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Muskrats and beavers - The sound and the furry
Dave Griffin
It’s after 6 pm on a warm October evening
and we’re quietly drifting back to our car
and eventually home. The sun set a while
ago and dusk is falling over the trees as
we make the final turn near Honeypot Hill
-- about as tranquil a setting as you could
ever ask for.
We’ve also just drifted through someone’s
territory. A loud slap! on the water behind
us signals that we’re not alone. Another
slap! …a pair of beavers are not happy
with this little intrusion into their evening
activities and the guardians of this stretch
of the Assabet are letting us know.
The river is home to a variety of living
creatures. Fish and aquatic invertebrates
work their way through the thick grasses
and plants that thrive (a little too well)
just under the surface. Most familiar and
visible to human visitors of the river are
the birds that live on or above the river’s
surface: ducks, geese, swans, herons.

Amphibians and reptiles, such as frogs
and turtles, also take part in the “border”
ecosystem of air and water, moving
effortlessly within the river but returning
to the surface for the occasional breath of
air.
A small group of mammals also makes
their home in and near our river. Some
are more plentiful than others, some are
vegetarians and some are carnivores, most
prefer evening to daylight and all of them
tend to shy away from humans unless
you drift into their territory, and then you
just might hear from them with a squeak,
snort, or a slap on the water.
The most common of these “small
furry creatures” is the Muskrat
(Ondatra Zibethicus to you taxonomy
enthusiasts out there). To many people
the unflattering name is somewhat
appropriate. The muskrat’s thin tail does
make it look like a large member of the rat
family, and it does give off a strong musky
odor (which I’m sure is Chanel No. 5 to
other muskrats).
As the muskrat cruises down the river, you
would not be the first person to confuse
him with his cousin, the beaver. Although
the muskrat is about half the size and
has a different swimming pattern, the
size difference is difficult to judge on the
river’s generally featureless surface. The
best indicator to look for is the thin tail
swirling the water behind it.
If you catch sight of the muskrat

swimming, you’ll likely note that it can
dive and seemingly disappear. Able
to swim underwater for 10 minutes or
more, muskrats can escape from the sight
of predators such as hawks and owls.
This ability potentially lets them enter
their dens without being observed. The
best time to see muskrats is in the late
afternoon and early evening as they tend
to be nocturnal - but don’t be surprised to
see one sitting on a rock and munching on
a plant at high noon.
Muskrats eat mostly plants that grow
along the water’s edge like cattails,
arrowhead, water lilies, pickerelweed and
young trees such as willow and poplar.
Although primarily vegetarian, muskrats
will eat freshwater clams, crayfish, frogs,
fish and even carrion. When their normal
food sources are scarce, muskrats have
been known to venture inland and eat
corn or other farm/garden crops. In the
winter months they eat underwater roots,
tubers, and plants. Because the excess
phosphorus in the Assabet River creates
a fertile environment for underwater
plants, our river can be prime habitat for
muskrats. However, as with fish, when the
river becomes overgrown with vegetation,
muskrats suffer.
Muskrats live in both lodges and burrows.
If you see a small pile of mud and sticks
near the edge of the river you are most
likely looking at a muskrat lodge. Where
the river banks are steeper, muskrats will
create underground burrows extending
as much as 50 feet. The lodges are
constructed of mud and reeds gathered
from the banks and are often built with an
underwater entrance that can remain icefree during the winter, due to the trapped
body heat of the occupants.
Muskrats mate in the spring and produce a
litter of several young about a month later.
If conditions permit, a second litter during
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the summer is common. The burrow or
lodge comes in handy here because the
young are born hairless and blind - so a
good dwelling helps keep the young safe
from predators such as mink, fox, coyotes,
and raccoons. The young are weaned in
about four weeks and mature in another
six to eight weeks. Muskrats can live up
to four years.
Outside of the mating season, muskrats
are fairly solitary animals who spend
most of their time within 50 feet of their
homes. When they come into contact with
other muskrats, they quarrel with each
other for minutes at a time! This meantempered demeanor extends to humans
and you should not approach one thinking
otherwise.
The muskrat’s larger and better-looking
cousin, the beaver, also dwells in the
Assabet watershed. Beavers are best
known for an attribute they share with
humans: they change their environment
to suit their needs by creating dams. A
successful beaver dam can change the
landscape long after the dam has fallen.
More on dams later...
The American Beaver (Castor canadensis)
has the distinction of being the largest
rodent in North America. They are
typically about three feet long (including
their tail) and weigh in around 50 pounds.
That tail helps distinguish the beaver
from its muskrat cousins. The beaver
tail is wide and flat and is used under
water as a rudder and above water as a
brace. It uses its tail to slap the water as
a warning signal. The beaver’s hind feet
are quite large and have webbed toes to
help the animal power through running
water. Their front feet are much shorter
and much more dexterous - allowing them
to grab branches and plant stalks. While
well-known for their “above the water”
impacts, beavers actually spend less than
20% of their time out of the water.
Unlike the more solitary muskrat, beavers
live in colonies with an average of five
members consisting of adults, the most
recent litter of kits, and the kits from
the previous year or two. The dominant
female in the colony produces one litter
each spring. The young beavers can start
swimming by one week of age. Once the
beavers reach the age of two or three they
are forced out of the colony. Beavers live
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up to 11 years in the wild.
Beavers are herbivores (plant eaters).
Because beavers are known for cutting
down trees, you might think that they like
to eat trees, but the more woody plants
are a clear second choice food source.
Aquatic vegetation such as duckweed,
pondweed, water lilies, and grasses form
the basis of the beaver’s diet. If this is
available in sufficient quantities then they
will minimize their use of trees. However,
woody plants such as trees are normally
an important food source for two reasons.
Trees are available for food during times
of the year when the other plants are
not (e.g., late fall and winter) and have
the added benefit of being “storeable”.
Beavers take branches from bushes and
trees and store them underwater next
to their lodges, creating caches of food
to use during the especially lean winter
months. Indeed, if they didn’t create these
underwater larders during the early fall
there might not be sufficient food for them
to survive until spring. Favorite woody
food sources for the beaver include aspen,
willow, red maple, and dogwood. They
also use sugar maple, black ash, yellow
birch, and hemlock.

select trees and shrubs closest to the
water’s edge first, so if you want to look
for beaver activity look for gnaw marks or
tree stumps near the river bank.
Beavers build lodges on the banks of
rivers and ponds or even in locations
completely surrounded by water. The
water is the beaver’s chief defense, and
deters most predators. The beaver is not
easily hunted, but it can face threats from
wolves, coyotes, fishers, occasionally
bears, and, of course, humans. Young
beavers face the same predators as their
muskrat cousins: minks, owls, and hawks.
There are several beaver lodges along the
mainstem of the Assabet River and it’s
easy to find evidence of beaver activity
along the shoreline. When there isn’t
enough water to guard the lodge, the
beaver solves this problem with a rather
innovative approach: it dams up the
stream and creates its own pond. Using
a combination of sticks, tree limbs, small
stones, and mud, beavers build dams
that range in size from a few feet across
to major structures that last generations.
Several tributaries of the Assabet have
proven conducive to damming. In 2005 a
beaver dam blocked a culvert along Cold
Harbor Brook. Two beaver dams interrupt
the flow of Elizabeth Brook.
Beaver forage about 100 yards from
their lodges, bringing back both food
and building materials. The lodges have
underwater entrances, so unless you
catch them in the act of maintaining the
structure, an active beaver lodge can
appear quite lifeless. Beavers are also
primarily nocturnal, making the scene
outside the lodge even quieter during the
daytime.
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When the beaver can no longer reach
the branches of its favorite tree, it brings
the branches to it by gnawing at the base
with its large front teeth. While it isn’t
unknown for beavers to cut down larger
trees, they tend to choose younger trees
3-4 inches in diameter as they provide
the best food value for the effort needed.
Efficient engineers, the beavers usually

Indirectly, another “predator” for our local
beaver population was the Merino sheep.
In the late 1700’s the land in the Assabet
River valley was cleared for pasture
supporting the boom in the local woolen
manufacturing mills that also sprang up
along the river. These actions destroyed
the habitat for the beaver and the animals
simply disappeared from the area for over
a century. As farming declined in the area,
beaver returned, so you can see that their
well-being is oddly interlaced with human
activity along the Assabet.
While beavers are rather shy creatures,
continue
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they have few problems settling down near
residential areas, often bringing them into
to conflict with their human neighbors.
Beavers are “genetically wired” to create
dams. The sound of flowing water
triggers the dam-building behavior. This
is a perfect adaptation when maintaining
a dam in the wild, but it also causes
beavers to block man-made culverts
and drainage systems. When faced with
property damage or health risks we are
often confronted with the choice of either
trapping the beavers (although another
group will likely just move in) or using
some clever plumbing to quietly duct the

Beaver lodge, Assabet River, Stow

Organization for the Assabet River

water past the dam area. The latter lets the
beaver maintain its habitat while limiting
the effects of increased water levels
behind the dam.

local conservation commission, so work
with your local officials if a local beaver
engineering project starts to cause severe
problems.

A dearth of wolves – the beaver’s primary
predator – combined with a 1996 ban on
trapping in Massachusetts have helped
the beaver population grow rapidly in
recent years. This creates both more
opportunities to see beavers in our
watershed and a greater chance of their
becoming a major nuisance. Beaver
lodges and dams are protected by law,
and disturbing one for any reason requires
a permit from MassWildlife and your

As you paddle down the Assabet River in
Stow at sunset you might notice that as
the bird calls quiet down they are replaced
by the chatter of some fellow river travelers along the banks and islands. Beavers
and muskrats emit a wide variety of
squeaks, peeps, and the occasional squeal
occasioned by a territorial dispute. It’s a
pleasure to share the river with them.❖
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