at odds with some people. I couldn’t know quite how upset they would be, but from the very beginning the danger was apparent. In spite of that, I knew that I wanted to do this – very, very badly.


My mind drifted west, to Knapdale Forest in Argyll. Between 2009 and 2014 Knapdale had played host to the Scottish Beaver Trial, the first formal, government-sanctioned mammalian reintroduction in British history.* It was there, in August 2018, that I had first set eyes upon a beaver. Her wetland and the incredible array of wildlife it supported had remained imprinted on my memory ever since. To see it had been to understand what a truly wild space was, and how central beavers were to its creation.


From that moment I had known three things. That something very valuable had been lost all those centuries ago when Scotland lost its beavers. That we needed these animals back all across our country, restoring our dying wetlands. And that tomorrow would be too late – we needed them back now.


So, when James put his question to me, there was no doubt in my mind that we should attempt this. Of all the counter-questions that filled my head, this was the easiest one to answer. Beavers were vitally important and every year scores of them were being killed. Not to help would mean more deaths, and that would be unconscionable.


Could we do it? On the face of it that was a trickier question because I had no earthly clue how one might go about relocating them, what the process might be, whom we’d have to convince. The fact that nobody else, from big wildlife charities to wealthy philanthropists, had attempted it suggested that this might be a task too great for us. However, I backed myself to, at the very least, have a try. Self-confidence is so important. If you don’t believe in yourself and your ability to see a plan through from the very outset, you’ll quickly come unstuck when the going gets tough.


Of course, the coulds and shoulds of this situation were not what really mattered. The only question that meant anything was the one that James had implicitly asked: Would we do it?


Knowledge can be a harmful thing. The more I’d learned of the natural world, the more I’d come to see how much trouble it was in. Like many people, I’d spent much of my life wishing for a chance to help change that. Now, here I was, face to face with such an opportunity. If I didn’t take it, would another ever come my way?


I thought again of Knapdale. I remembered an arrow of ripples shooting across the water, the gentle slosh as the surface was broken. I remembered a head emerging, eyes, nose and ears designed in linear perfection so that each remained above water as she swam by. My first beaver had been special. She would always be with me. Thoughts of her, and of those in trouble closer to home, filled my head.


If we were to attempt this, if we were to pull it off, we’d have achieved something special. This would be just the second sanctioned, unenclosed beaver release in Scottish history and the first ever on private land.* My ego, the insatiable pirate captain at the helm of this ship, upon whose orders so many actions are based, drew me closer. It whispered two words: ‘Do it.’


Overhead the red kites were spinning and spiralling, tying the clouds in knots and bows. Watching them, I took a breath, allowed myself one last chance to back out, and passed it up.


Turning to the man I barely knew, who would go on to become one of the great heroes of this story, I said, ‘Okay, James, how do we do this?’


*


But I see that I have rushed in, given plenty of specifics and not a great deal of context. All too often I get carried away when I start talking about beavers. It’s a common trait in ‘beaver believers’ – as the animals’ supporters are affectionately known. While this introduction has, with luck, served to explain how the events of this story came to pass, it’s time to answer bigger questions. Why was James forced to approach us? Why had beavers come to face so bleak a fate: eviction or death? What had gone wrong?


Let us take a step back in time and explore their history; let us try to unpick this knot. Somewhere in that tangled tale lie the answers.





 


_______________


* We should note that the trial did not mark the first beaver reintroduction, but rather the first sanctioned one. By the time of its commencement, the Tayside escapees had been loose for eight years. Scotland had at that time two beaver populations, an unauthorised one in the east and an authorised one in the west.


* For sake of clarity, that combination of caveats – ‘sanctioned’ and ‘unenclosed’ – must be stressed. To date, there had been legal releases of beavers to fenced ponds/lochs at three private Scottish sites (Bamff, Aigas and South Clunes), and there may have been illegal releases to unfenced ponds at other sites too. Never before, however, had there been an authorised release to unfenced ponds on private Scottish land.









PART ONE



Beavers and Bureaucracy









1


They Were Once Here


Across most of their global range, the history of beavers can be told in three simple sentences.


They were once here.


They were wiped out.


People brought them back.


Historically, beavers moved freely between the land masses we now know as Eurasia and North America via the Bering crossing, but when rising seas submerged the land bridge, animals were left to evolve separately on either side of the ocean. Today two species exist, the North American beaver (Castor canadensis) and the Eurasian (Castor fiber). From Frank Rosell and Roisin Campbell-Palmer’s Beavers: Ecology, Behaviour, Conservation and Management, we learn that the Latin (castor) and Greek (kastor) are likely to have originated from kasturi, the Sanskrit word for musk. Fiber, meanwhile, is Latin for beaver. The Old English term, beofor, is thought to stem from the Old Teutonic bebru (meaning brown animal) and has morphed into the modern form, beaver.1 Weighing up to 30kg (rare examples exist of even heavier beavers), they are the second-largest rodents in the world (after the capybara) and are the last surviving members of the genus Castoridae, a family that was once much larger, whose evolutionary origins can be traced back almost 40 million years.


From Siberia, the Korean peninsula and China in the east all the way west to Britain, from the Arctic Ocean in the north as far as Spain, Iran and Iraq in the south, beavers were once abundant. However, by the late nineteenth century they had reached the brink of extinction. An estimated 1,200 animals survived, scattered across Eurasia. People were responsible for this. We hunted them mercilessly. We almost wiped them out.


You might suppose that the beavers’ problem was that they were considered a pest, but the opposite is true. They were too valuable for their own good. Across Eurasia they were hunted for their meat, for castoreum (an exudate from their castor sacs which was used in medicine and perfume) and for their pliable yet strong, weather-resistant pelts, which formed the basis of the global hat trade for several centuries.


Having pushed our beaver populations to the brink of collapse, we turned our attention to North America and its untapped resource of ‘brown gold’ (as beaver furs were colloquially known). From the 1600s, growing numbers of European colonialists set sail for the new world, where they would spend the following three centuries bringing the beaver population to its knees.


The job of trapping animals was usually undertaken by Native peoples, with furs traded for beads and brandy, tools and tobacco – items of considerably less value. Where tribes had formerly harvested some beavers annually, leaving enough that a viable population remained, now the hunting culture changed. Beavers were systematically trapped out, waterway by waterway. By 1900 a North American population once thought to number 100–400 million had been reduced to around 100,000. To paraphrase Grey Owl, the fur-trapper who saw the light and became one of the animals’ greatest advocates, ‘The wholesale slaughter’ only came to an end ‘for want of victims’.2


Had it not been for changing fashions (which saw declining beaver felt supplies displaced by materials such as silk), legal protections and a series of reintroductions, it’s likely that beavers on both sides of the Atlantic would now be extinct. Instead, numbers are rebounding; recent estimates place the Eurasian population at around 1.5 million3 and the North American at 15 million.


In three crucial respects, Scotland’s beaver story seems no different to anywhere else’s. We had beavers too. They were extirpated. They were reintroduced.


However, these headlines do not show the full picture. Frankly, we don’t know many of the finer details of their history in Scotland – when they were killed off or how they returned to this country. Their story is riddled with unknowns.


Before we address these mysteries, let us focus on the one thing that we do know: beavers were resident here. In ‘The History of the Eurasian Beaver Castor fiber in Scotland’, authors Kitchener and Conroy state that the animals probably entered southern Britain 10,000 years ago, at the end of the last glaciation. Crossing the land bridge which once joined us to continental Europe, which rising seas have since buried, they would have moved north through England and into Scotland, colonising empty wetlands as they went. Although they are not known to have made it to the outer isles, physical evidence of their existence has been recovered from across mainland Scotland, from the border counties right up to Moray in the Highlands. Written and oral accounts place them in Aberdeenshire and Inverness-shire as well. Given the range of locations from which beavers are known or were reported to have been, Kitchener and Conroy deduce that they were once widely distributed throughout the country.


We have the drainage of peat bogs in Perthshire, Roxburghshire and Berwickshire to thank for uncovering much of the palaeontological evidence proving beavers’ existence in Scotland. Of particular interest were the red deer and auroch bones, horseshoes and arrowheads found at Linton Loch, Roxburghshire, in 1843. Perhaps the animals died of natural causes, but in her book Beavers in Britain’s Past, Bryony Coles raises an alternative possibility: that they may in fact have been used as a votive offering.* Beaver remains have also been found in caves in Ayrshire and Morayshire, in a shell pile (again in Ayrshire) and in a midden in Edinburgh Castle. Most recently, in 2005, scientists discovered a drowned forest by Loch Tay’s shores. Subsequent exploration produced evidence of gnawed wood and, possibly, of dams and lodges too. Some of Scotland’s beaver evidence has been lost, and some destroyed during excavations, but radiocarbon dating of the surviving subfossil pieces places them variously at between 8,000 and 1,500 years before the present time.


While it is certain that beavers were here, the date of their extirpation has vexed historians. Primary accounts are thin on the ground, but one source suggests that they may already have been scarce from as early as the 1100s. ‘In Scotland, or so they tell me, there is . . . only one stream where beavers live, and even there they are rare,’ wrote the Cambro-Norman Archdeacon and historian Gerald of Wales in 1188.4


Beavers were not included in a 1424 Act of Parliament detailing all fur-bearing animals on which duty was to be paid and were also missing from an export duty list of fur-bearing mammals from the Port of Leith in 1482.5 Writing in 1526, Hector Boece did, however, name them amongst the wildlife found in Loch Ness. The passage, as translated from Latin by John Bellenden, read as follows: ‘Beside Lochnes, quhilk is XXIV milis of lenth, and XII of breid, ar mony wyld hors; and, amang thame, ar mony martrikis, bevers, quhitredis, and toddis; the furringis and skinnis of thaim ar coft with gret price amang uncouth marchandis.’*


If Boece was correct and beavers were still present on Loch Ness by the 1500s, historians such as J. E. Harting have deemed it unlikely that they could have survived there in large numbers, due to their value to the fur trade. This calls Bellenden’s translation into question. Was it merely pine martens that were abundant, or all of the area’s wildlife, including beavers? The passage leaves much room for speculation. A final reference to beaver presence in Scotland comes from Lochaber, where oral tradition told that dobhrán los leathan (broad-tailed otter), as the Highlanders knew them, were once present. Bryony Coles hypothesises that this may have dated from the 1650s or perhaps earlier. Beyond this point they vanish from all record.


What the evidence, or lack thereof, would seem to tell us is that beavers may have been scarce in Scotland many centuries before they became so across the rest of their range; only by the sixteenth century had Eurasian populations entered steep decline. That we wiped them out so swiftly may be a consequence of being a small country on a small island. Once a mammal is gone, it cannot simply recolonise from adjacent countries, and in any case, England and Wales may already have eliminated most of their beavers by then. (When he wrote The Journey Through Wales in 1188, Gerald believed they only survived on one Welsh river and were extinct in England. A beaver-gnawed stick found in Northumberland has since been carbon-dated to the fourteenth century, however. A record also exists of a church warden in Bolton Percy, North Yorkshire, paying a bounty for the head of a beaver in 1789.) Perhaps the speed of their extermination in Scotland is also a reflection of our agricultural developments and the deforestation that accompanied them. Our woodland cover is thought to have reached a peak 6,000 years ago and to have declined steadily since. This will have reduced food availability for beavers. A mini ice age, which began in the late thirteenth century and continued intermittently until the end of the nineteenth, may also have impacted survival rates.


This was not quite the end for them in Scotland. The Marquis of Bute housed North American beavers in a walled enclosure in the 1870s; they are believed to have exhausted their food supply and perished.6 Crowds of people also marvelled at the work of further canadensis families imported to Edinburgh Zoo in the early decades of the twentieth century. Their ceaseless attempts to dam are said to have kept zookeepers on their toes; the constructions had to be removed as soon as they were built for fear that their creators used them to escape over the four-foot-high walls. These strange exceptions aside, for at least 350 years, possibly longer, beavers remained absent from Scotland. Their dams broke down, their complex wetlands – arteries of life which must once have sprawled across our landscapes – disappeared. In their absence we’ve straightened rivers and filled in ponds. We’ve become increasingly adept at agricultural drainage, whisking water off the land as efficiently as possible.* In doing so we not only dealt our wildlife the cruellest of injuries, but turned our landscapes into a series of sinks without plugs, stripping them of their resilience to cope with the sort of weather extremes that we face today. And the beavers? We forgot what they were, forgot what they did – a fact perhaps best exemplified by C. S. Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, where a pair of talking beavers prepare a meal of freshly caught trout. Generations of children grew up reading such stories, wrongly believing that these entirely herbivorous animals were in fact carnivores. As beavers slipped from living memory, reality gave way to myth; they became creatures of fantasy.


If details of their annihilation could be deemed hazy, then their reintroduction has been a murkier business still. Quite how or when they returned to our waters remains the subject of intense debate. Some say that captive animals escaped, others have suggested that activists, known in some quarters as ‘beaver bombers’, deliberately and illegally released them. Many people have claimed to know the truth. Few really do.


In Bringing Back the Beaver, Derek Gow – the man who has done more than almost anyone to restore the animals to Britain – finally shed light on the situation. Near the picturesque village of Comrie on the River Earn is a wildlife park. In 2001 beavers were imported by the park’s then-owner, whom the author referred to as Nevin. Gow wrote:




The beavers were settled into a small but robustly fenced enclosure where an internal mains hotwire packed a punch that would stun a tyrannosaur trying to breach its fortified bounds. It was safe. Very secure. All was well until one day when the keeper in charge of the beavers straddled the metal stile into their pen with a large bucket of carrots and discovered instantly, suddenly and very painfully that by placing a branch on the electric wire running around the internal fence the beavers had connected it to the stile. Her carrots went skyward. She screamed, and after hobbling over to switch off the fence went to bed weeping without telling anyone else.


When she came back to work three days later the carrots inside the enclosure were still there; nothing had touched them and the beavers had gone.


Nevin replaced them with others . . . and for a time no one was any the wiser. He hoped the escapees were dead. They were not.7





*


A period of relative calm followed the jailbreak. As far as most people knew, there were no beavers in Scotland. Then in 2002, Hugh Chalmers of Borders Forest Trust took his family on a canoeing trip with friends. Departing from the town of Newburgh on the southern bank of the Tay they paddled upstream and onto the Earn. They were a mile or so from the confluence where the two rivers met when a furry head suddenly appeared in the water.


‘My family was with me and a friend’s family was in a second boat,’ Hugh told me recently. ‘When we first saw the head, they thought it was an otter. But I said: “That’s no otter.” It turned, slapped its tail and went down, and then went on the bank and it was definitely a beaver.’


Aware that Derek Gow was interested in beaver reintroductions, Hugh phoned to share the news. In turn, Derek called the wildlife park to ask whether their animals were still safely enclosed.


‘And they said, “Actually . . . no, a tree fell over the fence and they . . . erm . . . seem to have gone,”’ Hugh recalled.


The park’s owners were not perhaps the only ones keeping their heads down and hoping that nobody would spot the river’s newest residents. Hugh’s canoeing companion, Gus MacEwan, had friends at the national nature agency, known then as Scottish Natural Heritage (in 2020, SNH were rebranded as NatureScot).


‘How did they react when he told them what he’d seen?’ I asked.


‘They looked at each other, shuffled their feet and said: “Nobody’s supposed to know about that!”’ Hugh said.


When, in 2006, beavers built a lodge and laid siege to ornamental trees in a fishery near Bridge of Earn, their existence could be denied no longer. The following year the Scottish Government contracted the Royal Zoological Society Scotland to trap and remove them. Though one was caught, its companion escaped capture.


‘The other half of the duo dubbed “The Bridge of Earn Two” is still on the run,’ wrote the news agency Reuters in a colourful tale of ‘fugitive flat-tailed felons’.8


Further years passed. More fleeting sightings were reported. Quietly, the beavers bred, they spread and, aided by further escapees from private collections, their population grew. They began to establish on the Tay and on adjoining rivers like the Isla, where lies some of Scotland’s most productive arable land. Trouble lay ahead.


In these flat parts of the country, where farming often continues to the water’s edge and field drainage systems are designed to flush rainfall straight from the land to the river, the presence of a semi-aquatic rodent known to bend hydraulic systems to meet its own needs could, and occasionally did, cause people major headaches. Sometimes they dammed drainage ditches, raising water levels and flooding land. Sometimes they burrowed into the man-made flood banks that stood as the sole line of defence protecting farmers’ ground from the river immediately beyond.* They even stole produce from arable fields, eating vegetables and packing oil seed rape into their dams. Important though they are, in certain situations beavers can be a perfect pain in the backside; the purpose of this book is not to deny that.


Though most conservationists agree that having beavers back in Scotland is beneficial, there is sharp disagreement as to whether the manner and location of their return was for the better or for the worse. Some feel that the animals reappearing where they did, in the way that they did, was a disaster. They argue that if beavers had arrived in places where the land was of poorer quality and the drainage less finely tuned, they’d have met with less opposition and attempts to reintroduce them more widely across Scotland would have progressed further by now. But because they arrived without any prior planning or consultation into one of the few areas of Prime Agricultural Land (PAL) that Scotland has, because their activities sometimes impacted livelihoods and rumours persisted that they had not escaped but in fact had been deliberately released, trust between land managers and conservationists was eroded, and positions became entrenched. Time and energy that might have been spent restoring the animals nationwide have instead been wasted trying to fix this mess. All that trouble and anguish could have been avoided had the beavers returned via proper routes to a more appropriate location, and fewer would have been killed along the way . . .


So this line of reasoning goes.


Others take a different view. Beaver reintroduction, they argue, has only progressed as far as it has because the oh-so-slow official routes weren’t followed, because beavers escaped back into the wild and made it to the Tay, the longest river in Scotland. ‘Remember how long it took to get a licence for the government-sanctioned release in Argyll,’ they say, by way of evidence.


In 1992, Britain signed up to the European Commission’s Habitats and Species Directive, which compelled members to consider the case for restoring extinct native species. Scottish Natural Heritage first commissioned work on the feasibility of a trial beaver reintroduction in 1995. Despite a successful 1998 national consultation, which revealed that around two-thirds of respondents were in favour, it took until 2009 before beavers were finally released in Knapdale, a site where there was little conflict with surrounding land use and where geographical features limited their chances of escaping back through Argyll and across the Scottish mainland. Had it not been for a change of government, the trial may never even have happened. A first licence application was rejected by the Labour government in 2005. Only when the Scottish National Party (SNP) came to power did the ball start rolling again. A second application was approved in 2008. One year later the Scottish Beaver Trial began at last; between 2009 and 2014, 16 Norwegian beavers were released in Knapdale.


Given that it took 14 years to reintroduce beavers via official routes and that all other attempts to restore them to other, better-connected watercourses were thwarted – largely by farmers, anglers and foresters – many people believe that beavers might never have returned elsewhere in Scotland had it not been for the Tayside escapes. They point to Scotland’s land-use model, where 75 per cent of our land is used for agriculture, and conclude that wherever beavers were restored they would have the potential to impact farmland. Whenever that risk existed there would be someone with a gun who said ‘No!’ Just as there has been for white-tailed eagles, red kites or any medium-to-large reintroduced species, no matter how they were brought back.


‘We’ll never achieve consensus, the people with guns will always be there, but if we wait for attitudes to soften, for everyone to agree, these animals will never return. Though some may die, we will eventually get what we want: the widespread restoration of these species . . .’ So this (alternative) line of reasoning goes.


This, as we shall see again and again, is the difficulty with Scotland’s human–beaver debates. What is legal may not always have been moral, what is moral may not always have been legal, and though most people are not entirely right, most are not entirely wrong either.


While we might forever debate the particulars of this history, what cannot be denied is that the Tay acted as a super-highway, speeding beavers’ recolonisation of Scotland. Further conflicts with farmers ensued and in 2010 SNH decided to take tough action. At a time when the nature agency were overseeing the trial reintroduction in Argyll, they announced that the Tay beavers would be trapped and removed to a zoo.


Incensed that SNH were promoting beavers in one part of the country and apparently trying to eradicate them from another, environmentalists fought for the animals’ right to remain. Perhaps the most prominent voices belonged to Louise and Paul Ramsay, owners of the Bamff estate near Alyth. Long-term reintroduction advocates, by 2002 they had grown tired of waiting for the authorities to act and had released beavers into enclosed ponds on their land. Their demonstration project, as well as one established in 2003 by Sir John Lister-Kaye at the Aigas Field Centre in the Scottish Highlands, helped to educate thousands of people on the benefits of these ecosystem engineers. Quite how enclosed the Bamff ponds truly were has sometimes been questioned. To this day certain people still point to Paul as the original beaver bomber, the source of all of Tayside’s free-living beavers – an accusation which conveniently ignores the fact that beavers were seen in the wild before Bamff even obtained any. As SNH stepped up their attempts to remove the flat-tailed fugitives, the Ramsays lobbied for their protection. They established the ‘Save the Free Beavers of the Tay’ campaign (which eventually morphed into the Scottish Wild Beaver Group). They enlisted the support of the Alyth Beaver group (the junior order of the local Cub Scouts). Dancers at a Perth nightclub donned T-shirts bearing the unforgettable legend ‘Hands Off Our Beavers’. Continuing on that theme, at a rally outside the Scottish Parliament, to simultaneously denounce the then-US president and show support for the animals, protesters proudly displayed a banner reading: ‘No to Bush, Yes to Beaver’. While Paul went to exhaustive lengths researching beavers and the laws that govern wildlife protection, Louise took to the press, writing a series of fiery articles denouncing the authorities. Many of her works are still available to read online. Anyone wishing to know what true bravery looks like in action would do well to read them.


As for SNH, their trapping proved to be a classic case of locking the door after the beavers had already bolted. Of the estimated 100-plus animals living in the wild, they caught just one. Dubbed Erica (after the River Ericht, where she was caught), she became a symbol both for the beaver believers’ campaign and of SNH’s failure.* By that point the population had grown sufficiently large, and support for them sufficiently loud, that any attempt to remove them would have been nigh on impossible. In 2011, trapping was officially suspended. For the duration of the Knapdale Trial, the Tayside beavers would be allowed to remain in Scotland and their activities would be monitored. When the trial came to a close, the Scottish Government would decide whether the official and unofficial populations could remain permanently.


Time passed. Beavers spread into Fife, as well as through the Forth catchment. A pair took up residence on the Carse of Stirling, barely five miles from Argaty. Reports reached our ears of further sightings at Blair Drummond, of gnawed pencil-shaped tree stumps at Callander. The River Teith links these sites. One day animals would leave the main stem of the river and journey up its tributaries, towards the headwaters. The Ardoch and Argaty Burns would lead them to us. We crossed our fingers and waited for that moment to come.


In the meantime, academics had begun to prove what great benefits beavers were bringing to the British countryside. Working at Bamff, Nigel Willby, Alan Law and their colleagues at the University of Stirling discovered incredible biodiversity gains.10 In a personal communication, Nigel explained their findings:




In landscapes containing habitats created by beavers, there were almost a third more macroinvertebrate species than in those that lacked beavers. Macroinvertebrates feed fish, amphibians, bats and birds – they’re the powerhouse of food chains.


Plant life increased dramatically, too. Certain tall plants used to dominate the watercourses, but once beavers began to munch on their juicy rootstocks the wetlands were freed from their stranglehold. The site’s flora increased by 148 per cent and the diversity of habitats on offer to other species also rose substantially. Over a twelve-year period an unassuming plot of drained land was utterly transformed by beavers.





Equally exciting was the work of Exeter University, which demonstrated that the animals could play a key role in natural flood management. Hydrological monitoring was carried out in beaver enclosures in Yorkshire, the Forest of Dean and Cornwall, as well as in an unenclosed wetland in Devon, where a free-living population, from origins unknown, had been living for several years. The studies showed that beaver landscapes slow the flow of water, even in wet and stormy conditions, greatly reducing the risk of downstream flooding.11 Through another personal communication, Alan Puttock, one of the project’s lead researchers, explained their findings to me:




The intensive management of our anthropogenic landscape has led to reduced roughness, reduced infiltration/water storage, etc. and increased run-off. The extreme example of this would be something like a tarmac/concrete drive in an urban environment where nearly 100 per cent of rainfall hitting the drive will run off (and do so quickly). Our river management has also reduced lateral connectivity between the river and floodplain, but increased it downstream through channelisation and drainage. We call this longitudinal connectivity. To a lesser extent compacted or drained farmland can act in the same way. So, basically, when it rains we get water rushing off the landscape fast and increasing downstream flood risk.


In contrast beaver wetlands (or other types of restored landscape/natural flood management systems) not only increase water storage, but are more complex and rough, meaning water has to work harder and takes longer to travel through them. This can be a result of increased friction from woody debris, leaky dams, canals, etc. Critically, though, beaver dams and canals also increase that lateral connectivity, pushing water sideways back onto the floodplain, slowing the flow, promoting infiltration and creating wetlands.





When flooding and flood management already costs the UK an estimated £2.2 billion every year12 . . . When both the problems and the costs stand to rise as climate change intensifies . . . When the cement and concrete industries emit more carbon dioxide than any country in the world other than the United States and China13 , rendering man-made flood defences simultaneously a fix to today’s flooding problem in one place and also, perversely, a contributor to tomorrow’s issue somewhere else . . . When all these troubles are mounting, beavers are waiting in the wings, ready to help.


As an added bonus, both the Stirling and Exeter scientists found that dams trap sediment and agricultural run-off, thus purifying water below the dam. One Stirling study recorded a 50 per cent decrease in phosphorous and 44 per cent drop in nitrates below the dam compared to above it.14 This research highlighted the potential of the wetlands to act as diffuse pollution sinks, bringing downstream benefits for all the many species that depend upon clean water, including fish, amphibians, freshwater invertebrates and, let us not forget, people.15 All of this added to a growing global body of evidence proving just how vital the animals are and will continue to be, just how deserving they are of their reputation as ecosystem engineers.


Having delayed on a decision for years, in November 2016 the Scottish Government announced that the beavers in Tayside and Knapdale would be recognised as native and thus allowed to remain in Scotland. Most importantly, they would be afforded the greatest possible level of security wildlife can receive under UK law, becoming a European Protected Species. Thereafter it would be illegal to capture, disturb or kill them, except in very specific circumstances, all of which would require a licence from SNH.


Delivering the news, Roseanna Cunningham (then Cabinet Secretary for Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform) said, ‘Today’s announcement represents a major milestone in our work to protect and enhance Scotland’s world-renowned biodiversity. But I want to be absolutely clear that while the species will be permitted to extend its range naturally, further unauthorised releases of beavers will be a criminal act. Swift action will be taken in such circumstances to prevent a repeat of the experience on Tayside.’
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