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Back in the day, much of New England was covered with beaver swamps. The settlers in the
1600s and 1700s undertook a massive project to drain these swamps, reclaiming not only the land but
the anaerobically preserved cedar logs in many of the swamps. This was a fairly huge shift in the
“natural” landscape of the area, and it is one that it is all too easy to forget.
Except on days like last Wednesday.

Our beavers have lived, perhaps since the 1700s, to the East of the former “legislative
highway,” an ancient abandoned road that became the subject of some legal controversy until the
beavers settled the matter by sinking it under the reservoir behind their dams.
On Wednesday, around one thirty, their dams broke. Seven million gallons of water came down
the stream, flattening a good deal of vegetation. It went over the spillway of our artificial pond without
incident, but submerged the road. Walking back out to the beaver swamp was an odd experience—the
whole place smells like a beach at low tide. The old stone-lined swales of the legislative highway (for
some dubious reason they are called “thank you ma'ams”) are still intact, and I haven't seen them in
many years.

(Day after on the left, seven years later on the right)
I use to think, like Fourier, that beavers are very intelligent animals. I'm not so sure. You can get
a long way off the algorithm “put more stuff on the low point of the dam.” I think that's basically what
kids at the beach do in their beaver phase. In fact, beaver researchers have found that their basic dambuilding pattern is to pile branches anywhere they can hear a leak (that is to say, running water). They
will quite bury a speaker playing that noise. I expect that this morning, the beavers are hearing a lot of
leaks.

POSTSCRIPT
In retrospect, it is a little unclear if the beavers abandoned the swamp in 2008, causing the dam
to fail, or if they left shortly afterwards because the dam had failed. Either way, they aren't back yet,
and the remnants of the dam are still visible, about eighteen inches above the current waterline, waiting
for repairs.
In thinking over this episode, part of my mind wanders off to the West Coast, crippled by
drought and a century of naïve water policies. Many jurisdictions there are sanctioning people for
“rainwater capture”, which makes for very dystopian-sounding headlines. But in fact, most of the
“rainwater capture” that is actually being prosecuted involves building fairly massive dams. As the
pictures above illustrate, I think, damming water flows is not a neutral act vis-a-vis the peson
downstream, whether the dams are built by humans, beavers, or landslides. It falls, rather, into that
prickly category of behaviors that occur on one's own turf, but have noticeable externalities—seven
million gallons of externalities, in this case. Libertarian economic thought has spent a good deal of
effort either downplaying these realities, or handwaving them with there-oughta-be-some-kind-ofmarket-system. But they are a very real, tangible, voluminous problem.

