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Author’s Note



On Indigenous Stories


When I recount the story of Great Beaver here, I do so with thanks to the many Indigenous people who for centuries, despite everything, managed to preserve this story in all its many versions and carry it down. Traditional stories always reflect the collective history and culture of a people and cannot be easily attributed to one author. Many Indigenous writers have noted how they were raised to think of traditional stories as living things that grow, develop, remember, and locate, and in doing so shape who people have come to believe they are, and how they exist as part of the land. Robin Wall Kimmerer (Potowatomi) considers the stories of her people a collective treasure. Historian Lisa Brooks (Abnaki) believes that the resurgence of Great Beaver stories along the Eastern seaboard during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries reflects the Indigenous awareness of the cultural and environmental devastation of the fur trade. Numerous Algonquian stories reflect the disastrous effects of hoarding resources. The Canadian writer and activist Leanne Betasamosake Simpson (Anishanabe) considers Great Beaver stories to be resistance narratives that reflect deeply held Nishnaabeg values of reciprocity, diplomacy, and negotiation. Anthropologist Marge Bruchac (Abnaki) and other scholars point out the ways in which Great Beaver stories convey knowledge of natural history and, quite possibly, paleo-memories of the megafauna Castoroides, the real great beaver who was large enough to reach above the knees of the great mastodons of the Pleistocene.


The version of the Great Beaver story that opens this book was inspired by the many beaver stories that I searched out and read. These are listed in the Sources and further clarified in the notes for each chapter located in the Epilogue. In most Indigenous communities, only shamans or prescribed storytellers have the ability and authority to convey the deepest stories of a people’s origin. The Story of Great Beaver, while it does not fall into this category, is still very much alive in the oral traditions of many Algonquian people. I am particularly indebted to the contemporary telling of this story delivered by Marge Bruchac in 2020 for the Pocumtuck Valley Memorial Association Museum in Deerfield. And to Linda Coombs of the Wampanoag Tribe of Gay Head/Aquinnah in Massachusetts for reading sections of the book from the vantage point of a Native writer and scholar.


On the Name America



The earliest recorded use of the name America for this continent occurred in 1507 on a two-dimensional globe created by the German cartographer Martin Waldseemüller.


This is usually considered America’s birth certificate and the naming of the Americas, or “America,” traces back to the Italian explorer Amerigo Vespucci, who explored the continent in the years following Christopher Columbus’s first voyage in 1492.


And yet, we now know that Columbus did not discover this continent.


Amerrique in the Mayan language means “land of the wind.” It is also the name of a mountain range in Nicaragua that was rich in gold and visited by both Columbus and Vespucci.


Ommerike is an old word in the Norse language meaning “farthest outland,” which is what the Norsemen who arrived here at the beginning of the eleventh century called this continent.


Em-erika could be an Algonquian word.














Prologue


Ktsi Amiskw, the Story of Great Beaver


This is a story, part true, often embellished, but nonetheless rich with wisdom about the forming of the Connecticut River valley. About how at the end of the last great ice age, the glaciers melted into vast, rocky slurries of ice, then moved across the land, scouring out valleys and ravines, canyons and lakes and river bottoms. Of how the land became littered with that ancient mud that had turned to rock, the boulders and stones and slabs that would one day be used to construct the stone walls of New England. And about how, long before that, a vast lake formed when the glaciers melted; a lake, teeming with billions of sea creatures that lived and died and drifted to the bottom, collecting over the eons until the lakebed was thick with fertile mud. And about how, after the great fight in the center of this story, the lake waters were released, revealing the rich alluvial riverbanks of the Connecticut valley, one of the largest in the world.


This is an old story, a sacred story: the Algonquian deep time story of Ktsi Amiskw, Great Beaver, told and retold through centuries and across the continent, from the Atlantic seaboard to the Great Lakes.


This is how it happened. Long ago, back in the time when men were as animals and the animals as men, one of the awaasak—the animal people—happened by. He had been swimming along that long, long river, the Quinneticook. Then he came to a place where the land opened out into a valley so wide and lush, it made him stop and look, and when he looked he saw the fast-moving water and how plentiful the tree people were on either side. He could feel the pull of the water, even this far from the ocean, and the strength of the tides, and usually he would not try to dam up such a strong river, but this place had caught his eye. And so he began cutting down the tree people, laying their huge bodies across the river in a lattice pattern. Before long the water began to swell on either side. He kept working until he had built a strong dam that stretched all the way across the river. When the river spread out, rising up the banks, he built his dam higher. Soon the entire valley was flooded. Great Beaver heard the cries of the humans who had begun to plead and run along the banks, but he ignored them. The women who tended the fields were the first to see the flood. They tried to get Ktsi Amiskw’s attention: Ktsi Amiskw, please stop, please move your dam, our fields are beginning to flood, soon we will have no crops. We will starve.


But Ktsi Amiskw ignored them, slapped his huge tail, and told them to quit whining and go away. The women grabbed their hoes and baskets and rushed back to the village where they appealed to the village elders, entreating them to speak to Great Beaver. The village elders put down their pipes and walked out to find the beaver. They admired Ktsi Amiskw’s growing pond for some time. Such a handsome dam, might he not remove a few tree people and let some water out, lower the lake enough for the women’s fields to remain dry? They flattered him and attempted to negotiate. But Great Beaver only rose up on two legs and leaned back on his great tail to see them more clearly. Then he leapt up, dove into the water, and again slammed his tail. Who did they think they were telling him he must move his dam? They could go someplace else to grow their crops of beans and corn and squash.


In despair, the humans appealed to Obbamakwa, the shaper. If he didn’t stop Great Beaver from flooding the valley, they would surely perish. Obbamakwa wasn’t keen to interfere with the world once he had formed it. But he could see that if he didn’t do something, the humans would starve. He went to Great Beaver and told him to take apart his dam and let some of the water out. But Great Beaver would not listen. Instead he grew belligerent. Tell the humans to move, he said, why should I care about them? Obbamakwa saw he had no choice and grabbed one of the tree people to use as a great club. But Ktsi Amiskw dashed away. The great fight began. Great Beaver dove down into the water and Obbamakwa dove after him, swinging at his head. Wherever Obbamakwa’s great club came down, huge boulders split to form cliffs; his blows created ravines and waterfalls; they cleaved passages in the rock that became river rapids; they shaped the eastern seaboard and the shorelines of the Great Lakes. In some versions of the story, like the one told in southern New England, Great Beaver is killed. In Northampton, Massachusetts, there is a mountain in the shape of a prone beaver called “Beaver Tail Hill” (later renamed Sugarloaf by English colonists). But in the telling of the Micmac and the Passamaquoddy, the northern Algonquian people of maritime Canada, and the Algonquian people of the Great Lakes, Great Beaver is too clever. He escapes, swimming fast through the waves of the lakes.


The story of Great Beaver has been told for millennia; in the words of Abnaki poet Cheryl Savageau, it is one of those timeless stories that “wakes up” when it is needed. The story praises its hero’s power and ingenuity, his persistence, but it also comprehends his flaws, which we know have little to do with the nature of a beaver and everything to do with ourselves. You cannot ignore your relations with others and expect to survive. For thousands of years the people who lived across North America understood that if you destroy the earth, you destroy yourself.


But what does it tell you that this story, one of the oldest on our continent, a parable of the creation and destruction of an American paradise, has for its protagonist a fat furry rodent with four orange teeth?
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At the Beaver Pond


I think there is an element of the sacred in the beaver, if only in its deep weirdness. One million years ago, beavers the size of bears roamed North America. They pose an evolutionary puzzle, like the platypus, or birds, which share some DNA with dinosaurs. When they dive, they seem more like marine mammals than terrestrial species, more seal than rodent. Their dexterous forepaws look startlingly human with their five nimble fingers and naked palms. They groom their lustrous fur with catlike fastidiousness. Their mammalian beauty ends abruptly in the gooselike hind feet, each as wide as the beaver’s head. The feet are followed by a reptilian tail, which, it has been observed, looks like the result of some terrible accident, run over by a tractor tire, the treads leaving a pattern of indentations that resemble scales. Part bear, part bird, part monkey, part lizard, humanoid hands, an aquatic tail. Is it any surprise that beavers have fired the human imagination in every continent that they are found?
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Pulpit Rock Road, named for a large boulder that sits on the roadside half covered in fern a mile from the beaver dam, is an old dirt road in my hometown of Woodstock, Connecticut, founded 1686, population 7,862. We have six dairy and beef farms in Woodstock, a bison herd, a commercial fruit orchard, and a multitude of backyard vegetable gardens. Forty percent of the woodland is wetland, which keeps the developers at bay. It’s the quiet corner of Connecticut, the last corridor of dark night sky between Washington and Boston.


Pulpit Rock Road is the oldest road in town, one of the oldest in the state. Long before it was used by the first Europeans, it was one of the main paths of the Indigenous people who lived here, the Nipmuc, the Pequot, and the Mashantucket. The twelve Native tribes who lived in modern-day Rhode Island, western Massachusetts, and Connecticut sometimes met in the meadow just up from the beaver pond. The meadow is a glacial escarpment, with a rocky high spot safe from ambush, and the stream below brought game to hunt. Pulpit Rock Road is one of the last dirt roads in Woodstock. The highway department wishes to pave it over. The residents resist. We love it the way it is.


The road connects to the path that brought the colonists here from Boston sixty-eight years after the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth Rock. Thirty English families with names like Child, Taylor, and Eliot walked sixty-seven miles here from what was then Roxbury, just outside Boston. They first called the settlement New Roxbury, then renamed it Woodstock. John Eliot, the pastor of the First Church of Roxbury, Massachusetts, had heard that there were Native American Christians living in this area, early converts who might be thus amenable to having Europeans as neighbors. Soon after he arrived, Eliot walked down the then much narrower road a mile from the bridge, stood on the large glacial erratic along the pathway, and preached Christian values to the Native people who gathered, his new converts. What happened next is the old tragic history of death, displacement, and erasure. Within a few years, the land was divided into twenty-acre lots, and the new inhabitants went to work eradicating the forests. Today the woods have mostly grown back, and many of those first farming families have moved on, but the old stone walls of the early farms still stand. Walk twenty feet into the woods anywhere near where I live and you will run into poetic ruins of stone, usually studded with ferns and colored with fantastic spreads of lichen. Animals know the walls by heart; they are the Mass Pike of the woods, providing runways in all directions, or places for hiding and nesting.


The beaver dam by Pulpit Rock incorporates three large flat boulders laid out centuries ago to enable people to cross the small stream that had been named Taylor Brook. The stones were set apart so that the brook could pass through. When the beavers started damming up the brook, they made use of the crude stone crossing, a keystone from which they extended walls of mud, rock, and stick. The beavers moved in, their dam would flood the woods, and a pond would grow. Then a few years later they would move out and flood another area, letting the first one subside. The beavers I had begun watching as they moved into the woods by my house were the most recent colony to live here, in a location that their ancestors might well have lived in for hundreds of years, if not far longer.


Across the continent, Native Americans hunted beavers with spears, destroying their lodges, killing them as they tried to flee, eating their flesh, and using their fur. But Native American cultures as a rule upheld strong taboos against not hunting more amiskw than could be used (and that use was never enough to drive the beavers toward extinction). Beavers belonged to an animal nation and had to be honored after death. Most of the Indigenous peoples of North America ended up participating extensively in the fur trade, aiding European traders by bringing furs to swap for axes, iron kettles, blankets, trinkets, alcohol, and guns. This trade, and the ways it brought new technologies to Indigenous communities, is emphasized in much early American settlement history to justify the American fur trade. But it wasn’t long before many Native Americans began to understand the ways in which overhunting could extinguish their own culture. Early French Jesuits in Michigan recount the Native practice of gouging out the eyes of a trapped beaver—an attempt to keep the animal from witnessing the desecration of its own death, and perhaps to protect the hunter from the wrath of the Great Spirit for his role in breaking a sacred taboo.


In the Bodleian Library at Oxford, a medieval bestiary dating from the early thirteenth century displays two beavers, meticulously drawn with long wolflike bodies, canine faces, and coats of silvery blue. Medieval depictions of beavers in Europe render them with serpentine necks, long canine legs, leonine paws, bushy tails, and removable testicles, flung at hunters to distract them. The Roman Catholic Church decreed that they could be eaten like fish as penance on holy days. For wealthy Catholics, the flesh did double duty—it was both delicious and a coveted aphrodisiac. Beavers appeared on heraldry in Great Britain from the Middle Ages onward; on the coat of arms of the city of Oxford, a robust beaver with a flashy blue-and-white-checked tail leans opposite an elephant. In one of the earliest Dutch maps of the New Netherlands, a beaver is a symbol of industry, holding a stick in its paws like a rabbit. By 1715, the most famous of London cartographers, Herman Moll, rendered beavers on his map of the new British colonies by drawing them as a column of dispirited factory workers trudging toward a dam near Niagara Falls. Each walks upright on its hind legs, carrying its allotted beam of wood across its shoulder, single file. As if capturing the mercantile fantasies of Europe, maps and pamphlets soon began appearing in which New World beavers are drawn living in condominiums—dozens of future pelts crowded into separate apartments within one lodge. The beaver is the most prominent feature of the first seal of New York City, the seventeenth-century seal for New Amsterdam. When the British took over, the seal was revised to include a Pilgrim and an Indigenous man, but the beaver remained, right smack in the middle between the two. Canada’s first postage stamp featured a beaver, and the state of Oregon, founded in 1859, took the beaver for its state animal. The Massachusetts Institute of Technology, established in 1861, made a beaver its mascot. So did at least one sports team in every state of the Union. More roads, cutoffs, boat launchings, towns, and developments are named after beavers than any other North American animal.


Some of the oldest animal effigies to have been found are of beavers, and the Shigir Idol, the earliest wooden carving in the world, was sculpted using a beaver’s lower jawbone. Throughout the ancient Middle East, beaver castor was used for medicinal purposes. In Iran, where beavers were called “water dogs” and considered sacred, they were protected by a system of fines; harming a beaver in ancient Persia could cost you 60,000 darics, although you could get out of it by killing one thousand snakes.


Yet the beaver’s ubiquity is matched only by its weirdness. Indeed, beavers are considered “behaviorally weird,” which means no one really knows when they started building dams. No one really understands how much intelligence, as opposed to instinct, is involved in that unique activity. Animal intelligence is measured by comparing the size of the animal’s brain to the animal’s overall body weight, something called the encephalization quotient, or EQ. Based on that simple ratio, beavers appear less cunning than rats or squirrels (though far better off than the bony-eared assfish, which has the smallest brain-to-body ratio of any vertebrate on the planet). But they have evolved in an intelligent way. Their eyes, ears, and nose are aligned, so that they swim like alligators, head barely visible, body submerged; yet unlike alligators, they do so not to hunt but to avoid becoming prey. Beavers can’t see well. Their primary sense is smell. A beaver uses its nose to locate the cinnamon smell of birch and the licorice tang of aspen. They communicate through scent, depositing the castor oil that they produce in two internal glands to mark territory and introduce themselves to potential mates. While the visual area of a beaver’s brain is small, a large area of their neocortex is dedicated to processing somatic sensory and auditory stimuli.


But are beavers intelligent creatures? It’s a mystery. Throughout history, humans have studied their lodges and dams and canals, their skills at felling and transporting trees, their expertise at engineering. When three or four work together, they can roll a hundred-pound boulder and set it in their dam. Perhaps, like ants and bees, they have a kind of intelligence that we as humans simply cannot fathom.
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A quiver on the surface, twitch of grass, and she is frozen. She turns one great webbed foot and grabs the pond’s water, slowly turning as if she were a wooden top. Her small brown head with its bearlike ears lifts ever so slightly, the short blunt nose level with the water’s surface, black eyes peering. The pond shimmers with insects; green wafts of algae thrum, each cell an engine of chemical reactions; photosynthesis turning sunlight to sugar, energy into biomass. She waits, floating in the sun-warmed water, senses flaring. Her nostrils widen, taking in the sweet stink of waterlogged weed and wood. Then a new smell: acrid, metallic. Her brain flashes danger, muscles pulse. She flings her head forward, thrusting her back out of the water, and dives. On the way down, her tail slams the surface, a paddle crack, a warning. Her head cleaves the water, clear nictitating membranes shielding her eyes like swimming goggles. She sees through the murk. She is not the predator, here she is prey. She dives and dives, her life a question answered by the speed of her flight.


Down she goes, hell-bent for the bottom of the pond. Her body swoops, all muscle now, propelling her through the pond as if following a groove. Her webbed toes spread like sails, grab the water, push. She dodges hazy shapes—sticks and branches, boulders and stones, water lily stalks and thick pond grass. The pond’s surface now just memory, a distant lid.


She seems more fish than mammal now, her tail a rudder, her ears and windpipe sealed from the water. Though the dive slows her heart rate, electric currents of fear zing through her body. Her short front paws scramble, the surprising fingers ripping through the thick strands of water lilies. On the surface, the lilies bloom in elegant profusions of yellow and white. Down here they are a dark maze through which she must maneuver.


She swims deeper, into layers of welcoming silt, her inner lips closed behind her teeth, keeping water from her lungs. The mud-filled water ruffles her mouth while along her back the dark slurry curries her fur. She feels its weight and pushes harder still; she knows she is almost there. Then that sudden coolness like absolution and she parts the dark curtain. She slows, turns, glides along the canal. Only there, moving along the intricate highway she and others have clawed through the mud on the bottom of the pond, can she rest, swimming slowly through the underwater pathways. Ahead she senses a rising darkness. She dives once more, then swims up through a tunnel and breaks the surface. She fills her lungs and climbs quickly out into the dome of the lodge, safely home.
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I stand on the bridge and wait. Eventually I know the beaver will surface and swim back here to the dam. I wonder if I spooked her with my shadow or my scent. Beavers can stay underwater for as long as fifteen minutes before their lungs need air, and in that time can swim over two hundred yards without needing to come back up. I scan the pond’s surface. She could pop back up anywhere.


Coda sits by my side, leashed, her retriever head cocked toward the pond, pensive, her upper lip slightly curled in concentration. Her long-distance eyesight isn’t great, but it’s better than a beaver’s. Her sense of smell is two hundred times greater than mine. I have learned to follow when she suddenly leaps off the trail, because chances are she has discovered something. Once a ten-point buck, shot and left in the woods. Once a headless coyote, legs bent as if still running in the tall meadow grass. Once the body of a wood duck, the jeweled head ripped off by an owl, a scattering of red drops of blood and the brilliant-colored feathers on white snow. As I look over the pond, I run my fingers through the soft fur of Coda’s head. She sighs, leaning into my leg. We wait, the sun just a flare. Birds are settling down into whistles and chirps and that one achingly beautiful flute sound that seems to echo through the trees. Time passes. The surface of the water turns orange, then hot pink, almost crimson. Now Coda is restless and jostles my leg, pointing her head very decidedly away from the water toward the road. The pond is just a three-minute walk from our front door, but it feels like a world apart. Okay, I say, scanning the pond one last time. The beaver won’t return until night. Beavers are crepuscular, most active once the sun begins to sink. I let Coda lead me back up the road toward home.
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A small tug of water, a pulse down deep and she can feel it, movement where there should be stillness. She lifts her head from the water, bringing up a green frond of water lily draped over her head like a towel. She flicks an ear, turning it toward the new sound. She lifts her nose, taking in the dusky sweet pond scents, now twirled with something new. What? Coolness, silt, and she begins to sense it now, the outer layer of cells on the thick skin of her tail registering a change in water pressure. The sound is moving water, a subtle current flowing.


Something is wrong at the dam. The beaver whips around and dives. Once again she is swimming hard through the channels at the bottom of the pond, those dark lifelines, but this time headed away from the lodge to the dam. She rises up and breaks the surface, moving fast now along the top. At the dam she quickly finds the source of that tug and pulse, a hole through which water is flowing. She dives again and comes back up with handfuls of mud, which she presses quickly into the sides of the dam. Again she dives, now with a stick in her mouth. The next dive brings up a rock carried between her front paws and her chin. Mud, sticks, rocks are jammed into the hole. The beaver will not stop until the hole is plugged, the wretched sound of trickling water gone. This quick repair was done in the dangerous light of morning. Later, when darkness covers the pond, reducing the risk of predators, she will be back with others, bringing more sticks and freshly cut saplings to reinforce the dam. Beavers can fell a five-inch willow in six minutes; whittling down a trunk like an enormous sharpened pencil, a full-grown beaver can fell and then tow a hundred-pound sapling, swimming against the current.
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And now I see that telltale ripple in the pond that always makes my heart leap. As it comes closer, I make out the dark head, the blunt beaver nose that curiously is draped in pondweed. The beaver is swimming so hard; she’s a silver crease, heading right toward me. When she reaches about ten feet from the dam by the bridge, the beaver flings herself into a sharp dive and her tail slams the surface. I almost jump at the crack of sound. She rises back up, no longer draped with green pondweed, and again she dives. How I admire her ferocity. She is tracking me now, swimming back and forth along the length of the dam, one dark eye locked on my standing figure, glaring. She flicks her tail again. The first tail slam was to warn the others; the rest were for me. Beavers know the difference between individual tail slaps. They will routinely ignore those of juveniles, understanding their teenage love of drama, but will respond instantly to an alert sent by a mature beaver like the one swimming before me. This beaver wants me to leave her dam—now.


Do beavers have emotions? We can only guess. The one person to study beavers in close quarters, Dorothy Richards, the “beaver lady” who bought a farm in upstate New York in the 1930s, had as many as fourteen beavers living in her farmhouse at any given time. Richards thought beavers had a sense of humor. The ones she lived with would routinely steal her oriental rugs, making as if to drag them to their beaver pond. When she caught them, putting her foot on the rug to stop their progress, they would drop the rug, stand up on their hind legs to look up at her, and wriggle excitedly, making chuckling noises. Richards heard it as happiness. So did Enos Abijah Mills, who described in his 1913 classic, In Beaver World, how his pet beaver Diver would play tricks on him, then wriggle and squeak excitedly once caught.


Okay, Coda, I finally say, let’s go. All I want from this beaver is to know that she is there, doing her work. She is my connection to something wild and uncertain, not just out there but in myself; the sight of her is all I need. I don’t need to stay, causing her more aggravation. Coda looks back toward the swimming beaver quickly and then turns up the road toward home.
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Beavers are a keystone species, an organism so critical to the survival of a biological community that they function like the keystone in a medieval archway, that one shaped block that forms the apex of the arch and upon which the entire span of bricks depends. Remove the keystone and the arch collapses. For better or worse, beavers, like humans, have an inordinate impact on their environment. Many animals use tools and are important to biodiversity, but only beavers and humans dramatically alter the landscape to create the environment they need (or want).


Beavers need water, so they cut down trees and flood forests to create ponds. In doing so, they kill trees but create new habitat for hundreds of animal species that rely on those new waterways. Once they abandon a dam, having determined that life there is no longer manageable due to lack of food, it begins to drain and the pond grows back as meadow, then underbrush, then eventually forest, the soil enriched by years of accumulated pond rot and muck. They are forest Shiva, destroying illusion to create insight, putting into motion cycles of growth and regrowth, creation through destruction. And today, beavers are back in many North American landscapes. In fact, here in the East, they are everywhere, but considered so ordinary and unremarkable that they tend to be overlooked.


I am not the first self-trained American naturalist, who after catching sight of a beaver dam began looking for the animal that had created such a thing, only to become obsessed with learning about them. The study of beavers in America has long been the terrain of American eccentrics. America’s first anthropologist, Lewis Henry Morgan, would spend twelve years tracking the forests of the Upper Peninsula of Michigan to study beavers. His 1868 book The American Beaver and His Works became the first authoritative account of beavers in the New World and has remained a classic. Forty-five years later, the first spokesman for the national forests under Theodore Roosevelt, Enos A. Mills, who wrote In Beaver World, would fall so in love with beavers that it would end his career in government service. In his 1913 book, Mills recounts observing fourteen different beaver ponds in the Rockies over a period of twenty-seven years. He had a pet beaver he named Diver that loved to accompany him, riding in his mule’s packsaddle. While Morgan was an industrialist who admired beavers, Mills was our first advocate for beaver preservation. Not surprisingly, Mills fell out with Roosevelt.


The next major North American beaver advocate would appear in Canada about twenty years later. By 1935, a wilderness guide and fur trapper turned beaver advocate named Grey Owl had enthralled audiences throughout North America and Great Britain. But Grey Owl was a conman. His real name was Archibald Stansfeld Belaney, born and raised in Hastings, England. When he was sixteen, partly to escape the expectations and disciplined ways of the two maiden aunts who had raised him, he ran away to Canada. Not only was his biography as a half Apache, half Scotsman a sham, but he was a habitual bigamist who abandoned multiple wives and children.


Archibald’s writings nevertheless inspired other wildlife preservation advocates, including a shy but determined woman who had grown up in Little Falls, New York, and had recently bought an old farmhouse at the confluence of two streams. She determined to save the beavers on her property and went on to dedicate her life to their study, working tirelessly on education and outreach. In her tiny farmhouse, with special permission from the state, since beavers are wild animals, Richards took care of a pair of beavers and their progeny. Her slim memoir, Beaversprite: My Years Building an Animal Sanctuary, details her years with these successive generations of beavers and all that she learned about them. On one page she smiles broadly as she sits in her chair, an elderly woman by then, a huge beaver filling her lap. The beaver is sitting up, staring at her devotedly as it calmly holds an apple with both hands, eating. In another photograph she is seated at a table, “having lunch” across from her favorite beaver, a female she named Eager. The beaver sits in a chair at the table, upright on her hind legs in order to reach a plate of carrots.


But my own beavers were gone. Days passed, then weeks, without sight of that brown head surfacing. Evenings I stood on the bridge and waited, Coda by my side, but the beavers did not appear. A hole appeared in the dam and water began to trickle through. I could not believe how bereft I felt. Without my noticing it, my daily walks down to the beaver pond had begun to anchor my days. As I had watched the beavers move in and the water had risen, so had my sense of hope. On sunny days, the pond shone through the woods like a lost locket. When it was overcast, the water gleamed the color of beaten tin, an open eye. Even in winter, covered in snow, the pond caught the light and held it. Climate disaster was looming and we were as yet tragically unable to take appropriate action, but down at the pond it was possible to believe in nature’s resilience. And in my own.


Each time I visited my mother now, she was shrinking before my eyes. There in the steaming bathroom, heater on high, helping her bathe, I’d watch the water travel down her body, following the wrinkled map of her skin, and felt floodwaters of grief but also a strange sense of calm. While I was there, the roles of child and parent almost completely reversed, me half-soaked from trying to help her in and out of the shower, my mother equal parts delighted then irritated, time came loose from its ruthless circle, becoming a spiraled thing, curving away then bending back in, holding us together. But it was clear she didn’t have much time.


My mother, who had run our family farm in the Hudson valley right up until she was ninety, suddenly began needing help to get through her day. I was driving the two hours from my house to Claverack to help care for her as much as I could, but I lived in a constant state of wrench; I also had a family of my own and was a busy college professor, and then there were the beavers. When I was with my mother, I was taken out of my life, and there was nowhere else I wanted to be. But I also could not stay with her all of the time.


I felt almost uneasy about my obsession with the beavers, as if I had fallen into what was now a well-known trope in American nature writing—a woman of a certain age journeying into the natural world to discover solace. But my beavers were so completely determined, how could I not fall for them? I loved how chunky and awkward beavers appeared, so unlike the slim icons of female beauty most of us baby boomers had absorbed despite our best efforts. When I wasn’t at my desk, I was swimming laps at the local Y, or walking the woods with Coda, or working in the garden, and my legs and arms had thickened with muscle. Beavers had become more than just a connection to the wild, they had become my animal guide. Annie Dillard had locked eyes with a weasel and saw in that weasel a wildness she envied. I loved how the beavers were unconcerned about the consequences of going all out for what they wanted.


I didn’t want to sit at a table and have lunch with my beaver like Dorothy Richards, yet how I wished I could see them once again swimming in their pond, that token of the wild just down the road from my house. But my beavers were gone. I knew what I had to do.
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On the Trap Line


Want to see a beaver lodge up close?”


Herb Sobanski is grinning like a Boy Scout, knee deep in the freezing swamp water. “Sure,” I say and move toward him eagerly, too eagerly in fact, and I almost lose my balance. Each step in my rubber hip waders feels like I am walking on balloons. The cold water surrounds my legs, then my thighs. I walk forward slowly, pressing down to find solid ground, leaning on the broken sapling Herb had pulled from the brush and handed to me to use as a walking stick. He steps forward, testing the water with his trapper’s pole, a wooden staff with a small metal plate on the end that resembles a short-bladed hoe. He’ll use the pole to pull traps out of deep water and snag waterlogged branches to help hide traps in places where he thinks an animal will pass through, making what fur trappers call “sets.” Strapped to his back is a large barrel-shaped wicker pack basket. He moves methodically, careful not to lean over too far in any direction so that the pack does not tip as he tests the depth of the water before taking each step. Herb stands in front of me, then slips between two large buttonwood bushes and is gone.


“Going to get thorny,” he says when I push through and meet him on the other side. He waits for me, holding back the branches of a pricker bush with one end of his pole. I pass carefully through and Herb follows. The branch snaps back. We aren’t far from the edge of the beaver pond where Herb has his trap line, but visibility is limited to the space between clumps of brush. Marsh grass rises up from the water in a series of brown humps. In the distance, I can see the tree line ringed by a line of white spires, trees that died when water flooded their roots. They stand solemn as columns in an ancient ruin. We are only thirty miles from Hartford, but here in the swamp it feels so remote it could be Maine or Vermont. Stands of conifers ring the pond, and huge glacial boulders punctuate the shoreline. The air feels tight as a bow, the sky stretched out in a brilliant swath of blue, even though the forecast is for snow. Time becomes the steady slosh and suck of our trudge through the water, the almost silence of the winter swamp.


“Hey, would you look at that!” Herb’s excited voice breaks the stillness and he reaches over to bend down a branch to show me a delicate bird’s nest in which lies a cluster of bright red berries. “This is why I love this,” he says. “I always see something new.” He forges ahead, a bit faster now, and I struggle to keep up. Then I see it. Just behind the next stand of bushes, a huge mound of sticks and mud juts up from the surface of the water in that iconic pyramid, a beaver lodge. We walk up until the water grows too deep to wade farther. We are about five feet from the lodge, which from this close up looks like a huge pile of pickup sticks. Saplings stripped of bark are crisscrossed and interwoven with branches, wider at the base and tapered at the top so that the lodge takes on an almost perfect teepee shape and rises up a good eight feet from the surface of the water. The lodge is too wide to see around, but Herb points to the top left side with his pole. “See that? Fresh mud there on top, so you know it’s active.” He studies the lodge for a few minutes in silence, then abruptly looks over the pond, which we can now see clearly; the water must spread over a good thirty acres, a silver sheen. “There’s the feed pile,” Herb says, and points again, this time to an area of water to the right of the lodge where the tips of a few branches poke up from the water between patches of snow and ice. Herb nods appreciatively. “They’ll eat that all winter. Swim over and take a branch back to the lodge. Open up a beaver’s stomach, nothing inside but sawdust.”


I scan the feed pile, wondering how deep the pond is there. Beavers build their feed piles by first anchoring a latticework of sticks on the bottom of the pond. Then they add saplings and branches to build an underwater brush pile. Now that I can no longer see the beavers at the pond by my house, I’ve been reading about them. Beavers are herbivores; they eat twigs, branches, sticks, grasses, ferns, water lilies, and other pondweeds. Beavers don’t possess cellulase, the enzymes necessary to digest cellulose. Despite this they manage to digest about 30 percent of the cellulose they eat. Microorganisms in their stomach, caecal microbes, turn cellulose into nutrients. Another beaver weirdness: It consumes plants, then expels a blackish substance called coecotrophe, which it holds with its paws as it eats. Only after digesting its food twice does the beaver expel waste, which by then is a ball of sawdust, lightweight and odorless.


Herb walks on and begins to poke the water at the edge of the pond with his pole, looking for beaver poop, then he suddenly stops, gesturing to the top of a far tree. I look to where he is pointing and make out a large sprawling nest. “Osprey!” he blurts out. “I knew they were out here. Isn’t this beautiful? Man, I love this.” Herb plunges ahead without waiting for my response, heading for the far bank, but I wait. I stand there for a few minutes, the near-freezing water beginning to deep-chill my toes, in awe of the lodge’s size and complexity. I have never been so close to a beaver lodge before, and to see it snug in its pond, a hidden gem of the wild, is thrilling.


But where I see the mystery of raw nature, Herb sees mostly a problem that the state called him in to resolve. The beavers living here have flooded this area so extensively that their ponds are getting too close to a local water reserve. Beaver carry Giardia lamblia, a microscopic parasite that causes infection in humans, historically called “beaver fever,” and the state is worried about potential contamination. On our way in, we had passed a well-kept white clapboard house with sloping lawns leading down to a newly built and landscaped pond. The people who built the house have also filed a complaint, as beavers from the state forest soon found their newly planted and expensive landscaping. Beavers love white and red birch and willow almost as much as poplar; the bark of each of these trees is loaded with sugar, a tasty carbo load. Based on the damage to their trees, the state issued them a permit to remove the beavers. The state then called Herb and told him they wanted all the beavers removed from the adjoining state land.


That was last summer. Herb convinced the landowners to wait. On principle, Herb will not trap out of season, considering it cruel and wasteful. Beavers trapped in spring or summer have kits in the lodge that will starve without their parents. The meat can’t be used due to fear of parasites, and since their fur is only thick enough to have value in the winter, the pelt is useless. Herb has been trapping this site for about two weeks and already removed ten beavers. Today he plans to check the six traps he set the day before and figure out if he still needs to keep trapping or if his work here is done. Checking traps the next morning is an ethic for him; animals tend to move around at night and he wants to get them as soon as he can after they are caught in case they are in the trap and still alive. He also doesn’t want to lose beaver to coyote, mink, or bear that might come along and feed on them before he gets there. Now that he has located signs of recent activity, he knows he has more beavers to catch.


By the time I reach the far bank, Herb has put down his pack basket and is taking out a few tools. The pack, which belonged to his father, is his favorite. Herb could use a more modern pack of any type, but he likes the nostalgia of a wicker pack that is the same style as those in nineteenth-century paintings and engravings of American fur trappers. Tied to the outside is a small sack of the kind that mountain men carried; called a “possible sack,” this pouch kept dry their most valued items. A nineteenth-century fur trapper made his possible sack from buckskin and used it to hold flint, tobacco, bullet molds, and powder. Herb’s possible sack is tan canvas and holds matches, a flint, his trapper license, spare tags printed with his trapper license number, permission letters from landowners, and some bullets, although today he has left his gun in the truck. In almost forty years of trapping, Herb has only met a conservation officer once in the field, but he is required by law to be able to prove he is a licensed trapper. Back at the truck by the heavy metal gate that marked the beginning of state land, I watched Herb methodically assemble his gear on the bank, then chuck it into the bottom of the pack: hatchet, a coil of wire, wire cutters, a pair of metal pliers with exceptionally long arms called a trap opener, thick elbow-length yellow rubber gloves, four wooden stakes, then a handful of steel traps and cables, each length of cable wire fitted with extra swivels required by state trapping regulations, and a bottle of lure he made from beaver castor. I had watched him carefully lock his truck, then stash his keys in a pocket. Herb never packs water or food.


By the time he heads out, the wide wicker pack extending from the back of his neck down to just above his hips, he has morphed into part modern woodsman, part mountain man. He wears rubber and neoprene waders and a camo-pattern jacket, but his back has disappeared beneath his pack and his face takes on a look of grit and determination. Monday through Friday, Herb is usually at home, working remotely to input data for the insurance company he’s worked for since he was twenty-seven. Thirty years at the same company has earned him some flexibility. He can shift his work hours during trapping season to accommodate running his lines. Or he can use vacation days, as he has done today. With his pack filled, he’s eager to get going. After checking this trap line, he will head over to two sites where he has been called in to remove nuisance beaver.


While Herb put together his equipment, I had nervously assembled and reassembled my own gear. Did I really want to witness beaver trapping? When the beavers on our pond disappeared, I resolved to try to find out what had happened to them. I reached out to neighbors along the road, some of whose families traced back to Woodstock’s founding. This left me wondering about the environmental impacts of colonization on the beaver pond, because I learned that in town memory, beavers had always been here. Neighbors also mentioned that Woodstock had a town trapper, and suggested I check to see if he had trapped them. I was shocked to learn we even had a town fur trapper, but gave him a call. He assured me that he hadn’t trapped the beavers, but from him I learned that fur trapping was alive and well here. I went to a gathering of fur trappers, thinking I might find out more about the disappearance of our beavers. No one knew, or if they did, weren’t going to tell me. But I met Herb Sobanski, who could talk about beavers endlessly and cared more about them than anyone else I had met. When he offered to take me out on his trap line, I knew I should go.
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We have been traversing for a good while now, walking the narrow dams beavers have built through the woods and flooded to create a swamp. All along we see trees half gnawed, or gnawed down completely. When beavers take down trees they leave a telltale stump sharpened to a pencil point. Usually the top of the tree has been dragged away, but sometimes in larger trees the beavers only chew off the branches, leaving the log where it fell, shorn clean of limbs. Beavers don’t eat the wood of trees, only the bark. When taking down a tree, they’ll bite out a chip of wood, quickly spit it out, then bite again, a furry chain saw.


The beaver demolition and construction here extends far beyond the pond. As we move into the woods I see that the swamp now spreads out from the far side of the beaver pond and down through the woods in a series of smaller bodies of water that resemble woodland rice paddies, each following the slope of the land. What once was lowland forest is now completely flooded—acres and acres of water spreading out through the trees. I stop for a moment to take in the sight. I’m in Beaverland.


Prehistoric beavers the size of grizzly bears had roamed Asia, Europe, and North America during the last great ice age, their gigantic incisors gnawing woody vegetation even before the first mammoths. They lived alongside saber-toothed tigers, giant sloths, and armadillos as big as Honda sedans; they were part of the group of super-sized animals called megafauna that populated the late Pleistocene. When the glaciers of the last ice age melted and the vast flooding finally ceased, the modern ancestors of today’s beavers went at it, felling trees and building dams throughout Asia, Europe, and the Americas. In North America, beaver dams, ponds, and waterworks established hydraulic systems that created much of the rich biodiversity of the continent. That was the primordial Beaverland—North America before European colonization, when as many as four hundred million beavers filled the continent.


The great boreal forests that sprang up, threaded with beaver-made waterways, would have looked something like what I see now—half water-world—streams spreading out through the forest as great fans of water, overspilling banks, then receding in rhythm with the seasons. Unlike the streams and rivers we know today, mostly degraded so that their currents carve channels through the earth, picking up speed and causing more erosion as they cut deeper into the ground, these messy, slower-moving streams and rivers from the time of Beaverland contracted and expanded like tides; they were arteries and veins of water pulsing life into the land.


Water was surely going to be the story of our century; it already was. Too much water from extreme storms in one place was causing loss of life and billions in economic damage, while too little water in another was causing drought that was equally deadly if not more so. Meanwhile, rising seas were erasing coastlines. We could use beavers again to help our water problems, especially here in the East, if we were smart enough—if we were open and humble enough. That Indigenous communities across North America understood the role beavers play in keeping water in the land is clear from the many variations of Great Beaver stories throughout the continent, and the rituals that surrounded the handling of a beaver’s body. The first Europeans thought these superstitions were ridiculous, but they served to limit overkilling. If you hunted beaver you must care for the carcass by throwing the bones back into the water from which the animal had come, by hanging the skull from a tree, and always, at all costs, by preventing dogs from gnawing the bones, otherwise you might suffer a bad hunt, disease, even death. Such was the power of the keepers of the game, the animal bosses that ruled the nations of animals. It was foolish to anger the boss beaver.
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“There you go,” says Herb, startling me out of my reverie. He points to a large pine tree gnawed through at a point about two feet from the ground. The tree, a white pine at least eighty feet high, has a trunk so thick I can just circle it with my arms; it looks as if some huge creature has bitten a chunk right out of the side. “Fresh sign since I was here,” says Herb. “That’s interesting; they usually don’t like pine—too sticky. Careful here, it gets deep.”


Before I know it, Herb walks into the pond and is up to his chest in murky water, checking his first set, half submerged in an island of swamp grasses. “I think a muskrat might have set off my trap,” he explains as he examines the water and pokes at a deep spot with his trapper pole. I don’t see any signs of a trap at first, then I notice the two slim sticks placed with a small branch laid across the water to connect them. Herb had planted the guide poles to mark the spot. One has the trap connected to it by a chain and is pounded in deep enough to hold fast if the animal somehow survives the snap of the jaws and tries to make a run for it. Trapping on state land in Connecticut is first come, first served, with trappers competing for lines. There is an etiquette about leaving sets alone and not putting your sets too close to the existing sets of fellow trappers, but Herb has had traps pulled out by other trappers and thrown in the bushes so that they can take over that location. He has had traps stolen. He has had traps ripped out, demolished, left twisted and broken along with notes telling him that fur trapping is evil. When he recounts the sabotage, he shrugs it off.


Herb now stands on the bank, staring down at the set. His chiseled face with its short grey beard looks cold, but he plunges his bare hands into the slurry of half-frozen water, checking that the traps are still connected. He resets the one stick that was tilted and makes sure that the other is secure. He is fastidious about securing his sets. “The last thing I want is for a beaver to swim off with my trap,” he explains as he fiddles with the sticks one last time. “I’ll lose my trap and the beaver will have lost its life for no purpose.”


Herb has been running lines for muskrat and beaver with his own traps since he was nine years old. He has pictures of himself out trapping with his father when he was three, a sweet-faced towhead, seated atop the pile of muskrat his father and grandfather had trapped in the swamps near where they lived in New Britain. Herb’s grandfather emigrated from Poland. They were workers, Herb was careful to explain, when I asked what brought his family to Connecticut, not farmers. His mother’s family came down from Canada as lumberjacks and worked in the mills. Herb went along with his father and grandfather, but as he put it one day, his father was a lousy teacher and Herb learned by watching them and reading trapping magazines. Herb’s father had old copies of Tips for Trappers, published by Sears, Roebuck and Company. This was the same magazine that Martha Stewart consulted, back when she was still Martha Kostyra and trapping muskrat with her two brothers. Herb loves the irony of the fact that Martha Stewart, today an icon of American suburban perfection, grew up trapping fur.


Herb and his three sisters and brother lived in a two-room apartment in what he calls “the projects” of New Britain. His father was a machinist at Pratt and Whitney and his mother stayed home. Herb remembers many dinners of elbow macaroni and tomato sauce and that home was not a happy place. He and his father went out into the woods every chance they got. Herb skinned his first muskrats when he was eight, and he still remembers the thrill of selling them to the local buyer. They’d sell what furs they had in early December to have money for Christmas. Herb, however, didn’t use his money to buy presents. Instead, he bought more traps.


Herb and his father trapped together in the early 1970s. By then, beaver had not just returned to the Connecticut landscape, they were becoming a problem. Today an estimated two million beavers live in North America, thriving in every state except Hawaii. Even Alaska now has beavers. That trappers like Herb are regularly called in to remove them reflects one of the greatest conservation success stories of the twentieth century, a program called the North American Model of Wildlife Conservation. This model dates back to the turn of the century when the impassioned writings of John Muir called on Americans to preserve their remaining wilderness. In 1872, the U.S. government founded Yellowstone, its first national park. President Theodore Roosevelt would rally wealthy sportsmen to the cause of wildlife, and in 1907 states began receiving federal support for laws protecting game and wildlife, partially as a result of the Lacey Act, which had been passed several years earlier. In short order, Roosevelt founded the National Wildlife Refuge System and the U.S. Forest Service.


America was ready for a conservation movement. With the recent closing of the western frontier, the country was abruptly and keenly aware that it was losing the wilderness that had once defined the nation. As president, Roosevelt championed wilderness preservation and especially the rigors and tests of hunting, which he believed were critical for preserving the American national character, those defining ideals of self-reliance and of resolve, and freedom. Hunting could keep Americans from going soft.


In 1903, nature writer John Burroughs would take on writers like Ernest Thompson Seton who delighted American readers with his anthropomorphic tales of wild animals like Lobo the wolf, calling them “sham naturalists.” Roosevelt would take up this refrain a few years later when he wrote his famous essay for The Atlantic criticizing writers who he felt were “nature fakers.” For Roosevelt, a true relationship to nature had to do with acknowledging our proper ancient roles in this world as either predator or prey. Seen in this light, our primary relationship with animals is to respect them as prey and hunt them responsibly as predators. Of course, for Roosevelt, that included big game hunting. It is because of his love of the hunt that we have the diorama displays of animals in the Natural History Museum in New York City—even Castor canadensis, the North American beaver. Roosevelt’s concerns now seem both highly relevant and wildly insufficient.


In his time, Roosevelt garnered great support for wilderness preservation and conservation by pointing out the simple fact that you can’t hunt if there is no wildlife, and there is no wildlife if there are no wild places. An idea was hatched to give all the wildlife to all the citizens of the country, who already owned the public lands, with the theory that they would then have a vested interest in preserving it. This was the origin of the North American Model of Wildlife Conservation, and it initiated the integral relationship between hunters and wildlife conservation that continues today. The idea was simple: You had to pay to play. Hunters, anglers, and trappers would help restore and maintain wildlife through purchasing yearly licenses. Today, upwards of 70 percent of state budgets for wildlife management, research, and the purchase of habitat come from these funds, which in 2019 funneled $20 billion into wildlife management and conservation programs along with hunter education and the infrastructure of state parks. Since 1937, an 11 percent excise tax on the sales of guns and ammunition has funneled over $56 billion into conservation agencies. The entire scheme is weirdly American—and deeply counterintuitive to those who don’t hunt, who can’t see the logic in conserving wildlife so that hunters can have wildlife to kill, and recoil at the idea that the sale of weaponry helps preserve the lives of animals. But the program has also been fantastically successful. In the eastern United States not only beaver, but moose, wild turkey, fisher cat, bobcat, Canada geese, whitetail deer, coyote, fox, and bear are thriving.


The idea that some things in the natural world should not be bought or sold or owned dates back to the ancient Romans and Greeks. But in Europe, and particularly in England, all wildlife in the king’s lands belonged to the king. In medieval times, tracts of woodland were divided into an estimated sixty-nine royal forests and permission to hunt them was granted only to nobility. Herb and other fur trappers like him would have been jailed for poaching and either whipped or hanged. Here in America, memory of the king’s forest was in part what fueled several states to make sure that the right to hunt was written into their state constitutions.


By the late 1700s beavers were largely gone from Connecticut and the rest of the East, and they were declared officially extirpated in the state in 1842. Efforts to bring them back to Connecticut began in 1914, as part of the larger national effort to restore wildlife to the American landscape. That year, two beavers, shipped in from Oregon, were released in Union, just a short drive from where Herb ran his trap lines. New York had already led the way, restoring five beavers shipped down from Canada to the Adirondack Park in 1905. By the 1930s beaver populations had grown large enough for New York to allow a season for beaver trapping. Connecticut’s beavers settled in well, and by 1950 the population had grown to the point where the state opened its own beaver trapping season. The most famous beaver reintroduction program was led by the Idaho Fish and Game Department. In 1948, Idaho officials instituted a program in which seventy-six beavers were flown into remote areas in boxes, then thrown out of the plane to descend by parachute. The first beaver that parachuted down was named “Geronimo.” Upon impact the boxes broke open and the beavers, unharmed, at least in theory, ambled off to find water. After World War II, throughout the country restoration programs brought wildlife back and controlled their size by setting hunting quotas; trapping and hunting was guaranteed to any citizen who could afford a license.


In the United States, all wildlife and all federal lands belong to all American citizens, and along with other natural resources, are protected, at least in theory, by the Department of the Interior via the Fish and Wildlife Service. Within federal guidelines, each state can mandate different rules for hunting and fishing. Fur trapping, once an arena of lawless exploitation, is more highly regulated than hunting or fishing. Every spring Herb pays $34 ($240 for nonresidents) to obtain a trapping license from the state of Connecticut. With this license, he can trap on state land. Each of his traps must be marked with his identification number, he must check them every twenty-four hours, and he must not trap on land or within fifteen feet of the entrance to the lodge. On private lands he must get the permission of the landowner. A state wildlife control officer must tag all furs before they can be sold, and trappers are bound by each state’s trapping regulations.


Herb is one of fifty-two trappers listed by the state as on call to do volunteer trapping. He also donates his time as a trap educator, running classes for the state that are free to residents. Herb is evangelical when it comes to trapping. He believes the importance of keeping it alive as a cultural legacy. He also knows that if he volunteers for the state education programs, the state fur biologist and the officer responsible for beaver nuisance calls are more likely to call him instead of a professional nuisance wildlife operator (trapper) when they need beavers removed. Herb gets many calls every year, not just about beaver but also for skunk, raccoon, fox, opossum, and coyote. His services are free. A professional trapper usually charges $200 for setting up, then $50 to $100 per beaver caught.


Today more of us who live in the eastern United States are in closer proximity to more wildlife than at any time in the past hundred years. Along with a surge in wildlife, however, has come a surge in human-wildlife encounters and problems, particularly with beaver. Fur trappers like Herb and fur biologists and wildlife managers who work for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service talk about managing populations of wild animals like beaver, fox, raccoon, and deer so that the carrying capacity of a given area can be maintained. By that they mean the point at which the population reaches the limit of food and other resources that its habitat can sustain. Overpopulation leads to starvation and disease, which trappers like Herb will point out is nature’s way of curtailing a given population. But the state wildlife biologists who routinely calculate populations of wild animals in order to predict carrying capacities often ignore recent studies which show that while beaver populations surged in the 1980s, their numbers have tended to stabilize since then. They also readily acknowledge that today what really matters is the social carrying capacity of a given area. By that they mean the subjective point at which, in the public’s mind, the problems created by animals like beavers outweigh the benefits. Collisions between deer and other wildlife and motor vehicles, for example, cost by one estimate as much as $12 billion annually. Wolves in Yellowstone and in Voyageurs National Park in Minnesota now hunt beyond park boundaries, preying on cattle and sheep. In 2019, beaver caused an estimated $500,000 of damage in Massachusetts by flooding roads, train tracks, septic systems, and agricultural land, as well as felling trees in, from a human perspective, all the wrong places. The state of Connecticut does not keep track.
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Before long Herb turns right and heads toward the woods. Once again we walk between tall grey spires of dead trees. “Widow makers,” Herb comments just ahead of me. “They can fall without a sound, kill you flat. I’m always nervous when I’m out here alone and there’s a wind.” But today there is no wind; we slip through the ghost forest.


“Beavers need pretty deep water to get around,” Herb explains, sloshing forward, “so they build these dams and increase the size of the pond. They can’t travel well on land, needing water to get to food.”


Surrounded by the woods now, we follow lines of beaver dams, each a narrow unsteady walkway of mud and sticks. My front foot suddenly sinks into mud down to my ankle and I almost slide off the narrow trail. “Careful,” says Herb. “It’s deeper than you think.” I stare into the cold water, so crystal clear I can see patterns of fallen leaves on the bottom. Soon we are off the dam and once again shadowing where the animals have traveled. I begin concentrating on smaller and smaller details: a chewed stick, a dab of fresh mud, some trampled grass, all clues to what the beaver has done, is doing, may yet do. Soon my senses are so alert the air feels raw; I can feel the woods coming to life in a new way and it is as if I am meeting some outer limit of myself. I keep following Herb through the swamp. The water is freezing cold and we are miles from where we began.


Scientists call beavers “ecosystem engineers,” meaning they create new habitats, new ecosystems when they build their ponds. The dead trees that now ring the marshy edge of the swamp bring nuthatches, woodpeckers, and other species of birds that feed on the insects in the rotten wood. Great blue herons stalk the shallows and red-winged blackbirds herald in the trees. In the highest points, osprey nest. Meanwhile, the life forms in the water itself increase exponentially. Wetlands are a soup of life, each teaspoonful containing millions of organisms. Water from beaver-altered streams and wetlands has been measured to contain fifteen times more plankton and other microbial life than wetlands without beavers. Zooplankton in particular love the nutrients provided by beaver poop.


What Herb knows is that beaver ponds are visited by all kinds of animals. When he wants to trap raccoon or skunk, fisher cat or coyote, he’ll make sets for those animals nearby. For the past two years, he has been participating in a statewide study of bobcats, and he’ll set out cage traps for them later in the season. The wildcats are being tagged and released in an effort to map their movements, feeding patterns, and population.


Herb stops and looks down, then points to show me his second beaver set, placed just off the rim of the mud-packed dam, which holds the next terrace of water, slightly above the lower pond where we stand. Water leaks from the low wall or trickles over the rim in so many places that the dam is as mesmerizing as a fountain. At first I can’t find it; the rusted metal of the trap’s base or pad is almost perfectly camouflaged in its nest of waterlogged leaves. Then I see the three-inch plate. The sight makes me shiver. The jaws of the trap have been pulled apart as wide as they can go and are hidden under a thin layer of leaves, but all it will take is enough pressure on the pad for the trigger to release and the trap to spring.


“Beaver will cross over here,” Herb says, “and if not beaver, a mink or an otter might.” He explains how he has set the pressure in the foot pan so that it will trigger with the weight of a beaver or otter but not for smaller animals like mink. He always uses the largest trap allowed for beaver because he doesn’t want to risk them getting partially caught. His foothold trap is meant to catch the foot of an animal and hold it fast until the trapper arrives. Herb doesn’t like to use foothold traps on beaver unless the water is too shallow for traps designed for the beaver to swim through. In his pack are a variety of trap sizes and styles, because as he emphasizes in his trapper education course, every situation is different. By law, beaver traps must be set underwater, and this trap has a wire attached with a catch on it so that once the beaver feels his foot caught and dives down, the wire prevents the beaver from swimming back up.


“The beaver’s instinct is to swim to deep water when in danger,” Herb explains, “so when he feels his foot caught, he’ll swim out, then soon go unconscious from lack of oxygen, then he’ll die.” I nod. The thought of a beaver running out of air to breathe while still alert, struggling to surface, is terrible.


Blind set, curiosity set, runway set, false den set. Scent mound set, dam set, bottom edge set, channel set. Herb has a name for each: This one he calls a channel set. He prefers trapping beaver with a Conibear trap, invented by Frank Ralph Conibear in 1958. A trapper in Canada for over thirty years, Conibear wasn’t happy with the existing foothold traps, which he considered inhumane and inefficient. He kept tinkering until he had designed a trap that would kill instantly, snapping like a mousetrap. Conibear’s design, called a body-grip trap, looks like a large metal square. In 1961, the Humane Society awarded Conibear its first certificate of merit, but not everyone believes that his design is humane. Within months I’d watch a public hearing for a proposed bill to ban their use turn into an all-out culture war.


In 1992, Herb contributed to a collaborative study of trappers, wildlife biologists, and veterinarians organized by the Fish and Wildlife Service to develop a set of best practices for fur trapping. They published their “Best Management Practices” in 1996. The gruesome foothold traps with serrated teeth were banned. Foothold traps today clamp shut with jaws padded with rubber and offset to reduce the impact. I’d seen trappers snap them on their hands to demonstrate that the pressure could not break the animal’s paw or leg, but that isn’t good enough for most people. Anti-trapper sentiment runs deep. This is a sore point for Herb and just about every trapper I have ever met.


“I don’t like the killing part,” Herb said. “What I like about trapping is figuring out how to catch the animal, but the killing has to be done. Still, you have to have compassion for the animals. That means I do what I can to make it quick.”


After I first asked Herb if he would take me trapping, he wondered if I was an undercover “anti”—trapper slang for animal rights activist. “People won’t protest a Walmart taking out a hundred acres of wildlife habitat, or a developer doing the same thing,” he’d said, “but the same people who lobby so that I can’t trap don’t protest the treatment of animals at factory farms. Jesus, have you ever seen a chicken farm? What a nightmare. But they’ll go after a small-time trapper like me because, let’s face it, just one guy… that’s an easy target.” Herb has one word to characterize people who eat factory-farmed meat but protest fur trapping: hypocrites.


In the next grove, Herb shows me a second lodge, smaller than the first.


“It’s abandoned,” he says. “See how there is no fresh mud on the top? Otter will move in and use it, so will muskrat. But I have another beaver set here, can you see it?” I look through the brush and again see nothing at first, but now I know to look for the two short guide poles and quickly see them in the brown grasses.


“I see it,” I answer.


Herb grins. “We’ll make a trapper of you yet.” I smile back, but inside I am not so sure. The glint of the foothold trap under the water is a sober reminder that we are tracking different things here. Herb is on the hunt for beavers, and I am on the hunt to try to understand why. We walk on, quiet. “Going to get a bit deep, but I think you’ll be all right,” Herb says. I watch him walk through the water, sinking up past his knees. He stands six foot three, a good twelve inches taller than me; I follow carefully, easing my way forward. The water is now up to my hips. Then, in front of us, is an embankment and what looks like a deer path down to the edge, trampled grass right up to the water.


“There you go,” says Herb, “that’s what we’re looking for, a beaver highway. See how fresh the mud is there? They’ve been through recently.” He points across the pond where another lodge rises from the water, this one looking like a sleeping camel with two humps. “A double-decker,” exclaims Herb, his voice raised in excitement. “Probably why I caught so many beavers here already.” He shakes his head. “I’m always learning something new out here. It’s humbling. Trapping gets me up close to the animals and I can study them. Beavers are magnificent, really beautiful.”


Herb caught five the first day he set his traps last week and five the day after. Normally he would have stopped there, as he always tries to leave a few beaver so that the colony can survive. But the state has given him strict orders to remove all the beaver from this area. Herb believes that by trapping beavers he is helping the state, individual landowners, and the beavers themselves by preventing overpopulation and potential starvation among the lodges.


Before long we are walking along a flooded roadbed, heading directly back into the state forest. On either side the swamp stretches out between black lines of beaver dams that extend deep into the trees. We continue in companionable silence. We still have three more sets to check. The sky starts to cloud over and the air grows damp; snow is definitely on the way. Soon our waders hit more solid ground and we pick up our pace. Herb points out the many places where water has brimmed up and over the sides of the beaver dams. As long as the pond stays full, the beaver won’t try to fix every spill point. Some dams look like fountains, water spilling out in regular patterns that the beaver let be. To Herb, each of those points is interesting, because while beaver will leave them alone, other animals like muskrat, mink, and otter will use them as handy points to cross over the dam. “This is really minky out here,” says Herb, “just the kind of place they like to hunt. They’ll swim all around this kind of an area. I can envision mink and otter traveling through here. They really travel. I’ll come back here later for mink, and otter.”


We stare at acres of water spreading out on either side of the road. A lone bird trills. Water trickles. It is so beautiful it is like an ache.


When we reach the far bank, Herb points out another lodge, this one extending from the bank. Near the entrance, the beavers have dug a large channel through the bank in order to connect this pond to a smaller one nearby. “They really are excellent engineers,” says Herb. We admire the deep channel cut at a perfect ninety-degree angle.


Beavers make channels like this one to connect ponds and create pathways they use to travel into the woods. They are also shipping lanes, used to float fallen trees and branches back to their lodge or toward the dam. Researchers have recorded beavers working together to tow and push large saplings along canals. It was this engineering skill that enthralled Lewis Henry Morgan, whose classic work The American Beaver and His Works, published in 1868, wrestled with questions of beaver intelligence. Morgan concluded that beavers must have the ability to solve problems because they don’t adapt to their new habitat; they shape the land until it adapts to them. Morgan saw them construct a twenty-five-foot-long dam within a few hours. Some of the dams he recorded extended a quarter of a mile into the forest. The largest known beaver dam stretches through the southern edge of Wood Buffalo National Park in Alberta. Discovered by satellite imagery in 2007, it spans the forest for 2,790 feet—half a mile long, and twice the length of the Hoover Dam. This beaver dam is the largest animal construction on earth.


Herb checks his final beaver set, a trap set near a huge tree that has fallen back away from the pond, exposing a matrix of roots. Washed clear of dirt, this root ball looks like an enormous Celtic knot. I notice another beaver trail leading from the bank to the water, a good twenty inches wide where the grass has been flattened and then at the edge of the water becomes a muddy slide. I ask Herb why he hasn’t made his set here.


“Feel beneath,” he says, pointing to a spot about three feet from the trail on the bank. He moves over so I can walk out to the spot where he has been standing. “Now feel the bottom, can you feel that? It’s their channel.” I move my foot through the soft layer of pond mud and then my boot abruptly drops, following an indentation, which is clear of mud. My boot crunches on gravel. A beaver channel! In part because they have poor eyesight, beavers claw channels throughout the mud at the bottom of the pond to form roadways they can travel along by feel. This system of underwater highways enables them to swim with speed and accuracy, maximizing flight. More than once I’d watched beavers on the pond near my house dive down to this invisible highway and surface a good fifteen minutes later way across at the end of the pond.


When I finish checking out the channel, Herb points to a nearby tree where a glimmer of white in the grey bark indicates where a beaver has begun to chew.


“They are starting to eat here,” says Herb. “This is a new path. Not far from here is where I caught a huge beaver last week. Fifty-eight pounds, a real beaverzilla. I could hardly fit him in my pack, then I had to pack him all the way back out.”
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It’s time to make our way back. We’ve been walking for two hours, have checked four sets, and so far, to my relief, each has been empty. Any live beavers are hiding in their lodges. On our left, beaver dams eel their way in and out of the tree line, a thin dark line against which the water brims. The sky has grown overcast now, the air even heavier with coming snow. For the first time I am aware of growing tired, each footstep leaden with mud and water. Herb looks at the vista of pond stretching out into the distance. It is clear that he doesn’t want to take any more beaver and has a dilemma of sorts. He has other sites to trap.


Then we find the beaver. “Unless my eyes aren’t good,” Herb says, pointing ahead to where I can just make out the guide poles of his next set, “I think there’s something in there. He wades over to check the set. He studies the poles then sticks his bare hands into the icy mush and with a rush of water pulls out the trap and along with it a dead beaver. I am immediately alert, pulled from my reverie of walking in the woods, preparing myself for what is to come.


“A yearling,” Herb says quietly, his tone serious now as he pulls up the metal trap and works to free the mass of dripping fur. “Pelt won’t be worth much, but it’s good eating. This would be a good one for you to try.” He throws the beaver onto the bank, where it lands with a thump, the tail flapping, then resets the trap, submerging it with his hands. By the time he has the trap positioned, his fingers are beet red. He shakes them quickly. “We got a guy who is going to make us beaver sausage.” Herb swears beaver tastes good, especially as beaver chili.


I’m not listening. I’m looking at the beaver, which lies on the bank looking as if it were just resting, as if it might still swim away. I stare at the front paws, the tiny fingers each tipped with a narrow black claw, the naked palms. Beavers use their front claws to dig through the mud, to pat mud and sticks into the growing walls of their dam. They use two hands to hold food. One naturalist observed a colony of beavers eating lily pads by first rolling the edges up with their hands, then eating them with great deliberation the way a human might relish a hot dog. I had watched beavers from a distance for months, and now that I am close enough to one to touch its glistening hide, I have a sudden urge to pick the beaver up and run.


To me a beaver is a symbol of the wild, like those animal tracks I have found by the creek. A wildness I want to think is still out there. I still feel this way. But being with Herb has blurred the lines. One can make the case that Herb, like other trappers who utilize every part of the animal they catch, are the ultimate locavores. Herb plans to “harvest” the beavers he traps; they are, as he and the other trappers like to say, a “sustainable resource.” I want to understand what this means, but something in me still balks. For Herb this beaver on the ground before us is both food and commodity. He will use the fur, the castor, even the tail. All of that is admirable, so why do I feel such resistance? I’ve drawn a line in the muck and on one line are animals we eat—cows, pigs, chickens, and sheep—and on the other side are wild animals meant to live in the woods and be their wild selves. I don’t want to think about beavers having to be controlled, or “harvested.” Although to be honest, being out here has complicated my sense of what I even mean when I say wildness. Once we drive out of this woodland, we’ll be just ten minutes from a strip mall. Everywhere I look is in fact a landscape that has been human-altered for centuries. Maybe that was it—the beavers were something we could not control, a part of the natural world we had not altered. Perhaps it was the fact that just thirty minutes from Hartford, I could be out with a fur trapper and imagining myself close to something wild at all.


“Can you grab that for me?” Herb says casually. I nod, relieved to be out of my head, and lean down to grab the beaver’s front leg. The fur glistens like the coat of a Labrador retriever. The beaver is surprisingly heavy. “There you go,” says Herb approvingly. I lug it back to the stand of pine where Herb had left his wicker trapper’s pack when he stopped to release the trap. As carefully as I can, place it in, headfirst. The large rubbery tail, that fantastic paddle, pokes up over the edge. I finger the tip where the tail has a slight notch, a tear or a bite healed over. I am implicated now. No longer an observer.
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Back at the truck the question pops out before I have time to think it out. “Why do you trap? You could just go out and look at animals, be in the swamp that way.” He answers simply, “If you don’t kill the meat you eat you are just putting that killing on someone else.” Herb looks at me then. He is revealing something new about himself, our conversation reaching a different level. Behind his glasses I see his eyes narrow, as if he is wondering if he can continue. I nod, although in a way I think he is still dodging my question, because he wasn’t living off the beaver or muskrat or otter or mink, all of which he was trapping out there.


“Not everyone can kill,” Herb continues. “It’s not for everyone. But I respect the animal. If we didn’t manage the populations, there would be so much disease and starvation, people don’t realize. Why do I trap? Not for the money. I have lots of other ways to lose money!” He laughs, a hearty chortle, and turns to put the key in the ignition. But before he can start the engine, we both stare. A hawk sweeps down, talons extended, and grabs something from the meadow, then in a great flap of wings swoops back up. I can just make out a small animal dangling from its talons. The moment is like a chimera, like something half-dreamed, a moment of pure unequivocal ferocity, violence, and death, wild.


“You see that!” Herb’s face lights up, his voice emphatic. “That’s what I mean about being out here. You ask me why I trap. Even if fur prices are down I’ll still go out. Out here, it’s spiritual—I gave up on religion a long time ago.” He swings his arm out to gesture toward the swamp. “This is my church.”


Herb begins to tell me about his father, what a lousy dad he was, how much he drank to get away from the tedium and relentless shifts of factory work. How miserable his mother was. But through it all was trapping, something they shared in the swamp out behind the New Britain projects where the train ran through. “I buried my dad with a trap,” Herb continues, “and a beaver skin. He was a veteran and was entitled to a salute, but the guys who showed up, they just played a tape, it was pathetic.” A pained look crosses his face. “I think about my dad every time I go out trapping. My grandfather, too.”
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We’ve packed up the beaver and gear. The truck bumps over the dirt road, and at the entrance to the state land, I jump out and pull open the heavy metal gate. Once through, Herb stops the truck and double-checks that I have locked it securely.


It is 11:30 and we’ve been out for three hours, but Herb still has two more locations to check. After driving for a good twenty minutes, we pull into a neighborhood of sad houses: They need paint, the front steps have broken rails, and weeds push up around shrubs. “This used to be a nice neighborhood,” says Herb. “Now it’s full of drugs.” He pulls in front of a small white house and Herb unpacks his gear. We walk down a sloping lawn toward the stream that runs through at the bottom of the yard. “He’s been getting water flooding halfway up his lawn,” explains Herb, “over his septic.” There is trash along the sides of the stream, and tires and bits of metal have been thrown into the weeds. It is such a contrast to the woodland beauty of where we have just been that I am astonished that Herb even wants to trap here, but he slogs through the water and starts pulling out the sticks that beavers have stuffed into the culvert. In short order he has found the underwater route the beavers have been using here and sets two traps. Herb doesn’t look back when we load the truck and head toward the last stop, a car dealership that has had problems with flooding in several of its lots.


At the car dealership, Herb drives to the back lots, which have been built right up to the edge of a low-lying wetland, and are now flooding when it rains. Even before beavers had begun to dam the area, the ground dips down so low that it must have flooded. The parking lots may well have been built before Connecticut’s laws were introduced to protect fragile inland wetlands like these, or perhaps in violation of them. The beavers didn’t cause the problem, but they are making it worse.


“This seems more like a human problem than a beaver problem,” I say.


“Oh, sure,” answers Herb, “you can count on people being dumb. The beavers are just being beavers, but they are there now, and the people, well, they aren’t going to move.” He shrugs and starts getting gear from the car.


Herb gets to work, and within an hour has put in two sets by the short dam beavers have built within a stone’s throw of the parking lot. On the way back he smokes the cigarettes he can’t smoke in the house. He’s in a hurry now to get home because he’s always there by 3 p.m. in order to meet his two children at the school bus stop. His daughter and son are ten and thirteen, and the bus stops in front of his house, but it is important to Herb to be there waiting. By the time we reach his fur shack, snow has started swirling down. I thank him for the day, pull off my waders, grab my gear, and head east toward home.
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I drive back, past old mill brick buildings and empty tobacco barns. I think I am beginning to understand from Herb’s ability to read the land for signs the intimacy between the trapper and the animals he traps. Herb has shown me something else as well. To love a place is to know it in its brokenness, wrote Wendell Berry. Herb was showing me how to know the brokenness of place, accept what was and learn to find beauty in it; at the car dealership he saw only the beavers. He wasn’t focused on an idea of wilderness out there; he was finding the wild right here in Connecticut. Still, I wonder, where is his outrage at the polluted wetlands and the destruction of wildlife because people had foolishly built too close to streams and swamps?


Herb seemed to withdraw into himself and got on with the job; the beavers were still there and they were still wild. I was clearly on the side of the beavers. Herb was, and yet he wasn’t. When I thought of beautiful landscapes my mind went to other places than northeastern Connecticut. I imagined the landscape of the Hudson valley where I had grown up, sunsets over a line of blue mountains. Or I thought of the rugged mountains and hills of southern Oregon where I had worked as a tree planter, then a ranch hand. I was, more often than not, focused on somewhere else.


Even before I met Herb, the beavers had been changing how I saw the place where I now lived. However fern-studded and beautiful, the lines of stone walls through the woods of New England troubled me. They seemed a constant reminder of all the ways we had ripped through the continent, extracting the hell out of everything from the natural world. In Changes in the Land, environmental historian William Cronon estimates that each colonist took down an acre of forest per household every year, and by the mid-1800s over 80 percent of the New England forests were gone. It would be some time before I would uncover the awful truth behind the building of many of the stone walls in my hometown. What I saw at first was how nature was consuming them, the roots of plants and trees slowly but surely dislodging the stones in those laboriously constructed walls, then winds toppling them. For wildlife, the stone walls had become an efficient trailway teeming with food.


Meanwhile, down at the beaver pond near my house, I had been witnessing nature’s powers of regeneration. First the beavers arrived, then the assorted company of wildlife that followed, from muskrat and otter to wood ducks and heron and on: a beaver-generated ecosystem. But all of this I had seen from a distance. With Herb, a fur trapper, I was actually in the beaver’s world, learning how to read the woodlands for beaver sign, that language of broken twigs and creased blades of grass, all of which I had missed until now.


Some days later, when sun pools across the table and I make pancakes for my mother and myself, I tell her about my day in the swamp and my interest in learning about fur trapping.


“Why?” my mother asks, direct as usual.


“They know things about animals,” I parry, but the truth was, I wasn’t sure yet who these fur trappers were, exactly.


“It’s sadistic,” my mother says bluntly, summing up what others thought but wouldn’t say.


I could understand my mother’s reaction. When most people heard that I was researching contemporary fur trappers they grimaced or gave me a sideways glance. In terms of human experience, not much is worse than the feeling of being trapped. Physical entrapment is scary, but just as terrible are the myriad ways we can come to feel trapped in emotions or psychologically by others or by ourselves. The minute we think of being trapped we feel panic. Fur trappers like Herb don’t believe that animals experience the same emotions that we do; for them, trapping is humane if it is done well and the animal dies quickly. The fact is, we are only beginning to understand what animals actually experience in terms of what we call emotions.


I remind my mother that a man she respected was a fur trapper. Every spring that I could remember she had bought shad roe from Everett Nack, a commercial fisherman, part-time carpenter, hunter, and fur trapper. Nack had a pet raccoon and loved baby skunks, yet he sold raccoon and skunk pelts to make Daniel Boone–style hats. He was also an environmental vigilante. One weekend when I was in high school, he let me go out with him on the river tagging sturgeon. When dawn broke, we skimmed the Hudson’s tides in his small boat, and when we reached the nets, pulled them up to find huge fish, with shark-like tails, dinosaur-like plates, and long pointed noses. Nack quickly tagged them, while I kept an eye out for guys from the Department of Environmental Conservation. Tagging sturgeons, which were an endangered species, was illegal, and that was exactly why Nack was out there. He would end up proving that an endangered species was in the river and thus environmental protections needed to be put in place to restrain the pollution being dumped downriver by large power companies. The power companies had managed to suppress any state environmental studies, which is why Nack took things into his own hands.


Everett Nack had been a legend in the Hudson valley, admired by Pete Seeger and others dedicated to the cleanup of the Hudson River, and I knew that my mother admired his vigilante ways. But when I remind her that he was both a fur trapper and an environmentalist, she says, well, yes, but he was different. In her mind fur trappers are still gnarly macho types who, like gunslinging cowboys, kill animals for sport. I could see I wasn’t going to change her mind and so I let it go. She was dying by then. Each week when I visited, it was clear that we didn’t have many more mornings to sit at the table together, enjoying pancakes and the morning sun, and I didn’t want to argue with her.


I was still far from understanding Herb’s insistence that trapping was spiritual. I turned to a book that Tom Decker, the head of the Fifth Division of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, had recommended. Decker, an avid hunter and trapper, oversaw projects from up and down the Atlantic coast, and he’d shown me an anthology by James Swan titled In Defense of Hunting.


Swan argues that hunting is necessary for human survival because it links modern people to their Paleolithic past; although we no longer need to hunt to survive, denying innate human violence is dangerous. His references are dated—he cites Carl Jung’s famous statement that a “part of the soul is a leopard,” and also Eric Fromm’s ideas that in the act of hunting a man becomes one with the animal—but still seem relevant. Swan puts modern hunters into three groups: meat hunters, those who hunt to put food on their table; recreational hunters, those who hunt for sport; and nature hunters, those for whom hunting is “a sacred act with as much as or more meaning than participation in organized religion.” The first two types of hunters are the norm. Forty-five percent of hunters surveyed respond that they hunt to put meat on their table, while another 38.5 percent hunt as a sport and a hobby. This group includes a percentage of what Swan calls “slob hunters” who give the sport a bad name by relying on military-grade guns and scopes, and technologies of all kinds over skill; they also often mix hunting with drinking. What really interests Swan is the third category, “nature hunters,” a much smaller percentage, only 17 percent of those surveyed, who are in the woods out of a deep, abiding love of nature and the natural world.


“The path of the nature hunter,” writes Swan, “leads them not toward violence and mayhem, but towards respect, awe, humility, and even love for the animals hunted.” And this sense of awe often leads them to describe hunting as a religious experience; a sacred act, which means they have reverential feelings for nature perhaps best described as love, yet they turn around and kill what they love. After being on the trap line, I thought I understood some of this better. Walking the trap line felt like being in the grip of an ancient, immediate, and emotional way of moving through the world. You were instinctively on guard because it began to feel as if the roles could quickly reverse; a predator could become prey.


Three of our most famous nature writers, Henry David Thoreau, Aldo Leopold, and Edward Abbey, considered hunting to have virtues. Up in Canada, Archie Belaney (a.k.a. Grey Owl) had given up his trap lines but stressed the value of that “wild life.” While Thoreau never hunted, he thought every American boy should know how to handle a gun. Leopold felt that duck hunting connected him to the natural world. “The out-of-doors is our true ancestral estate,” wrote Abbey. “How can we pluck that deep root of feeling from the racial consciousness? Impossible!” For him, hunting was central to survival.


The National Trappers Association has tallied about 250,000 licensed fur trappers throughout all fifty states. But no one really knows exactly how many trappers are out there, because most of them like living as far off the grid as they can. Much like the animals they hunt, fur trappers feel safer traveling along the edges of things. But being an outlier does not mean a lack of fraternity, or that there is no code of honor, or set of rules—the rules were just different and appeared paradoxical, the way a community of hermits seems like a contradiction in terms unless you belong to a monastery yourself.


The fur trappers I came to know were bonded by a common enemy, the antipathy they believed most people, and particularly environmentalists, had for them. And while the beaver population was on the rebound throughout North America, the population of fur trappers was not. They were becoming an endangered species. They felt trapped.
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