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Bryony Coles

Bryony Coles is an archaeologist, formerly Professor of
Prehistory at the University of Exeter.

Her research has focused on wetland projects and it was
the discovery of ancient beaver-gnawed wood that
sparked her interest in the history of beavers, from
across Britain and into Western Europe.

Author of Beavers in Britain’s Past.



Human or Beaver

© Beavers in Britain – Bryony Coles

By Nilfanion - Ordnance Survey OpenData.



Wales/Cymru



Early Evidence

Ordnance Survey data © Crown copyright

© Llwelyn, 2000

© Coles, 2019

© National Museum Wales



Later Prehistory – Newton Moor

Ordnance Survey data © Crown copyright

Silver penannular brooch eighth or ninth century AD. 
Found at Newton Moor, Vale of Glamorgan. 

© National Museum of Wales.

Ordnance Survey data © Crown copyright



Later Prehistory – Newton Moor

Trench 1
Undisturbed peat deposits.
An alignment of logs between 
trench 1 and trench 2, which 
may have formed a simple 
trackway.

Trench 2
Two branches displayed 
gnawed marks characteristic 
of beaver activity.

Brooch found in a 
landscape of former 
pools and irregular 
channels interspersed 
with small islands. 

Redknapp, 1991



Later Prehistory – Newton Moor

Prehistoric wood 
cut by a human 
using an axe.

Prehistoric 
wood gnawed 
by a beaver.

© Coles, 2019

© Coles, 2019

© Laurie Campbell



Later Prehistory – Caldicot

Ordnance Survey data © Crown copyright

© Laurie Campbell
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Why Reintroduce Beavers?

 Ecological and environmental reasons aside.

 Some of the questions/statements we receive:

 Are they native to Wales?
 What is the link with Wales?
 It has been so long since they were last here!

 Answers:

 Yes
 Cultural
 Not as long as you may think!



Cultural Links



Cymraeg

Very old name meaning Broadtail.

First written reference in Wales dates 
back to 940 AD in the Laws of Hywel Dda



Llostlydan

The Laws stated:

‘The king is to have the worth of Beavers, Martens, Ermines
in whatsoever spot they are killed, because from them, the
borders of the King’s garments are made.’

Pelts
Stoat = 12 pence
Pine Martens = 24 pence
Beavers = 120 pence



Afanc/Afangc/Avanke

© www.writeopinions.com/afanc



The Afanc

Yr avanc er ei ovyn The afanc am I, who, sought for, bides
Wyv yn llech ar vin y llyn;   In hiding on the edge of the lake;
O don Llyn Syfaddon vo    Out of the waters of Syfaddon Mere
Ni thynwyd ban aeth yno   Was be not drawn, once he got there

Syfaddon Mere is a lake in mid Wales, now known as Llangors 
Lake. 

© Jamie Huxtable

Today’s Llangors Afanc is much friendlier:



Places Names

Llyn-yr-Afanc

Bedd yr Afanc

Llyn-yr-
Afanc

© megalithic.co.uk
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Sarn yr Afangc 

Coles, 2019

Coles, 2019



Extinction Date

“The Teify, of all the rivers in Wales and those in England
south of the Humber, is the only river where you can find
beavers. In Scotland, or so they tell me, there is again
only one stream where beavers live, and even there they
are exceedingly rare.”
Itinerary Through Wales, Gerald Cambrensis 1188 AD

• Beavers close to extinction back then?
• General assumption that beavers became extinct in 

Wales around the Middle Ages.
• Various accounts of beavers throughout the centuries.



Extinction Date



Extinction Date



Reintroduction – First Attempt?

www.cardiffcastle.com



Reintroduction – First Attempt?

• The 3rd Marquis of Bute.

• Plans for beavers began in 1872.

• Mainly interested in beavers for his Scottish Island, Isle of Bute 
on the West Coast.

• Beavers imported by Frank Buckland, son of a popular 
naturalist at the time.

• Beavers imported from Europe in 1874 – one pair delivered to 
Cardiff.



Reintroduction – First Attempt?



Cardiff Castle

Beaver 
decorations in 
the library and 
roof garden.



Recent Attempts



The Wildlife Trusts in Wales



Britain

Scotland
• 1998 - Initial public consultation.
• 2009 - 2014 Scottish Beaver Trial.
• 2015 - Final report submitted to Scottish Government.
• 2016 - Scottish Government minded to allow beavers to stay.
• 2019 - Beavers granted legal protection.
England
• 2001 - Enclosed beaver project in Kent.
• 2008 - Feasibility studies completed.
• 2014 - Wild beavers discovered in Devon.
• 2015 - Licence granted to Devon Wildlife Trust.
• 2015 - 2020 River Otter Beaver Trial.
• 2020 - Science and Evidence Report published.
Wales 
• 2005 - Interest starts.
• 2012 - Feasibility studies completed.
• 2014 - Initial release site selected, but still no beavers!





Will Beavers Return to Wales?

• Licence submitted – awaiting a response 
from the statutory body in Wales, Natural 
Resources Wales (NRW).

• In due course NRW will run a public 
consultation. 

• We have undertaken our own local 
consultation - the response has mainly 
been supportive.



Issues Raised

• Impacts upon farming, trees and fisheries.

• Potential to cause flooding.

• Logistics of beaver management.

• Impact on existing native species. 

• Disease risks to humans and livestock.

• Population control issues.

• Length of time beavers have been extinct in Wales.



Will Beavers Return to Wales?

• Established a Volunteer Beaver 
Management Network to address any 
adverse impacts – advisory service.

• Reintroduction will be monitored over five 
years - ecological, geo-morphological and 
socio-economic monitoring.

• We will continue to raise awareness of 
beavers and their benefits. 



Management Tool
In addition:
Beaver enclosure at Cors Dyfi Nature Reserve (Montgomeryshire  
Wildlife Trust) to assist with habitat restoration.



Follow us on Social Media @beaverafanc

www.welshbeaverproject.org



The one question we keep asking….

© Kate Jones, 2020






Order from warpafanc@gmail.com

Book & postage: Approx. £15 (~$19.50) for one book or £25 (~$32.50) for two.

mailto:warpafanc@gmail.com


Thank you!  Diolch!

Photographer Credits: Neil Aldridge, David Bailey, Richard Burkmar, Laurie Campbell, 
Bryony Coles, Kate Jones, Alicia Leow-Dyke and The Wildlife Trusts.

And a special thank 
you to Bryony Coles.
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