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Introduction

As a result of new European protection laws 
and effective reintroduction efforts the Eura-
sian beaver (Castor fiber) has rapidly recolo-
nized most of Western Europe during the last 
three decades (Halley et al. 2021). In the Neth-
erlands, for example, in 1988-1991 42 animals 
from the Elbe were released in the Biesbosch 
National Park, followed by reintroductions 
in the Gelderse Poort (1994) and the Leudal 

(2002). By 2003 there were 200-250 animals in 
the country, and in 2019 the population had 
grown to 2000-3500 animals (Sluiter 2003, 
Dijkstra 2019).
	 Knowledge about beavers’ historical pres-
ence in Europe on the other hand is rather lim-
ited. It is well established that the European 
population had become fragmented into sev-
eral distinct populations by the early twentieth 
century (Veron 1992, Halley et al. 2012, Horn 
2014). The exact date when the species became 
extinct in a specific country is more controver-
sial. For example, British scholars tradition-
ally assumed that the beaver became extinct 
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relatively early, around 1200 or 1300 AD in 
Wales and Southern England, and around 
1600 in Scotland (Kitchener & Conroy 1997, 
Raye 2014). The archaeologist Bryony Coles 
challenged this view in 2006, by arguing that 
the beaver survived in Britain until at least the 
eighteenth century (Coles 2006, 2010). This 
‘late’ extinction date has not been universally 
accepted. Coles’ use of historical sources in 
particular has drawn criticism (Raye 2014). 
	 Another issue is that many scientific studies 
simply accept extinction dates given in older 
literature, without critically analysing the 
historical sources on which these claims are 
based. For Belgium two distinct extinction 
dates are put forward: the fifteenth century 
(Libois 1982, Veron 1992), or the year 1848 
(Halley et al. 2012, Rosell & Campbell-Palmer 
2022). No beaver was seen in Belgium in 1848, 
it is simply the year Julien Deby’s book on the 
natural history of Belgium was published. 
He mentions the beaver, but also notes that it 
became extinct a long time ago (Deby 1848). 
The idea that beavers were still present in late 
medieval Belgium is also based on Deby’s 
book, and more specifically on his claim that 
the village of Beverlo got its name from a bea-
ver population that lived in that area until the 
mid-fifteenth century (Deby 1848). However, 
this is a misinterpretation of toponymic evi-
dence. The oldest reference to Beverlo dates 
back to the twelfth century, not the fifteenth 
(Gysseling 1960). If this name refers to actual 
beavers, which is far from certain, it can only 
be used as evidence for their presence during 
the eleventh or twelfth century. 
	 Even if the date of extinction actually corre-
sponds to the last recorded killing of a beaver, 
focussing on a single year can be misleading. 
The species may after all have been function-
ally extinct for a long time, perhaps even for 
centuries. Functional extinction occurs when 
‘a reduction in its population size, caused by 
an increase in its mortality rate or decrease in 
its fecundity, leads to the extinction of another 
species in the ecosystem’ (Säterberg et al. 2013). 
In other words, the animal has become so rare 

that it can no longer fulfil its ecological role 
(Säterberg et al. 2013, Sellman et al. 2016).

 In the Netherlands the year 1826 is com-
monly accepted as the date the last beaver in 
the Netherlands was killed, more specifically 
in Zalk between Kampen and Zwolle. Yet 
beavers had been very rare in the country for 
almost a century, with killings being recorded 
in Gorinchem in 1742, Middagten (Rheden) in 
1757, Moerdijk and Nieuwland in 1759, Hedel 
in 1770, the River Merwede in 1791, Epse in 
1799, Doesburg in 1801, Gorinchem in 1819 
and Zalk in 1826 (Martinet 1778, Pasteur 1796, 
Bonn 1806, van Wijngaarden 1966, Canters 
& Hoekstra 2019). The last record of a beaver 
family with offspring - two adults and six kits 
-  comes from 1742 (Martinet 1778). It is also 
noteworthy that all beaver sightings occurred 
in two geographical areas: the Rhine-Meuse 
estuary (including the Biesbosch) and the IJs-
sel River (Canters & Hoekstra 2019). 
	 Current knowledge about the presence of 
beavers in Europe before 1900 is mostly based 
on early zoological studies, hunting manuals, 
travel accounts, and legislation. Such sources 
are relatively reliable for one specific geograph-
ical area or country, namely the one the author 
resided in or visited, but are of limited value 
when it comes to a European level. 

Archaeozoological research can also provide 
proof for the presence of beaver populations in 
the past (Duval et al. 2011, Liarsou 2013, Çakir-
lar et al. 2019). Some caution is advised, as peo-
ple may have transported body parts of beavers 
over large distances because of their economic 
or cultural value. A piece of wood with gnaw-
ing marks of a beaver offers more solid evi-
dence (Manning et al. 2014).

It is clear that current knowledge of the bea-
ver’s gradual extinction in most of Europe dur-
ing historical times is rather limited. In order 
to gain a better understanding of the geo-
graphical distribution and population dynam-
ics of the Eurasian beaver in the past we need 
to consider the full range of available histori-
cal sources. Administrative documents, such 
as financial accounts, refer to the killing of 
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individual animals and often mention specific 
locations. In this way they can complement the 
data provided by other historical sources and 
archaeozoological research. 

The advantage of using such administrative 
sources is that the information obtained allows 
us to extent our historical inquiries to the Mid-
dle Ages. Medieval encyclopaedias, including 
Albertus Magnus’ famous books on animals, 
are of limited use for biogeographical studies 
because they mainly rely on earlier Greek or 
Roman works rather than directly on observa-
tion (Hossfeld 1983).

However, only a very small part of medi-
eval financial accounts provides substantial 
data on wild animals. These documents pro-
vide a systematic overview of an institution’s 
or official’s income and expenses during a spe-
cific year. They only mention animals if these 
were treated as commodities or gifts. So far, 
references to beavers in late medieval admin-
istration from the Netherlands have only been 
found in the accounts of the cities of Deventer 
and Zutphen, dating to the second half of the 
fifteenth century. Nineteenth-century natu-
ralists already knew that these two cities paid 
bounties for beavers in the Late Middle Ages, 
but did not analyse their accounts in a system-
atic way (Molhuysen 1840, Groneman 1882). 
	 The objective of this article is therefore to 
study the presence of beavers in the IJssel River 
(the Netherlands) in 1450-1500 by using pre-
served financial accounts from the cities of 
Deventer and of Zutphen. It will use the data 
gathered from these sources to reconstruct the 
species’ historical dispersal patterns and ecol-
ogy.

Materials and Methods

Study area

The River IJssel is a branch of the Rhine (fig-
ure 1), which flowed into the Zuiderzee until 
the twentieth century, and is now connected 
to the IJsselmeer. The cities of Deventer and 

Zutphen are located halfway the IJssel River, 
about fifteen kilometres from each other. 
Their financial accounts are a unique source 
for an historical analysis of beaver presence 
in the IJssel basin because both city coun-
cils paid financial rewards (bounties) for the 
catching of these animals. 

Used sources

The study was conducted by systematically 
processing the financial administration (yearly 
accounts) of the cities of Deventer and Zut-
phen in 1448-1500. The accounts of Deventer 
for the year 1459-1460, and those of Zutphen 
for the years 1471-1472, 1473-1475, 1476-1477, 
and 1483-1489 have not been preserved. The 
accounts of both cities have been published 
for the years 1337-1447 and 1364-1446 respec-
tively, but these do not mention beavers (van 
Doorninck et al. 1885-1914, Alberts 1959, de 
Meyer 1968-1985, Wartena 1977). 
	 Medieval financial accounts are typically 
divided into different subheadings. In the 
great majority of cases payments for beavers 
were included in a rest category, called ‘alre­
hande saken’ in Deventer and ‘gemeyn onraed’ 
in Zutphen. These listed divers small payments 
not included in the main subheadings (con-
struction works, wages for officials, etc.). In 
Deventer payments for caught beavers were 
sometimes also included under the subhead-
ing dedicated to payments for messengers. This 
may have been the case because messengers 
from nearby cities or noblemen regularly pre-
sented wild animals, such as roe deer (Capreo­
lus capreolus) and red deer (Cervus elaphus), to 
the city council as gifts. 

Deventer and Zutphen both used the Julian 
calender in the fifteenth century, and identi-
fied individual days by referring to the liturgi-
cal year. The account of Zutphen for the year 
1482-1483 specifies, for example, that a beaver 
was presented to the city council on the ‘Mon-
day before Pentecost’ (des mandags voir pinx­
ten). In order to correctly identify the months 
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beavers were captured, the dates mentioned 
in accounts were first calculated by using the 
Julian calendar, before converting them to 
their corresponding dates in the Gregorian 
calendar.

References to beavers in the accounts of 
Deventer and Zutphen were combined with a 
study of beaver bones found during archaeo-
logical research in the Netherlands (Database 
Boneinfo). An overview of this data is pre-

sented here. A literature study was conducted 
for use in the discussion.

Results

Beavers in the financial accounts of 
Deventer and of Zutphen

According to the financial accounts studied 

Figure 1. The IJssel River in the second half of the fifteenth century (© Hans Blomme, Ghent University). The map 
is based on the following datasets:
https://hdl.handle.net/10622/HPIC74
https://data.overheid.nl/dataset/11592-paleogeografische-kaarten---atlas-van-nederland-in-het-holoceen
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at least 153 beavers were presented to the city 
councils of Deventer and Zutphen from 1454 
to 1489 (figure 2a). No beavers are recorded 
in the accounts covering the years 1490-1500. 
The actual number of bounties paid before 
1490 was probably higher, given that several 
accounts have not been preserved.

There are also two references to non-lethal 
actions, both in Deventer: in 1449 Henrick 
‘den wruchter’ (an official tasked with man-
aging the city’s trees and wood supply) put 
thorns around willow shoots to protect them 
against beavers, and in 1471 the city paid two 
labourers to demolish four beaver dams. They 
needed two days to complete this task. 

Of the 153 aforementioned animals, 79 
were caught in Deventer and 74 in Zutphen, 
36 were described as ‘small’ or ‘young’ bea-
ver (figure 2b), 101 as ‘beaver’ and 16 as ‘large 
beaver’ (figure 2c). Deventer paid bounties for 
beavers from 1454 to 1480 and Zutphen from 
1464 to 1489. The highest numbers of beavers 
were caught in Deventer in the year 1472 (13) 
and in Zutphen in 1477 (14).
	 Exact dates are indicated only occasion-
ally. Of the 56 instances where the approxi-
mate date of capture of one or more beavers 
is known 33 (or 58 %) concern the months 
March-June (figure 3). 
	 In Deventer the location where one or 
more beavers were caught is mentioned seven 
times. Most (four) refer to common lands to 
the southeast of the city, between two river 
arms of the IJssel (the ‘old’ and ‘new’ IJssel). 
These were known collectively as the ‘Mars’ or 
‘Marsch’ (figure 4). Note that the ‘old’ IJssel 
no longer existed in the late sixteenth century, 
when Joannes van Doetecum made this map. 
He did draw its former riverbed, however. 
 	 The Marsch was largely uninhabited in the 
fifteenth century, but it formed an essential 
part of the city’s rural hinterland, used for the 
pasture of livestock, stone production (brick 
kilns), and wood supply (Kronenberg 1902). 
On one occasion, dating to 1469, the accounts 
simply note that a beaver was caught on the 
’Marsch’, in the other three instances (dat-

ing to 1468 and 1469) the accounts refer to the 
‘wrucht’ or ‘wrocht’ specifically. These were 
parts of the Marsch, located near the ‘old’ and 
‘new’ IJssel, which were closed off by a ditch or 
fence to protect the trees growing there against 
livestock (Kronenberg 1902). The four beaver 
dams demolished in 1471 were also located 
here. 
	 Beavers were also captured in three other 
locations. In 1467 one beaver was caught in 
the ‘Worp’, the name given to a strip of land 
in the IJssel floodplain, located on the left riv-
erbank opposite the city centre. This area was 
originally connected to the right riverbank by 
a ferry, a wooden bridge was only built in 1482 
(Poelhekke 1870). In 1469 another beaver was 
caught on the ‘stad weerde’, an island in the IJs-
sel, to the southeast of Deventer (figure 4). One 
year later three young beavers were taken on 
the border of the city’s territory: in an earthen 
embankment with hedges planted on top (a 
landweer) that served as its outer defence (Bro-
kamp 2015).
	 In Zutphen the location of the capture is 
mentioned twelve times. Most beavers (seven) 
were caught in the floodplain of the River IJssel, 
to the northwest of the city (the ‘stadsweerd’). 
Three others were taken in the IJssel floodplain 
(weerd) without specifying the exact location. 
The final two were captured near a dike, and 
near brushwood located on higher ground (bij 
dat veerste horst). The landscape around Zut-
phen was similar to that around Deventer, and 
provided the city with access to pasture, hay, 
clay and wood. A least one basket weaver, one 
carpenter, and a pair of hunters were rewarded 
for presenting beavers to the city council. 
Given that fishermen also received bounties in 
1466, 1468 and 1469 it is likely that some ani-
mals were caught in the River IJssel itself.

Archaeological finds of beavers in 
the Netherlands

Remains of beavers are rarely found in archae-
ological contexts dating to the High or Late 
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Figure 2. Bounties paid for captured beavers (a), ‘small’ and ‘young’ beavers (b) or ‘large’ beavers (c) in Deventer 
and Zutphen from 1454 to 1490.
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Middle Ages (1000-1500). In the Netherlands 
beaver bones deposited after the year one 
thousand have been found only four times: 
one bone fragment in Borsele (Zeeland) dat-
ing to 1050-1499, three bones in Houten-
Loerik (Utrecht) dating to 900-1200, five 
bone fragments in Houten (Utrecht) depos-
ited before 1250 and two deposited in 1350-
1450 (Hazenberg 2000, Hielkema 2003, Dijk-
stra & van Benthem 2004). In Belgium, four 
beaver bones were recovered from the fortress 
of Franchimont in the Ardennes. These all 
come from the oldest archaeological layers, 
dating to the eleventh and twelfth centuries. 
None were found among the numerous ani-
mal bones deposited in the late fifteenth and 
early sixteenth century (Gautier et al. 2005). 

Discussion

Several scholars have analysed motivations 
for hunting beavers during historical times 
(Delort 1978, Dieberger 2003, Duval et al. 
2011). The economic value of their fur, meat 
(specifically the tail and hind legs), and cas-
toreum, the widespread belief that they eat 
fish, and the damage they cause to woody 
plants and human infrastructure (dam build-
ing, burrowing) constituted the most impor-
tant reasons for killing them. Damage to 

woody plants (willow shoots), and dam build-
ing are explicitly mentioned in the financial 
accounts of Deventer. Damage done to river 
dikes may have been an important considera-
tion as well, but is not stated explicitly. 
	 It is uncertain whether the species was 
hunted because of other reasons. In 1470 a 
furrier presented three young beavers to the 
city council of Deventer. He had captured 
them in the landweer. It is possible that this 
man also caught the parent animals, but did 
not bring them in because their fur was worth 
more as a trade object than the bounty. The 
financial accounts provide no explicit evi-
dence that beavers were eaten by members 
of the city council or presented to noblemen 
living nearby as gifts. On only one occasion, 
in 1455, a financial account specifies that a 
man presented a beaver tail to the city council 
(Deventer). 

As mentioned before, fishermen caught 
beavers on several occasions in Zutphen, but 
it is unclear whether they believed that the 
animal ate fish. Both Deventer and Zutphen 
paid only one bounty for the killing of an 
otter (Lutra lutra), in 1488 and 1473 respec-
tively. This makes it unlikely that preservation 
of fish stocks was an important consideration. 
In fact, existing economic incentives to hunt 
beavers were probably considered to be not 
strong enough; otherwise the city councils 
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Figure 3. Distribution of beaver captures across the year in Deventer and Zutphen from 1454 to 1490.
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would not have deemed it necessary to pay a 
financial reward for each captured individual. 
Deventer paid one guilder as bounty for a bea-
ver and Zutphen one pound. Both bounties 
are the equivalent of seven to fourteen work-
ing days’ wages for a skilled labourer.

During the second half of the fifteenth cen-
tury Deventer and Zutphen probably per-
ceived the presence of beavers as a problem. 
The absence of any record of the species in 
the published financial accounts of both cities 
from the fourteenth and early fifteenth cen-
tury could thus be taken as an indication that 

the beaver was either absent or very rare in 
the upper and middle part of the IJssel basin 
in the decades before 1449 (the first mention 
of beavers in Deventer). It is of course possi-
ble that the cities simply did not pay bounties 
for its capture. However, this leaves open the 
question why they suddenly started to do so 
in the second half of the fifteenth century. It 
also does not explain why so few beavers were 
captured in the first years after the bounty 
system was first introduced.
	 The fact that beavers are mentioned in the 
accounts in Deventer for more than a decade 

Figure 4. Map of the IJssel River and the city of Deventer in 1567 by Joannes van Doetecum in 1567. The original 
is preserved in Historisch Museum Deventer. 
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(from 1449 onwards) before one was caught 
in Zutphen (in 1464) rather suggests a grad-
ual southward dispersal along the River IJs-
sel. From 1454 to 1466 only seven beavers were 
reportedly killed in Deventer and two in Zut-
phen. Recent studies on reintroduced beaver 
populations also attest to a slow initial expan-
sion, followed by a more rapid increase once the 
population has established itself (Bluzma 2003, 
Rosell & Campbell-Palmer 2022). Migrating 
beavers tend to occupy the most suitable habi-
tats first which can result in irregular dispersal 
patterns with considerable distances between 
individual territories (Fustec et al. 2001). In 
this specific case, high hunting pressures may 
have been at least partially responsible for the 
slow population expansion.

The terminology employed in the financial 
accounts provides further evidence for a grad-
ual expansion upstream along the IJssel, from 
north to south. Small and young beavers, pos-
sibly referring to kits, are mentioned for the 
first time in Deventer in 1468, and in Zutphen 
in 1479. The time lag between the first men-
tion of a beaver, and the first mention of a kit, 
indicates that it took around 19 and 15 years 
before beavers actually reproduced near the 
respective cities. It is also revealing that ‘large 
beavers’ are only mentioned near Deventer 
and Zutphen from 1472 and 1477 onwards. 
These were probably fully grown adult bea-
vers. If citizens typically encountered year-
lings or subadult beavers searching for a ter-
ritory of their own, they may very well have 
perceived a fully-grown beaver as ‘large’. 
	 Still, we should not rely too much on the 
distinction between ‘beavers’ and ‘large bea-
vers’, for the clerks of Deventer seem to have 
been less consistent in making such distinc-
tions. In Zutphen twelve ‘large beavers’ are 
recorded as opposed to only four in Deven-
ter. Both Deventer and Zutphen paid the same 
bounty for a ‘beaver’ and a ‘large beaver’ (one 
gulden and one pound respectively), which 
means that the distinction between the two 
kinds may not have been considered essential 
from an administrative point of view. ‘Young’ 

and ‘small’ beavers were valued as one half or 
one third of a ‘beaver’ or a ‘large beaver’. 

The date of the capture, when known, fur-
ther supports the hypothesis that most bea-
vers captured near Deventer and Zutphen 
were yearlings or subadult animals trying to 
establish a territory of their own. When the 
exact date of the capture is mentioned, it is 
mostly (in 33 of 56 instances – ca 58 %) dur-
ing the months March-June (figure 3).  Sev-
eral studies have noted that beavers leave their 
parental territory shortly before the arrival of 
a new litter (Hartman 1997, Sun et al. 2000, 
McNew & Woolf 2005, Mayer et al. 2017).   
Beavers typically give birth in the period 
mid-April to mid-August. The dispersal rate 
is mainly determined by population density. 
Beavers disperse at a younger age when the 
population density is low (Hartman 1997, Sun 
et al. 2000, McNew & Woolf 2005, Mayer et 
al. 2017).  

High mortality due to human persecution 
probably explains the long time span between 
the first mention of a beaver in the accounts 
and the first mention of a kit (more than a 
decade in both Deventer and Zutphen). It may 
have taken several years before a beaver fam-
ily was not only able to establish a territory 
near the city, but also reproduce successfully. 
Fully-grown adult beavers that survived their 
first encounters with humans could have had 
significant advantage over their competitors, 
and occupied the most optimal territories 
(Nimje et al. 2021). 

The landscape around the cities of Deventer 
and Zutphen after all provided a very suitable 
habitat for beavers. The water level in the river 
IJssel would certainly have been higher than 
the minimal water level (0.6-1.0 m) required 
for the establishment of a territory (Rosell & 
Campbell-Palmer 2022) and there was plenty 
of food (herbaceous plants, willows and ash 
trees) (Hartman 1996). Both cities used lands 
near the river for the pasture of livestock, 
mainly cattle, and planted large numbers of 
willows and ash trees to secure their wood 
supply. The brick kilns located next to the 
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river IJssel in particular needed access to large 
quantities of firewood. The fact that human 
presence in these areas was relatively limited 
may initially have been to beavers’ advantage. 
Adult beavers with young show risk-avoiding 
behaviour when selecting habitats (Steyaert et 
al. 2015). 

It is also noteworthy that most sites where 
beavers were caught were located to the 
southeast of Deventer’s city centre and to the 
northwest of Zutphen’s. In other words: many 
beaver territories, if not all, were probably sit-
uated in between the two cities. This part of 
the River IJssel may have been the most suit-
able for beavers because of several reasons. 
The first is political. Deventer was part of the 
Bishopric of Utrecht until it became a free 
imperial city in 1495, while Zutphen owned 
allegiance to the duke of Guelders. This made 
the lands in between the two cities a frontier 
zone, which was generally more sparsely pop-
ulated by humans than a political ‘core’ area. 
	 The second reason is connected to the River 
IJssel itself. The IJssel is a relatively young 
river that only developed from the ninth cen-
tury onwards because of the establishment of 
a connection between its precursor and the 
Rhine (Makaske et al. 2008). In the fifteenth 
century the IJssel split into two river arms 
after passing Zutphen, which reconnected 
again near Deventer. The fact that these river 
arms were known as the ‘old’ and ‘new’ IJssel 
suggests that the river had started carving out 
a new riverbed. In 1395 larger seagoing ships 
already found it difficult to navigate the ‘old’ 
IJssel. During the fifteenth century the vol-
ume of water transported by both river arms 
declined further as a result of the so-called 
Elisabeth floods (1421 and 1424). In their 
aftermath, a new estuary emerged, the Bies-
bosch, which increased the volume of water 
flowing into the North Sea through the main 
river arms of the Rhine. By 1485 navigation 
difficulties had become so critical that cities 
located on the river IJssel organised a confer-
ence to discuss these problems. At some point 
between 1456 and 1485 the ‘old’ IJssel had 

become little more than a brook, and seago-
ing ships, such as cogs, could no longer pass 
through the ‘new’ IJssel either (van Doorn-
inck 1839, Jordens 1852, Weststrate 2008).
	 This gradual lowering of the water level 
may have limited beavers’ dispersal options, 
and simultaneously lowered human tolerance 
for their engineering abilities. It could also 
have contributed significantly to Deventer’s 
and Zutphen’s decision to pay bounties for the 
capture of beavers. The drying up of the riv-
erbed of the ‘old’ IJssel may also explain the 
presence of four beaver dams in the ‘wrucht’ 
in 1471. The financial account of Deventer 
refers to the destruction of four dams ‘that 
were still left’, which suggests that there used 
to be more. Perhaps these four were the largest 
and most difficult to demolish. 

Environmental changes are probably the 
main reason why beavers appear in the finan-
cial records of Deventer and Zutphen around 
the mid-fifteenth century. It is unlikely that 
beavers were common in the IJssel in the dec-
ades immediately preceding the introduc-
tion of bounties to catch them. As mentioned 
before, remains of beavers are rarely found in 
the Netherlands among animal bones depos-
ited after the year one thousand. So far, they 
have been found once in Zeeland and three 
times in Utrecht. This could be taken as evi-
dence that the animal was uncommon in the 
Low Countries during the late Middle Ages.
	 Historical sources confirm this impression. 
In the early thirteenth century the encyclo-
paedist Thomas of Cantimpré questioned the 
common belief that beavers castrate them-
selves to escape human hunters seeking cas-
toreum by stating that people in Poland knew 
that beavers had their testicles inside their 
body (Boese 1973). The reference to Polish 
beavers may indicate that he did not know any-
one in his own region (Brabant and northern 
France) who had seen beavers. Jacob van Maer
lant, who made a Dutch translation of Can-
timpré’s book on animals while living on the 
island of Voorne in Holland, did not add any 
new information on the beaver (Verwijs 1878). 
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Surviving financial accounts demonstrate that 
Countess Mahaut of Artois kept a beaver in 
her menagerie in 1303-1306 (Delmaire 1977, 
Dowling 2012), and that Margaret of Flanders, 
Duchess of Burgundy, received one as gift from 
Champagne in 1376 (Delort 1978). The fact that 
a beaver was considered a worthy addition to a 
menagerie, which typically includes exotic ani-
mals, implies that very few people in northern 
France had seen it. 
	 Even if beavers were rare or extinct in the 
Scheldt basin by 1300, substantial populations 
could have survived in the nearby Meuse and 
Rhine basins. Financial records of William 
II, Duke of Jülich and Guelders, show that he 
bought 553 beaver pelts in the cities of Utrecht 
and Arnhem in 1388 as preparation for his cru-
sade to Prussia (van Hasselt 1807). The great 
majority, if not all, probably came from the 
Baltic (Delort 1978), but it is possible that some 
were locally procured. In 1482 a merchant 
from Bastogne (Luxemburg, Wallonia) agreed 
to supply furs to a colleague in Mons (Hain-
aut, Wallonia) at fixed prices (Slootmans 1952). 
The inclusion of beaver fur on this list suggests 
that beavers were still present in the Ardennes 
and Eifel in the late fifteenth century. However, 
given that beaver fur was the most expensive 
item on the list, being valued at the same rate as 
Eurasian lynx (Lynx lynx) fur, the species was 
probably not very common.  
	 Archaeological and historical sources both 
suggest that beaver populations in north-
ern France, Belgium, and the Netherlands 
declined significantly during the early Mid-
dle Ages, more specifically during the reign of 
the Carolingian dynasty (eighth-nineth cen-
turies). Beaver bones are far more numerous 
in Dutch and French archaeological contexts 
from the early Middle Ages than after the year 
one thousand (Duval et al. 2011, Çakirlar et 
al. 2019).  A palace ordinance written in 882, 
and supposedly based on the organisation of 
the Carolingian court under Charlemagne, 
also mentions beaver catchers (beverarii) who 
probably had to supply the court with beaver 
fur (Prou 1884). 

	  It is possible that the IJssel basin, or the 
lands to the east of the Zuiderzee more gen-
erally, still provided a refugium for bea-
vers. Emperor Otto I allowed the bishop of 
Utrecht to hunt large game, such as Eura-
sian brown bears (Ursos arctos arctos) and 
elk (Alces alces), in his hunting reserve near 
Vollenhoven according to a charter from 944, 
a privilege confirmed twice by his successors 
in the early eleventh century (Sickel 1879). If 
bears and elk survived in this area until at 
least the tenth century, it is likely that beavers 
did as well. However, this does not prove their 
continued presence into the 1400s. Very few 
administrative sources of this area have been 
preserved, which makes it very difficult to 
prove either beavers’ presence or absence dur-
ing the fifteenth century.
	 What these sources do suggest is that the 
arrival and subsequent spread of beavers in 
the IJssel River from 1449 onwards may have 
constituted a major recolonisation attempt, 
a population expansion that is particularly 
remarkable considering that beavers were 
probably more or less exterminated in most of 
the Low Countries around that time.  

The question now remains why the south-
ward dispersal into areas with a relatively 
strong human presence (near two city cen-
tres) occurred at all. The most likely explana-
tion for this migration and population growth 
are changed environmental circumstances 
(Bowler & Benton 2005). A first possibility is 
the creation of a corridor that enabled migrat-
ing beavers to spread to an area that had pre-
viously been cut off by a barrier. In 1399-
1404 the city of Deventer dug a canal called 
the Schipbeek, which connected the city to 
Diepenheim and its German hinterland. 
Although the canal was more or less complete 
around 1404, construction work continued 
until 1422. The creation of this canal may have 
allowed beavers from German populations to 
spread to the Netherlands. It could explain 
why beavers were recorded first in Deventer 
and later in Zutphen. Another, not necessar-
ily mutually exclusive, explanation is that the 
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southward migration of beavers was related to 
the aforementioned changes in the water level 
of the river IJssel after the so-called Elisabeth 
floods (1421 and 1424).
	 Beavers probably experienced and respon
ded to changes in the water level decades before 
political elites in the region finally took action 
(in 1485). This would have been particularly so 
given that sedimentation builds up faster near 
beaver dams because they slow down water-
courses (Rosell & Campbell-Palmer 2022). 
These changes may have had only a limited 
effect on beaver families established in the 
most optimal territories. Subadult beavers on 
the other hand could have been confronted by 
a decreasing number of dispersal options as the 
carrying capacity of the IJssel basin declined. 
It is also well established that beavers disperse 
more frequently when the population density 
is low (Hartman 1997, Sun et al. 2000, Mayer et 
al. 2017).
	 Finally, it is possible that beavers coming 
from northern Germany or a refugium near 
the Zuiderzee were joined by conspecifics dis-
persing from other, more southern, popula-
tions. Beavers remained after all present near 
Zutphen until at least the year 1487, while they 
are no longer mentioned in Deventer after 
1480. This discrepancy can also be explained, 
however, by beavers establishing territories on 
tributaries of the IJssel, such as the Issel/Oude 
IJssel (not to be confused with the like-named 
river on which Deventer and Zutphen are 
located) during preceding years. Testing either 
hypothesis is difficult because the financial 
accounts of Zutphen for the years 1483-1489 
have not been preserved. The financial accounts 
of the city of Doesburg for the years 1476-1484 
do not mention beavers (Streekarchivariaat 
de Liemers en Doesburg). We do know that 
the last beavers in Nordrhein-Westfalen were 
reportedly killed in the nineteenth-century 
Möhne and Ruhr (Nitsche 2020). According 
to Conrad Gessner they could still be found in 
the Rhine in the mid-sixteenth century (Gess-
ner 1551-1587). Theoretically, German beavers 
could have reached Zutphen from the south by 

swimming downstream along the Rhine. 
	 Beavers are no longer mentioned in the finan-
cial administration of either Deventer or Zut-
phen from 1490 to 1500. This could mean that 
the species became locally extinct, or that its 
population had declined to such an extent that 
the city councils no longer felt the need to pay 
bounties. In the early sixteenth century bea-
vers were again recorded in the area. Accord-
ing to financial accounts the Duke of Guelders 
received the tails and hind legs of three bea-
vers in 1519 and one in 1522 (van Hasselt 1805, 
1807). These animals were caught in or near 
Borucht (‘s Heerenberg between the Rhine 
and Oude IJssel) and Wisch (Terborg on the 
Oude IJssel), and in marked contrast to their 
fifteenth-century predecessors, were treated as 
prestigious gifts and as a delicacy rather than a 
nuisance. This could be taken as evidence for 
the beaver’s rarity. A shift towards beaver tails 
as high-status food is also visible in Germany 
and Latvia in the late fifteenth and early six-
teenth century (Ehlert 2010, Mänd 2016). 

As far as the seventeenth century is con-
cerned, we have access to two important natu-
ralist studies: the hunting treatise Jacht Bedryff, 
probably written by the deputy forester of Hol-
land Cornelis van Heenvliet around 1635, and 
Ernst Brinck’s notes on animals (dating to the 
1630s and 1640s and stored at the Streekarchi-
variaat Noordwest-Veluwe). The Jacht Bedryff 
does not mention beavers at all, which is 
remarkable considering that it includes species 
such as the red fox (Vulpes vulpes), which was 
only seen in Holland as an occasional immi-
grant from neighbouring provinces (Swaen 
1948). Ernst Brinck, scholar and mayor of 
Harderwijk, claims to have seen a living beaver 
in his native city in 1636. However, he does not 
give any information about the location where 
the animal was captured. Given that the rest of 
his notes only gives a brief description of the 
animal before specifying the number of pelts 
imported from North America in a certain 
year, the animal in question may have been 
imported from outside the Netherlands.
	 So far, one of the few explicit pieces of evi-
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dence that beavers might still have been pre-
sent in the seventeenth-century Netherlands 
comes from Peter von Streithagen’s poem on 
the Rur/Roer, published in 1638. It lists the bea-
ver among several animals that could be found 
in this river, a tributary of the Meuse (Teschen-
macher 1638). It is unclear if there were any 
beaver territories in the Rur at that time, per-
haps the animal was only seen as a rare visitor. 
	 As mentioned in the introduction, the last 
recorded killing of a beaver in the Nether-
lands dates back to Zalk, approximately 40 km 
north of Deventer, in 1826. At this moment 
there is very few evidence to support the per-
manent presence of beaver populations in the 
Netherlands between 1522 and 1826. Jan Flo-
ris Martinet, our main source regarding bea-
vers in the eighteenth-century Dutch Repub-
lic, claimed in his ‘Catechism of nature’ that 
the beaver was not ‘native’ to the Netherlands 
(‘geen inboorling van ons Vaderland’) and only 
caught occasionally (Martinet 1778). In a later 
abbreviated version of this book, he noted that 
the beavers seen in the Republic were immi-
grants from Germany (Martinet 1779). 

 We should consider the possibility that all 
sightings of beavers in the Netherlands after 
1500 or 1600 refer to immigrants from Ger-
many and their immediate descendants. The 
species’ gradual disappearance from western 
Europe may after all not have been a linear 
process, but included dispersal and recoloni-
sation attempts. The evidence that is currently 
available indicates that the beaver may have 
become functionally extinct in the Nether-
lands before 1500, several centuries before the 
death of the last known individual. 

Conclusions

The financial records of the cities of Deven-
ter and Zutphen provide detailed evidence on 
the presence of Eurasian beavers in the IJssel 
River during the second half of the fifteenth 
century. Beavers may have been absent or very 

rare near these cities in the early fifteenth cen-
tury, before migrating southwards along the 
IJssel around the middle of the century. This 
gradual expansion could be related to envi-
ronmental changes: the creation of a new cor-
ridor, a canal linking the city of Deventer with 
Germany, and/or a significant decline in the 
water volume transported by the IJssel. Bea-
vers reached Deventer by 1449 and Zutphen 
by 1464. The initial population expansion 
may have been slowed down by severe hunt-
ing pressure, namely the issuing of financial 
rewards for beavers’ capture. The introduc-
tion of a bounty system was likely intended 
to exterminate the species. By 1490 it had 
achieved its purpose. 
	 The beaver may have become functionally 
extinct in the Netherlands before 1500. The 
possibility that all references to beavers after 
1500 or 1600 refer to immigrants and their 
immediate descendants merits further study. 
	 This article demonstrates the value of using 
historical archives, more specifically financial 
accounts, for the study of the Eurasian beaver 
in the Netherlands, but can also serve as an 
example to conduct similar research on other 
species and geographical regions. Medieval 
administrative documents can be a valuable 
source for such research because they provide 
detailed information on a historical period 
for which few other records based on direct 
observation exist.
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Samenvatting

De historische aanwezigheid van de 
bever (Castor fiber) in de IJssel in 1450-
1500

Dit artikel beschrijft de aanwezigheid van de 
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Euraziatische bever (Castor fiber) in de IJssel 
gedurende de tweede helft van de vijftiende 
eeuw op basis van middeleeuwse stadsreke-
ningen. Het beargumenteert dat de bever 
mogelijk al voor 1500 functioneel uitgestor-
ven was in Nederland, verschillende eeuwen 
voordat het laatst bekende exemplaar werd 
gedood (1826). De studie toont ook het belang 
aan van middeleeuwse administratieve bron-
nen (rekeningen) voor de reconstructie van 
de historische aanwezigheid van zoogdieren 
in het verleden. Bevers worden in de stadsre-
keningen van Deventer (de ‘cameraarsreke-
ningen’) vermeld van 1449 tot en met 1480 en 
in de stadsrekeningen van Zutphen (de ‘over-
rentmeestersrekeningen’) van 1464 tot en met 
1489. Minstens 153 bevers werden in de jaren 
1454-1489 aan de schepenen van beide steden 
getoond om een premie te krijgen. Bevers wer-
den om meerdere redenen bejaagd, maar in dit 
geval was preventie van economische schade 
de belangrijkste motivatie. De invoering van 
een premiesysteem om bevers te vangen was 
waarschijnlijk een doelbewuste poging de 
soort uit te roeien. De rekeningen specifice-
ren soms dat de getoonde bevers jong/klein 
of groot waren. Deze details geven een indi-
catie van de aanwezigheid van beverjongen 
en volwassen bevers in specifieke jaren. De 
meeste gedode dieren waren waarschijnlijk 
subadulte exemplaren. In twee gevallen, beide 
in Deventer, worden niet-dodelijke acties ver-

meld: het beschermen van wilgenpoten met 
doorns en de vernieling van vier beverdam-
men. Het voorkomen van relatief grote aan-
tallen bevers in de IJssel is opmerkelijk, want 
historische en archeologische bronnen sugge-
reren dat de soort rond 1400 grotendeels uit 
de Lage Landen verdwenen was. Zijn mogelijk 
opnieuw opduiken en tijdelijke rekolonisatie 
van grote delen van de IJssel kan verklaard 
worden door ecologische veranderingen. In 
de vroege vijftiende eeuw liet het stadsbestuur 
van Deventer een nieuw kanaal graven, de 
Schipbeek, dat de stad met Diepenheim en het 
Duitse achterland verbond. Dit kanaal kan als 
corridor gefungeerd hebben voor bevers uit 
populaties in Noordwest-Duitsland. Gedu-
rende de vijftiende eeuw daalde het watervo-
lume in de IJssel ook zeer sterk als gevolg van 
de Sint-Elizabethsvloeden van 1421 en 1424. 
Hierdoor werden dispersiemogelijkheden 
voor subadulte bevers mogelijk beperkt, ter-
wijl het risico op mens-bever conflicten steeg. 
Een overzicht van zestiende- en zeventien-
de-eeuwse bronnen voor de aanwezigheid van 
bevers in Nederland suggereert dat individu-
ele bevers, mogelijk immigranten uit Duits-
land en hun nakomelingen, steeds zeldzamer 
werden, om in de achttiende en negentiende 
eeuw uiteindelijk helemaal te verdwijnen. 
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