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Ice Age: 
mutually
isolated
refugia in 
southern
Eurasia
(inferred
from 
fossil 
DNA)

Fig. 1 in Marr et al 2018. Map of sampling localities for ancient Castor fiber individuals. The Western clade (pink) and Eastern clade (blue) had two post Ice-Age 
contact zones. A now extinct clade existed in the Danube Basin (green). Approximate locations of extant relict populations (1 to 8) from where modern C. fiber 
haplotypes derive are shown in black. (NB that no data for ancient DNA east of European Russia is as yet available; the furthest east living relict populations, 7&8, in 
the headwaters of the Yenesei and in western Mongolia/north Xinjiang, are in the ‘Ice Age refuge East’ clade)
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Probable post-Ice Age distribution of beavers in Eurasia

Documentary and/or
subfossil evidence in
Chinese sources?

Beaver remains dated 
to 9k-5k BP (stated to be 
C. fiber) reported at 
Dingsishan culture riparian
shell midden, Guanxi 
(Zhang & Hung 2012) 





“They are most plentiful in Pontus (the Black Sea region, especially the S & E coasts)… they are 
also bred in the Rivers of Spain, and in the River Marne in France; the Po in Italy; in 
Savoy (SE France & NW Italy), in the Rivers Isere and Rhône, and in the Island called 
Camargue, and in Switzerland, near Arrau, Reuss and Leman (Lake Geneva): likewise 
throughout all Germany, Poland, Sclavonia (~ modern Belarus), Russia and Prussia: and 
there are Beavers in the woods of Muscovy and Lithuania (which then included most of 

modern Ukraine), of excellent perfection and stature above others, having longer white 
hairs which glister above others… they (beavers) are taken for their skins, tails, and cods 
(testicles, meaning their castoreum glands)” (Topsell 1607, with modern spellings and placenames)

Topsell 
1607

Gessner 1551

https://archive.org/details/historyoffourfoo00tops/page/34/mode/2up?view=theater
https://archive.org/details/ConradiGesnerimIGess/page/336/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/ConradiGesnerimIGess/page/336/mode/2up


Modernity, globalisation, and extinction: 1580-1920 
                                     Mangazeya-on-Taz, northern Siberia, in c. 1600



Russia in
1580

Fur trade in Heilong Jiang 
(Amur)/ Sea of Okhotsk region
dominated by China,  from at 

least C10th-C18th

The fur trade in Asia and NW N America, 1580-1867

Sold to US 1867
as a trapped-out liability

Forts and fur tribute system
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Mongol ‘Khanate of
Sibir’, conquered by 
Stroganov company 

& Russian state 
1580-1598



Siberian fur trade river routes (with modern borders indicated) Source

Area of Russia east of Urals: 13.2 million km2  (China: 9.6 million km2; Europe excluding Russia: 6.2 million km2)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Siberian_River_Routes


Fur market in Irbit, 1913

Russian trader in Siberian furs at the market in
 Leipzig, Germany c. 1800      



Beaver distribution in Europe (left) and Asia (right) in early 20th century

World population estimate c 1200 individuals in 8 scattered refuges



Both Eurasian beavers (Castor fiber) and North 
American beavers Castor canadensis were 
introduced to Finland in 1935-37 (it was not then 
clearly understood that they were distinct species. 
The two species cannot hybridise).
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Source: adapted 
from Graham, 
H.A. (2022) 
Quantifying the 
impact and 
expansion of 
Eurasian beaver 
in Great Britain. 
PhD Thesis, 
University of 
Exeter.
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<C. canadensis: 
fewer than 200
and declining

C. fiber: c.600, increasing>



Country Extirpation Protection Re-colonisation 

and/or 

translocations

Present 

population size

Austria 1869 1970-90 7600

Belarus remnant 1922 1948 51 100

Belgium 1848 1998-99 2200-2400

Bosnia & 

Herzegovina

? 2006 c.180

Bulgaria 1750-1850 - 7+

China remnant 1991 - 800

Croatia 1857? 1996-98 2500-3000

Czech Republic Mid 18th

century; 

1876

1800-1810 1991-92, 

1996

14610

Denmark c.500 BC2 1999; 2009-11 216 - 252

England 18th 

century?

2016 c.3003

Estonia 1841 1957 18 000

Finland 1868 1868 1935-37, 1995 3300-45004

France remnant 1909 1959-95 >14 000

Germany remnant 1910 1936-40,

1966-89, 1999-2000

58 660

Greece 1876 proposed 0

Hungary 1865 1980-2006 14 600-18 300

Italy 1541 >2018 >47

Kazakhstan 1915 1963-1986  5 500

Latvia 1870s 1927-52, 1975-84 100 000

-150 000

Kosovo ? 2025 1+

Liechtenstein ? 70

Lithuania 1938 1947-59 121 000

Luxembourg ? - c.75

Moldova ? - c. 10

Mongolia remnant 1959-2002; 2012, 

2018

800

Netherlands 1826 1988-2000 2300-3800

Norway remnant 1845 1925-32,

1952-65

>80 000

Poland 1844 1923 1943-49,

1975-2000

154331

Portugal c. 1450 2025 1+

Romania 1824? 1998-99 2145-2250

Russian

Federation

remnant 1922 1927-33,

1934-41,

1946-2005

700000

Scotland 16th century 2009 c.2000

Serbia 1903? 2003-4 1000-1500

Slovenia 1750? - 300-400

Slovakia 1858 1995 7700-9600

Spain 17th century 1980s 2003 450-6506

Sweden 1871 1873 1922-39 130,000

Switzerland 1820 1956-77 4900

Ukraine remnant 1922 46000

Wales 16th century 2016 c15

Minimum 

Population 

Estimate

1 546 000 

Updates/corrections?
duncan.halley@nina.no



Estimated minimum world population of Eurasian beaver, 1998-2025



Thank you!
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