Vadim Ryabitsev
A

\»

1~

ONE SEASON IN THE TAIG
is "“'jl' A i S A
J,;#’;k ,.. EA s " ,q.;,:a.v. “““ w )& S

"!‘h,'_,;)".b %

&




ONE SEASON IN THE TAIGA
Vadim Ryabitsev

Two ornithologists live in a tent on the bank of a
small river in the northern taiga in order to study
some unprepossessing little birds - warblers. The
lives of several of these ‘feathered heroes’ unfold
before the reader’s eyes. Each has its own character
and destiny, involved relations with its neighbours,
and struggles against predators and the weather.

Vadim Ryabitsev is a professional ecologist and
ornithologist at the Institute of Plant & Animal
Ecology in Ekaterinburg on the Urals. In an
attractive and accessible manner he writes about
scientific problems and shares with his readers his
thoughts, doubts, and search for the truth.

The book is illustrated with the author’s own
drawings.

‘One Season in the Taiga’ will be enjoyed by
naturalists, ecologists, students of Russian, and
anyone interested in the outdoors or Russia.



Banum Psaobunes

OIMH CE30H
B TAVTE

IIepeBon I'.X.Xapmepa




Vadim Ryabitsev

ONE SEASON IN
THE TAIGA

Translated by G.H.Harper

NN

Russian Nature Press
1998



Published in 1998
by
Russian Nature Press
19/3 Warriston Road
Edinburgh EH7 4HN

Translation, maps and notes © G.H.Harper 1998
Drawings and cover © V.K.Ryabitsev 1998

ISBN 09532990 0 7

A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library

Designed by RNP and
set in 10.5 pt Bembo

Printed and bound by
Short Run Press Ltd
Exeter, Devon



CONTENTS

Translator’s and publisher’snotes . . ................ vi
Preface ........ .. .. . . vii
Map .. Viil

1. Itall dependsonthegoal .................... 1

2. Wesetoff ........ ...t 4

3. Territoriality ............. ... .. ... ... 13

4. New birds,newsongs ..................... 16

5. No-man’s-land? .......................... 23

6. Getting acquainted, weddings, setting up home . 31

7. A little more on interspecific territoriality . . . ... 49

8. Thedemiseof Kach ....................... 54

9. Reminiscence: the balalaika ................. 59
10. Where the arctic warblers settledown ......... 62
11. The hypothesis doesn’t standup ............. 66
12 Mustang . ... .o 70
13. Voles ... 75
14. New mysteries ..............coviinnnea... 78
15. Regime24-12 ........... ... ... ........... 81
16. The elements set up an experiment ........... 85
17. Encounterwiththetundra ............... ... 92
18. Hypotheses shattered oncemore ............. 99
19. Howtofindnests ........................ 100
20. Theirdailybread . ........................ 106
21. What is the point of territories? ............. 112
22. Zhakinthedock,again ................... 116
23. Delights of the subarctic summer ........... 119
24. Wegofishing ................ ... ... ... 127
25. Araceagainsttime ....................... 131
26. Unlucky Zhuzha ........................ 142
27. Homewardbound ....................... 144
28, WIiting up ... oovvvei et iiiiae e 150
29. Why study small brown birds? .............. 152
30. Zoologists and what they study ............. 154
Epilogue ......... . .. ... il 157
Epi-epilogue . ......... ... .. ... ool 157
NOtES ..ttt e 160



TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

First, a word on the Notes. Since the book was written in Russian for
Russians I decided to add notes giving additional information (mostly
scientific and linguistic) of possible interest to the English-speaking reader.
They are gathered at the end of the book to avoid annoying readers wishing
to skip them.

I have enjoyed translating this book, although it has been by no means
easy. Thank you, Vadim, for your patience (over several years), your help
with the Notes and with passages which needed explaining, and your
hospitality in Russia, both in your home and out in the wilds of the Urals
and the forest-steppe.

Ellie Kemp read the translation, and it has benefitted from the vast
majority of her suggestions. Any remaining errors and inadequacies are
mine alone.

Geoffrey Harper

PUBLISHER’S NOTE

The book you are about to read belongs to a tradition of Russian natural
history literature. In trying to choose a design for One Season, a large
number of English-language works were examined without finding any that
could serve as a suitable model. Perhaps this was a waste of time, since there
is no shortage of well-designed volumes in the same tradition from the
Russian presses.

Examples are A.N.Formosov’s «Cpenu mpuponsl» (In Nature) and
«Cryrauk cnepomnsrra» (Tracker’s Companion), and E.P.Spangenberg’s «H3
XHU3HM HaTypanucta» (From a Naturalist’s Life), «3anucku HaTypaiucTa»
(A Naturalist’s Notes) and «Bcrpeun ¢ xuBotHbIMH» (Encounters with
Animals). Each of these books is illustrated with wonderful pen-&-ink
drawings - Formosov’s own, and those of A.N.Komarov in Spangenberg’s
books.

The design of Vadim Ryabitsev’s One Season in the Taiga has been
unashamedly modelled on the Russian style of these other works. They
were the books on which naturalists of his generation were raised, and One
Season is a welcome and worthy continuation of the tradition.

Publication of the book in this form would not have been possible
without the generous donation of printing costs by Hetty L.Harper. My
thanks go also to Myrtle and Philip Ashmole, Rose France, Richard Lines,
Jaleel Miyan, and Trevor Poyser .

Russian Nature Press
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PREFACE

Nowadays it is difficult to find anyone who has not heard of ecology. In
radio and television programmes and in magazine and newspaper articles
you often meet such phrases as ‘ecological problems’, ‘the ecological crisis’,
and ‘ecological principles’. Everyone knows about the ‘ecological’ or ‘green’
movement, with its parties, meetings, demonstrations and international
organisations. As a result, most of those who are not connected in some way
with science understand ecology to mean something to do with saving the
environment.

To the uninitiated it must seem strange for someone running around
with a butterfly net or counting the plants in a square metre of meadow to
be called an ecologist. But this is much nearer the proper use of the word.
Ecology is the science of the relationships between organisms, and between
them and their surroundings; it is the science of natural communities.
Working out the principles underlying nature conservation and
environmental protection is only one of the ultimate practical aims of
ecologists. There are many different ways of reaching this goal, and not all
of them fit conventional ideas of what serious and useful science should be
all about, and what ecologists do.

Ecological research - like that of most scientists - is more often than not
painstaking drudgery lacking any appeal whatsoever. Maybe this is why
there are so few popular books describing how ecologists go about their
work. I should like to tell you something about the work of ecologists who,
by studying birds, are trying to discover the laws of living nature. I should
also like to describe the birds themselves, especially their behaviour, and
explain why we are studying them.

In working with living animals and birds in their natural habitat,
biologists also find themselves in conditions not so different from those of
the creatures they are studying. So scientific field work means not only
observing and experimenting, but also enduring the rigours of life on an
expedition, with all the unforeseen events and unexpected encounters that
involves. Every field season leaves you with its own completely individual
impressions, unique nuances and special aftertaste. Even the smoke from
the camp fire smells different every time.

This small book is the account of one modest expedition. I hope I have
managed - even if only to a small degree - to give you, the reader, some idea
of our work in the field and the scientific problems we were trying to tackle.
It is a little story about the lives of some ordinary woodland birds, the world
they live in, and ourselves studying them.

Vadim Ryabitsev
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1.IT ALL DEPENDS ON THE GOAL
BCE OINIPEJEJIAETCA LEJBIO

How much time is needed to prepare an expedition? The first polar
explorers and organisers of round-the-world voyages spent years on it,
devising plans and routes, selecting the expedition members, and writing
out lists of essential equipment and supplies - everything from ships and
sledge dogs to buttons and nails. Then they purchased or ordered them,
or even made them with their own bare hands. Their lists were littered
with ticks and crosses, and from time to time they remembered
something else and wrote more notes.

There is no doubt that the general procedure for preparing an
expedition, on whatever scale and however heroic, has not changed
sustantially since those far-off pre-Columbian times.

The first thing to do in any such enterprise is to determine its goal. It
is that which dictates not only the route or place of work, but also the list
of what to take. So the first thing I should be doing is to explain the aims
of our trip.

I’ll start with a hypothetical example from ecology. Why are there,
here in the central belt of Russia, birch trees but no palm trees? Every
school child knows the reason: birches can survive the winter while
palms cannot. The palm keeps its leaves all year round and needs a
constant warm climate. But the spruce also keeps its leaves in the winter,
and that does grow here. The spruce and palm are similar in being
evergreen, but they live in quite separate areas. On the other hand the
birch and spruce grow side by side, but the birch loses its leaves in the
winter while the spruce does not. The two trees are adapted to the same
conditions in different ways. They are however in no way related - one
is a flowering plant and the other is a conifer. Now consider another
tree, the larch. It is a conifer, but is like the birch in being bare all winter.
So the unrelated birch and larch have identical adaptations to winter,
while the related larch and spruce are quite different in this regard.

These similarities and differences are so obvious that there is no need
to make a song and dance about them. Given the differences, we only
need to ask ‘why?’ or ‘how?’. How for instance can the spruce needles
survive the winter while those of the larch cannot? To answer this
question the scientist would have to make a thorough study of the
needles’ structure, their chemical composition, the form and structure
of their cells, and much else. Only by comparing the results would it be
possible to say what enables one tree to grow where the other cannot,
and why two trees growing side by side react in such different ways to
identical conditions.

1



ONE SEASON

So, as I have already mentioned, ecology studies the mutual
relationships of organisms, and their interactions with their
surroundings. But one cannot study ‘the organism’ as such, simply
because no such abstract thing exists. Instead there are trees, shrubs and
herbs, insects, fish and birds. The botanist studies plants, the
entomologist insects, the ichthyologist fish, and the ornithologist birds.
If at the same time they study ecological problems, then they are also
ecologists. We - the two members of this expedition - are ornithologists
and ecologists.

The organisms we are to study are two almost identical small brown
birds - the willow warbler and the arctic warbler. Why did we choose
them? The distant ancestors of the willow warbler' are known to have
lived in Africa and southern Europe before they spread northwards and

eastwards. The species now nests over an enormous area stretching
from western Europe to Chukotka. The arctic warbler” on the other
hand hails from southern Asia. Its present range includes all of eastern
and northern Siberia, and also northern Europe as far as Scandinavia.
Thus our two warblers have quite different origins, but now their ranges
overlap. Only for the winter do they fly off in different directions, the
willow warbler to southern Europe and Africa, and the arctic warbler to
south-east Asia, in other words back to where their ancestors lived once
upon a time.

During the summer the willow and arctic warblers experience exactly
the same environmental influences. How have these two species, so
similar and at the same time so different, adapted to life in our taiga’ - in

2



THE GOAL

the same way or differently? To answer the question it will be necessary
to study both of them and then make comparisons, just as in the case of
the larch and spruce needles.

No organism lives in isolation from its own kind. Other warblers are
as much a part of an individual warbler’s habitat as are the trees, insects,
mammals and everything else that lives in the same forest. So this is
what we intend to study. Details will emerge later, as the story unfolds.

The expedition is not large - there are only two of us. My companion
is Sergey. We have already been on several expeditions together, so we
know that we work well with one another. Sergey is several years
younger than I am, and the warblers will be the subject of his first
independent research. It is his job to sort out exactly how similar and
how different the two warblers are, and why. This approach is called
comparative ecology. My task is mainly to study their behaviour. Of
course the division of labour is rather arbitrary, and we shall in fact be
doing the whole job together.

Once the goal is clear and the subjects of study have been chosen, we
select a place. This means rummaging through books and maps,
quizzing colleagues and swapping ideas. The northern parts of the Urals*
are approximately in the middle of the area occupied jointly by our two
warblers, and the best site for us would be in the Subarctic Urals, in the
taiga of the foothills. Both warblers are abundant in the area, so there
should be plenty of them for our research.

For a more exact location we take into consideration the convenience
of the site. It ought to be reasonably easy to reach in the spring when
roads are impassable. Then again, being near to a settlement would
guarantee proximity to medicine in case - heaven forbid - the expedition
first-aid kit and our meagre medical knowledge are suddenly found to
be wanting. Up to now the worst ailment in all the years of our
expeditions has been toothache. But anything could happen. If there is
no need to take risks it would be best to play safe. And if we have
miscalculated our supplies, a settlement with a shop would not be
unwelcome.

Working from these assumptions alone, the settlement itself on some
reliable transport route might suit us well, or somewhere near it. But
there are other requirements for ornithological field work which often
force us to go far off into the wilderness. The site should be subject as
little as possible to the worst of human influences, that is, it should be
far from those places where machinery roars, cattle graze, holiday-
makers or undesirables roam about, or indeed where cats and dogs are
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ONE SEASON

running around, since they often remember that they are predators and
behave accordingly - by preying on our birds. We should ideally study
our subjects in their natural and undisturbed habitat, since otherwise we
risk seeing them as through a distorting mirror.

So once more we search through books and maps, cross-examine
colleagues and acquaintances. At last the place is chosen: we must go to
the River Kozhim. It springs from the glaciers and snowfields of the
Subarctic Urals and flows west to the Pechora. There is also a settlement
- Kozhim - which can be reached by rail.

2. WE SET OFF
ITOTHUMAEM ITAPYCA

Any serious expedition requires a long period of preparation, and we
spent all winter preparing for this one. We even set aside every Monday
to get ready for the field.

There was a great deal to do. We made mist nets' from fine fishing net
for catching the birds. We manufactured tiny rings from coloured plastic
to put on the warblers’ legs, so that we should be able to tell each one
individually by the colour combination of its rings. Some things had to
be fetched from the institute’s stores, others had to be found in shops or
heaven knows where. The list of things we needed filled seventeen pages
in a notebook.

But, however careful the preparations, there is always panic just
before departure. There are always essential things to be done in the last
few days - documents, tickets and maps to be sorted out, equipment to
be dispatched, and so on.

On 7th May, in our institute’s Botanic Garden, directly opposite our
window, a nightingale” started singing. In recent years we had only heard
the song of the nightingale on records, as we usually set off for the north
before the nightingales arrived in spring, and returned home only when
they had stopped singing. Yet here, astonishingly, was a real live
nightingale.

If you are in no hurry, it is very pleasant to pass the time of day
listening to the song of the nightingale. We had no time for this,
however, and the nightingale made us in even more of a hurry to be off.
It was not for nothing that the bird had come so early: it was a sure sign
that spring was arriving earlier than usual. We might be late: the warblers
might arrive before we did, and then we might miss something
important. We had to get a move on.
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WE SET OFF

So here we are, on our way at last. The train leaves Sverdlovsk® and
heads northwest, crossing the Urals. These are gentle low hills, calm and
beautiful; we, on the other hand, are still agitated from the rush of the
last few days. The journey is a stimulating one. The view out of the
window changes constantly, and there is a bustle of activity at every
station. The people we see vary immensely - in appearance and
character, in the clothes they wear and the things they are carrying. On
a journey you feel with great immediacy how large the world is.

Even on the way to a place you know well, you expect to see
something new. And we were going somewhere we had never been
before. This field season was to be a change for us: it was the first time
that we were to work in the forest, in the taiga. Although our home is in
the Urals, in a forested area, and we know it all inside out, for many
years now our field work has taken the form of expeditions to the
tundra* of the Yamal Peninsula’. We have fallen in love with that
desolate and at first sight bleak terrain. Now we are travelling
northwards once more, but this time to the northern taiga. It will
certainly be nothing like the tundra. How shall we get on there?

Long before our departure we had a presentiment of an entirely new
experience, and with it a pleasant feeling of uncertainty. Now, in the
train, this has become the dominant emotion. The ‘aching feeling of the
road’ is how it has been aptly described.

Night sounds reach us through the open window above the rumbling
of the wheels - the creak of corncrakes® and the ‘ooeek ooeek’ of spotted
crakes’. And once again we hear a nightingale, trilling and calling
mockingly after us with its whooping cry. Spring smells, some heavy and
drowsy, some sharp and pungent, penetrate even the stale, far from
fragrant air of our carriage. It is impossible to sleep. During the day we
discuss the details of the work ahead of us and glance uneasily out of the
window at the foliage, which seems far too lush and luxuriant. Here too,
west of the Urals, spring has come early.

Now we are on another train. This one is bound for Vorkuta.
Occasionally we catch sight of a bird through the window - a lapwing®
in a meadow, or a bunting on the wires beside the line. More often than
not, though, it is just some unidentifiable little brown bird. At moments
like these we wish that the train would stop a moment on account of
some minor hitch, so that we could fetch the binoculars from our
rucksacks, open the window and have a good look; or, better still, get
down from the train and stand on the embankment.
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ONE SEASON

Quite unexpectedly, however, some real bird life makes an appearance
right in our midst. A man is gradually making his way through our
carriage. He is short, with a magnificent white moustache and side
whiskers, and a thinning grey head of hair over a high forehead with
prominent temples. Evidently he once had very black hair; perhaps he
is a gypsy. And on the man’s shoulder there sits a raven!

The man passes slowly down the corridor, examining the passengers
with a calm, dignified air. He finds a seat in the compartment next to
ours and greets the other passengers, who reply in a somewhat reserved
manner. They are three men travelling together - miners returning from
holiday, to judge by their conversation. They have been chatting over a
bottle of vodka. At first, like us, they are struck dumb, and can only gaze
at the extraordinary man and his bird. Then they begin to talk again, and
it becomes very lively in the carriage. Someone else joins them and soon
they are all sharing drinks and food, and giving crumbs to the raven. The
bird delicately takes the offerings from their hands, ruffles its feathers,
and looks inquisitively about it with its intelligent dark eye, occasionally
letting out a short hoarse croak.



WE SET OFF

Our train passes through Ukhta, Pechora and Inta - places to which
many people came not of their own free will, people whose fortunes had
been ruined and whose lives had been shattered. Condemned for
misdeeds, for words spoken, for thoughts, or indeed for nothing at all,
many nevertheless stayed in the north after being released from the
‘Zone’ They stayed with the way of life they had become accustomed to,
with the tragedies they had endured, with their suppressed grievances.

There is a peculiar atmosphere on these northern trains. And this
strange man, with the enormous black bird and the look of a sorcerer,
was not perhaps so out of place after all.

We hear loud discussions about Life coming from the next
compartment. The gypsy is telling tall stories about his raven, claiming
that it is exactly two hundred and forty years old, and that it can speak -
but is too shy to do so in company. Then they begin to sing. Some of the
songs we know, like the one about the Vorkuta-Leningrad train, and
another about the locomotive that was once buried during a blizzard. At
some time, long ago, these songs emerged from the prisons and camps
and were set free to wander the length and breadth of Russia.

The man with the raven gets off at a small station. He has no luggage,
and his back is white with the disgusting stains of bird droppings. When
he opens the door the raven very loudly and clearly, with his owner’s
voice, arrogantly calls ‘Per-r-mit!’

To reach our station, though, we still have to travel most of the night. At
four in the morning we alight at our destination, Kozhim. The train
disappears around the corner. It is quiet, sunny and quite cold. From a
willow covered in catkins we hear the loud song of a willow warbler.
They have beaten us to it.

Our boxes of equipment, dispatched a day before our departure, are
standing forlornly on the deserted platform. The stationmistress appears,
‘issues’ us with our boxes by checking them against a ticket, and
disappears again. There is not a soul around.

We would like to be travelling on without delay, or walking
somewhere, running, doing something! There is a settlement nearby, but
it is still asleep. Even though it is completely light, it is still night time.
And of course it is not the done thing to wake people you don’t know in
the middle of the night. There is nothing for it but to sit down and wait.

So we wait. Now we have an excuse to stop, listen, and look around
us, to breathe in the smells of a strange forest. There it is, beyond the
railway. There are the dark spruces and firs, still looking wintery, and
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ONE SEASON

among them dazzling white birches. But the willows are already in
flower, looking as if they were wreathed in clouds of greenish-white
smoke. This might be any forest, but at the same time it is special, a
northern forest. Even here, right beside the settlement, it seems wild,
uninhabited.

We make the first entries in the field notebook - a list of twenty bird
names, the ones we can hear around us. Such notes are an indispensable
part of field work and have become an involuntary habit. Wherever an
ornithologist goes, no matter what the object of the journey, one pocket
contains a notebook. We fish out our binoculars - the most important
piece of our equipment, and never packed with the other instruments.

Our wait becomes a pleasant sedentary bird-watching session. There
is practically no snow left, just a few dirty patches here and there in the
forest and in the ditch by the railway. Not far from us are some snipe’
in a tussocky bog. The males are uttering frenzied mating calls, and time
and again we hear their vibrating ‘bleets’ from one side or another. On
the pools near the station buildings we can see ruffs of various colours
and reeves'® running about feeding. Another party of birds flies in to join
them. At this the males immediately begin to run and jump around, fluff
out their ruffs and strut about. The reeves continue picking their way
unconcernedly among the flooded herbage, pecking at this or that, or




WE SET OFF

just standing looking bored. The ruffs do not display for long. Suddenly
for some reason they become alert, take off and fly north-east, directly
along the railway line.

Morning is the best time to hear the songs of all the daytime birds.
Here in the taiga the woodland chorus is wonderful. And the most
important voice in the chorus, at least for us, is that of the willow
warbler. We learn from the stationmistress that the weather here
warmed up only two days ago; before that it was windy and cold. The
snow has melted mainly since then. That means that it is probably only
in these last two days that the willow warblers have arrived.

In the settlement we have to find Vladimir Solomonovich Indyukov.
His surname is like the Russian for ‘turkey’, and it would be comforting
to think that 2 man with such a name'' might be a sign of good fortune
for us ptichniki'? (bird people). But, most important, he is a friend of a
friend, and we have a letter with us, asking him for help. My friend has
assured me that we shall have no trouble finding Indyukov in Kozhim:
as the Russian expression goes, ‘every dog knows him’. Kozhim is a
small place, and no doubt every local dog knows anyone who stays here
even only a few days. Still, we hope that they will not have the chance to
make our acquaintance. We must not hang around here for long. We
have no time. The willow warblers are already back!

One of the dogs runs up to us and begins examining us and our bags
with some curiosity. Sergey cannot resist asking it where someone by the
name of Indyukov lives hereabouts. The dog wags its tail in a friendly
fashion, then whether from confusion or because it has an itch behind
its ear it shakes its head several times - so wonderfully apt that we burst
out laughing. The mongrel takes offence and runs off.

Soon the settlement’s inhabitants begin waking up, and when they
appear on the street they point us directly to Indyukov’s house. He turns
out to be a short curly-haired young man, very friendly and energetic.
We introduce ourselves and are soon calling each other ‘ty’”. Volodya
quickly becomes infected with our enthusiasm when we outline our
aims and explain our anxiety at arriving late. He confirms that spring has
gone mad and began almost a month earlier than usual. The ice on the
river was on the move by 20th April.

‘The old folk can’t remember anything like it!” Volodya intones the
familiar phrase, of which a humorist once declared sarcastically that the
old folk only exist so that they can’t remember things. Mention of the
old folk and spring having gone berserk give us some excuse for our
lateness, but that does not change matters.
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ONE SEASON

Indyukov recommends that we go to the Syvyu, a small tributary of
the Kozhim on its left side. It takes three or four hours to reach by motor
boat against the current. All well and good, Syvyu it will be. It sounds
strange to the Russian ear, but that is hardly surprising since this is
Komi'* country.

Volodya must be at work today, so we plan to leave during the night.
Meanwhile we buy provisions, repack our baggage and change into field
work gear.

When the sun touches the horizon we are already pottering around by
the motor boat on the bank of the Kozhim, trying somehow to be of
assistance to Volodya. After being laid up for the winter his ‘Vikhr’
engine won’t start for some reason. Here with us, gazing longingly at the
boat, is a strapping great wolf-like laika. It is Indyukov’s dog, and has the
most undoglike but somehow ominous French name ‘Lyusen’.

We try to avoid the mosquitoes. Here they are, wretched things, the
first unpleasant feature of spring in the taiga. On the tundra we are
accustomed to being blessed in spring by the absence of mosquitoes, but
here this brazen two-winged tribe has already laid claim to our blood.
We angrily rub in ‘DETA’" - it will give some relief.

When we cast off from the bank the sun is already climbing in the sky.
There has been no night - the Arctic Circle is only some hundred
kilometres or so further north.

Magnificent cliffs hanging over the water pass by us very slowly, even
though we are tearing along quite fast against the rapid current. For a
long time Lyusen runs along the bank, sometimes getting well ahead of
us. After a few frightening bellows from his owner he reluctantly comes
to a halt but does not return home as ordered. Instead, looking back at
us across his shoulder, he makes off into the forest. His mischievous
glance from the bushes makes it clear that he won’t be going home just
yet.

We make ourselves a little more comfortable, pulling the tent over us
to avoid the spray and the wind in our faces. We feel on top of the world.
But chatting is out of the question - there is so much noise from the
engine, wind and water that we only manage to shout a few short
remarks.

There are not many birds on the river - just common gulls'®, a few
species of waders, and the occasional duck. Most abundant are terek
sandpipers”, little snub-nosed waders. Singly or in pairs they run about
on shingle banks, feeding and calling with their springtime ‘kurryu-u-u-
u-..kurryu-u-u-u...” The call is amazingly loud - audible even over all
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this racket - and very like the Russian for ‘I smoke’*® (indeed, I wouldn’t

mind doing just that). When the boat passes close to the shore the
sandpipers frequently and anxiously bob with their whole bodies, then
give a sharp call and fly off a little
way further on.

We go on, and on. It begins to
spit with rain. Suddenly Volodya
throttles back, steers the boat into
an insignificant-looking creek and
stops the engine. Sergey and I
jump onto the bank, hold the
boat and look questioningly at our
pilot: surely we can’t have
arrived?

‘She’s getting too hot,” he says,
motioning towards the engine,
‘we’ll have to let it cool down a
bit.’

It is not such a bad idea - we can stretch our legs. Sergey runs along
the bank to warm up. Volodya looks in the engine. I make the painter
fast around the nearest bush, then thankfully do a few squats and shake
my legs, which have become numb with cold and inactivity. Bird song
floats across from the trees. From the nearest birches I hear, one after
another, the cheerful songs of a chaffinch®. But wait a moment ... -
chaffinch? We studied all the literature on this area. Here, in the foothills
of the Subarctic Urals, there should not be any chaffinches! It seems the
early spring has brought them this far north. Here is our first
ornithological discovery. I reach into my pocket for the notebook.

Meanwhile the engine has cooled down sufficiently and we go on.
Soon we reach the Syvyu. Its current is even stronger than the Kozhim’s.
In the narrower places the water piles up into a hunchback wave, while
below the cliffs there is a threatening, roaring bank of water. But the
engine performs magnificently, and Volodya knows how to handle these
rivers at this time of year. We forge ahead without mishap, albeit slowly.

Now we scan the banks with more concentration, since it is about
time we chose a site for our field work. This stretch seems suitable. With
some difficulty we find a place where the current will allow us to moor.
Volodya waits patiently while Sergey and I inspect the area.

Yes, we shall stop here. Already several willow warblers are singing on
the edge of a clearing, confirming that it is a good choice.
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Unloading - campfire - a quick brew-up. Then it is time to say good-
bye to our benefactor. After its rest the engine roars into life. We push
off the unloaded boat. It turns and gracefully speeds away, bow high out
of the water. For some time we hear its roar dying away, sometimes
muffled but the next moment amplified by the echo off cliffs and steep
slopes.

The rain comes on more strongly. It is becoming a little unpleasant,
but we don’t feel like putting up the tent just yet. Instead we just use it
to cover the baggage. We are impatient to explore the forest, which we
already feel is ‘ours’.

Immediately upstream there begins a narrow floodplain with attractive
and varied woodland, beds of willow, and patches of short grassland and
tussocky bog. At the edge of the floodplain rises a steep slope covered in
tall mixed forest, undergrowth, bushes and tiny clearings. Once more
we feel that we have chosen an excellent spot.

Altogether we have come eighteen kilometres, as the crow flies, from
the settlement and the railway, and have ascended only very slightly into
the hills. Even so we notice a difference in how well advanced spring is.
Here the snow has only half gone, and there is no trace of leaves on the
trees.

We complete our unhurried perambulation through the forest,
choosing the future study area on which we shall be working for the
whole season. We take pains over selecting a campsite. Sergey stays to
put up the tent while I return once more to the study area to have a look
at the warblers. For the moment we don’t need to do much - just
observe what the birds are doing.

12



3. TERRITORIALITY
YTO TAKOE TEPPUTOPHAJIBHOCTD

It is time to explain in a little more detail precisely which aspects of
warbler behaviour interest us.

As long ago as the last century it was first mentioned in the zoological
literature that birds have special behaviour for defending the area they
live in. Somewhat later there appeared the technical terms ‘territory’ and
‘territoriality’. The territory is the area a bird defends by driving off other
members of the same species.

Take the farmyard cock. It certainly does not crow in order to herald
the dawn or drive away evil spirits. Its free and easy ‘kukarekoo’' is at one
and the same time a nameplate and an invisible fence recognisable to all
other cocks. These ‘fences’ erected by the cocks do not necessarily
coincide with the physical fences between neighbouring yards. The
cock’s crow is its way of informing all its neighbours and potential rivals
that ‘'m boss around here’. On its own ground even a miserable
bedraggled little cockerel will drive off any magnificent neighbouring
cock that dares to encroach. A cock in its own yard is master of its
territory.

The cock’s zealous defence of its yard, its expulsion of neighbouring
cocks, fights if they occur, the crowing as a means of advertising the
territory - these are all forms of behaviour which ornithologists and
ethologists (zoologists who study animals’ behaviour) describe as
territorial. Such territoriality is more closely associated with males than
with females, but species vary and sometimes it is the other way around.
Territoriality is shown not only by birds but also by crabs, insects, fish,
mammals and many other animals. But here we are concerned with
birds, and so shall resist the temptation to get diverted.

Why do birds need territories? There are various theories. The first to
gain currency among scientists was that the territory represents a stock
of food, and so the male must defend it in order to feed himself, his
mate and their offspring. The female builds her nest in the male’s
territory, so territoriality also involves defence of the nest site. There are
for instance colonial species such as rooks, sand martins, guillemots and
penguins whose territories are minuscule, comprising no more than the
nest itself and a tiny area around it. There is no food in such territories,
and the birds feed outside them.

It sometimes happens that in suitable habitats there are not enough
places for all the males. Those who do not manage to fix themselves up
with a territory may try to squeeze in between others’ territories, and by
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fighting win the right to some space. Sometimes they are successful. If
not they either settle in a rather unsuitable habitat or remain homeless
vagrants. These unsuccessful birds usually do not nest at all. However
not many cases have so far been discovered in which there are such
surplus males: the great tit and chaffinch are two examples, and there are
a few others. It is still not known whether this is a widespread and
regular occurrence, or on the contrary rather uncommon.

Studies of many territorial species have revealed a variety of unusual
and interesting features. The behaviour of any given species needs to be
observed thoroughly to establish the general pattern and the reasons for
any particular features.

As far as is known to our present colleagues and to earlier
ornithologists who have studied warblers, these birds are classically
territorial: each male sings on its territory and drives away all other males
of the same species. Here the female builds the nest and here the pair
feed themselves and their nestlings.

That can be taken as fact. But it is not entirely convincing; it is all too
generalised. Ornithologists have done very little work on warblers
marked to make them individually recognisable. And you just try sorting
out which one is singing where, and which is collecting food, when they
all look the same. In warblers the males and females are identical too. It
is not even known whether there are upper and lower limits to territory
size. Can a territory be very large? And how small can it be squeezed
down to when new males are inserting themselves between others? Are
there ‘surplus’ individuals among warblers?

The question of ‘surplus’ birds is important. If territorial behaviour
leads to some individuals not nesting, then it can itself be considered a
mechanism for regulating population size and limiting reproduction so
that overpopulation is avoided. Mechanisms controlling demographic
processes form a significant part of ecology - population ecology. Studies
in this field are not only theoretical: they give guidance in the rational
control of hunting and fishing, in plant and animal acclimatisation, and
in the battle against agricultural pests and infectious diseases. There are
general laws regulating the populations of the most diverse organisms.
By studying mice we can better understand how elks live; experiments
with insects in milk bottles help us manage fisheries.

Research into the territorial behaviour of various animals, including
birds, gives clues to the mechanisms which govern the spatial structure
and size of populations. This behaviour also determines animals’
dispersal and their occupation of new areas - and, on the other hand,
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their concentration in comparatively small areas when others entirely
suitable for the species remain unoccupied.

So territoriality is behaviour involving the defence of a territory from
others of the same species. A cock will not drive a goose out of its yard
and will not run away from it, just as a chaffinch will defend its patch of
woodland from other chaffinches while paying no attention to tits,
flycatchers, buntings and all the other birds living in the same wood. All
the same it does sometimes happen that a male will drive out of its
territory males not only of its own species but also of another. This is
known as interspecific (between species) territoriality, in contrast to the
intraspecific kind (within one species) discussed above. Interspecific
territoriality is something we shall return to later.

On our study area - which we usually call the ‘plot’ - about ten willow
warblers are singing lustily and occasionally chasing each other. Our
arrival was only slightly late. Taking everything into account they seem
to have flown in only very recently, and have not yet managed to fix
their territorial boundaries. Evidence for this is seen in the general
muddle, the frequent chases and fights. There are no willow warblers in
the high forest; they are only present on the flood plain where there is
more light, with glades and marginal woodland. This is the willow
warblers’ favourite habitat for nesting.

A camp fire and a tent - two signs of an expedition in good shape. It
already feels like home. Sergey is still chopping something with the axe.
There are the smells of smoke and something bubbling away in the huge
pot, which has not yet had time to become blackened with smoke. 'm
certainly famished! - even more, could do with a good sleep. I sit down
by the fire and try to calculate how long it has been since we last slept.
That was when we were still on the train. It’s incredible: it was over
forty-one hours ago.

‘My God!’ - Sergey clasps his head in a tragic pose - ‘It is pure
masochism! Poor us - unhappy victims of merciless science! You cruel
slavedriver!” - he turns on me, denouncing me as official leader of our
expedition - ‘You are not safeguarding the health of the masses! You will
not be spared their just retribution!’

We stand in the smoke of the camp fire and pull silly faces as if under
great suffering. Then we laugh happily. How good it is to be here it last.
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4. NEW BIRDS, NEW SONGS
HOBBIE IITUIIbI, HOBBIE ITECHHU

After fifteen hours of deep sleep, we wake up feeling as serene as the
cloudless sky overhead. And all around there are birds - so many birds -
singing as if possessed.

We make our way to the plot to catch up on the work that needs
doing. Sergey sets the nets while I hastily use three sticks to make a large
letter ‘A’ with a two-metre span. I pin a sheet of paper to the plane table
and begin to make a map of the plot, marking various reference points
with numbered red labels. I envy Sergey: catching birds is a good deal
more interesting than plotting points with a compass by intersection and
measuring the forest with the sazhen', which keeps getting caught on the
bushes. Admittedly Sergey is not just sitting around waiting for birds to
get caught. He will be visiting the nets every half hour, and between
whiles will fit out the camp.

Following one sight line takes me right to the nets. Sergey has only
just passed me on his way back to the camp, shaking his head in response
to my ‘Anything?’ But just here a willow warbler is already hanging
quietly in the pocket of the net. The first catch of the season! Even so it
has already managed to get thoroughly entangled. Following the
accepted procedure I first free the wings, then the head, and finally the
legs. My heart is pounding anxiously - after all this is the first one. By
one of the net poles I find a bag containing the rings. I feel I'd like to
mark the occasion in some way, but the order in which birds are to be
ringed has already been noted down in both our notebooks. On one leg
I fix a standard aluminium ring bearing a number: this comes from the
Ringing Centre in Moscow?. The other leg receives a similar ring, but
one of our own homemade ones, without a number. Using barely
perceptible clues known only to ornithologists, I determine the sex: it is
a male. Once freed the bird quickly disappears into the nearest spruce
trees. From now on he will be known as AA - ‘aluminium-aluminium’.
I leave a note for Sergey in the bag of rings, to warn him not to mark
another bird in the same way.

I should dearly love to wait by the nets, but I suppress my excitement,
take up the sazhen once more, return to the nearest numbered point and
resume the measuring. Once more it brings me past the nets, which I
examine hopefully, catching myself looking for some excuse to be
distracted from my work. But no, this time they are empty. With
enormous self-discipline I restrain myself from running around the
other nets which ought to be somewhere close by. The mapping of the
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plot must be done as quickly as possible. Even so I yet again find myself
by the nets, ring some new captives and grant them their freedom. They
include not only warblers but also bluethroats®, bramblings* and little
buntings®. Every one is given an individual ring combination; these
species will not receive the same serious attention as will the warblers,
but it is nonetheless quite possible that we shall incidentally learn
something of interest about them.

By checking the nets after Sergey I am strictly speaking poaching,
stealing the pleasure of retrieving the bag for myself. But I have some
justification: the birds ought to remain as short a time as possible in the
nets, to keep extraneous influences on them (in other words, ours) to a
minimum.

It is interesting to observe a bird
that has just been ringed. Even within
one species the reactions can be quite
diverse. Some individuals are entirely
indifferent to their new shackles: they
peck at them once or twice, shake
themselves, preen a little, and straight
away begin to sing. Others though are
highly indignant: they pull at the ring
with their bills, jerk their legs around
and fly away from the place where the
strange shiny object is, then alighting
on another twig discover to their surprise that the thing is still there. It
is not easy to fly away from your own legs. But even the birds who are
most put out soon become used to the rings and life with all its cares
goes on as before.

In the evening we prepare a meal. The camp already looks lived in,
with each tent in its proper place. One with a hole at the top has a stove
pipe sticking out of it and pointing skywards, at only a very slight slant.
This is the hub of the camp - the kitchen, which doubles as a dining
room in bad weather. Here beside the stove stands a simple yet very
important piece of equipment made from sticks - a sushilka® for drying
clothes and footwear. Our expedition boxes are arranged so that two
serve as seats and the largest as a table. This tent is not only for all
domestic chores and a place for relaxation, but is also our field laboratory
and workshop.

We sleep in another tent. It has ample beds, but no stove. There is no
need for one if we have warm sleeping bags. Mosquito nets hang over
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the beds. The third and smallest tent is a store for provisions and certain
other things which are not needed so much that they must always be to
hand in the work tent. In our improvised meteorological station under
a spruce hangs an ordinary thermometer of the kind you might have in
your window, and there is also a thermograph quietly ticking away and
keeping an automatic record of the air temperature. I think we can claim
that all essential services and utilities are now installed.

In the night it is clear, calm, and minus four. The diurnal birds have
fallen silent and only the thrushes are singing. In middle latitudes they
sing most actively at dawn but here, where evening gradually merges
into morning, they sing most in the middle of the night. Directly over
our tents a redwing’ loudly and irritatingly nags away. It is answered on
various sides by others; there are quite a few of them. From not far off
there come to us the unhurried, thoughtful-sounding phrases of a song
thrush®. Occasionally the shrill alarm call of a fieldfare® bursts out above
the other songs. Among the equally enthusiastic participants in the
nocturnal choir are those smaller relatives of the thrushes, the
bluethroats.

Occasionally a woodcock' can be heard. The bird with its amazingly
long bill flies past over the trees in its spring nuptial flight or roding.
Among Russian hunters the mating display is known as tyaga. It occurs
mainly at dusk, but also sometimes in the early morning when there is
hardly any light. Here, though, around our camp the woodcock keep
roding all night.

Once I too followed the tyaga and hunted woodcock. But then spring
hunting was banned. I was still in my teens and loved hunting, so - like
many other hunters - I felt the ban was a catastrophe. I only later realised
that the spring hunting was not entirely sensible, and indeed in most
cases indefensible. When it was banned, for consolation I took to going
into the forest just to watch and listen, to enjoy nature for its own sake.
This was evidently one of the main influences which led me into
ornithology.

Seeing roding every spring I sometimes play a simple trick on the
woodcock. It is well known to hunters. If you throw a cap up into the air
a woodcock in flight some way off might approach and even settle. He
takes the cap for a female. So here I am, going off a little way from the
fire, choosing a clearing, and standing at its edge among the spruce. I
have to wait a long time. It seems as if there are two or three flying
around quite near us, but in fact it is just a single bird. True, the wait is
far from boring: I listen to the thrushes and make out variants in their
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songs, comparing one with another. Not far from the spruces another
representative of the thrush family strikes up - a redstart''. Here the
species is rare, although further south it is quite common in woods,
gardens, and even towns so long as there are even just small parks. There
the redstarts are the first to sing among the diurnal birds, at the very first
light of dawn.

At intervals woodcock fly past some way off, out of sight and scarcely
audible. Now though the ‘khrrr-khrrr-khr-khr, tsik-tsik’ is clearly
coming nearer, and when the bird makes its appearance only about thirty
metres away I throw my cap into the clearing from behind the spruce
trees. It flies up in an arc and lands not far off in the grass. The
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woodcock goes into a sharp dive and lands right there, no more than a
metre from the cap. I am already prepared with binoculars and study its
big black expressive eyes and the beautiful patterning on its back, made
up of brown, rufous and straw-coloured blotches which blend perfectly
into the background of faded plants and last year’s leaves. If you take
your eye off it you’ll never find the bird again in all that mottled
vegetation.
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At first the woodcock stays quite still, then it slowly begins to look
around, several times performing a comical movement in which its head
moves up and down as if on a telescopic neck. The bird is not at all
interested in the cap. It pretends to feed - poking the soil with its long
bill at random several times directly in front of it - and then takes off,
flying away in the direction from which it was lured.

I return to the dying fire, where Sergey is sitting. When I have
warmed up we go into the tent. The thrush songs and the occasional
cries of the woodcock have already become our lullaby.

The next day it immediately strikes the eye, or to be more precise the
ear, that the willow warblers are more numerous. They are singing not
only on the floodplain but also in the high forest where even yesterday
there were none. Of the eighteen males ringed yesterday I find ten on
the plot, all on the floodplain. The others were evidently flying through
and did not stop. Only unringed birds are singing in the high forest
adjacent to the floodplain. Things are going not at all badly. It is clear
that a new wave of birds has flown in. The newly arrived males have not
yet found places on the much sought after floodplain and have occupied
the less suitable habitat.

And here is another interesting detail. The nets stand on a small patch,
just half a hectare, where only two birds are now singing, yet we caught
and ringed even some birds whose territories are half a kilometre from
the nets. It means that yesterday they were all evidently flying through
our plot repeatedly in different directions. The world of the male willow
warbler is not limited to his own territory, but extends much wider. It
may be that they are doing their best to investigate the environs of their
territories. Is this perhaps a behavioural peculiarity of this early stage in
their settled life? It is easy enough to explain: from the very beginning
it makes sense to become acquainted with conditions in the area where
the whole summer will be spent. It is clearly due to this desire of the
males to visit every nook and cranny that we managed to catch so many
yesterday.

I still feel one frustration: already so many birds have been
individually marked that we could simply settle down and follow the
lives of all of them as individuals, observing how they behave when
visiting each other’s territories and reacting towards newcomers. We
would need only to sit down and watch, but the plot is still not ready for
serious work. For some time already I have been cursing the early spring
and our late arrival as I rush about the plot wielding the sazhen, feverishly

20



NEW BIRDS, NEW SONGS

mapping bushes and clearings, and hanging up new numbered labels. I
dearly want to have done with this surveying as soon as possible. The
cartography is proceeding much more slowly than yesterday, since I
must always have half an eye or ear on the warblers to note anything
unusual, so as not to miss anything important. There will be no chance
to ask for an encore.

Now and then I hear a characteristic ‘chazhzhzh-chazhzhzh ... This
is the sound a male willow warbler makes when threatening a rival. At
the same time it adopts a characteristic posture: the head, turned towards
the opponent, is drawn into the shoulders, the wings are half open and
slightly raised while anxiously twitching, and the little bird constantly
twists back and forth on its twig, now slightly to the left and now slightly
to the right. When I hear ‘chazhzhzh-chazhzhzh’ I abandon everything,
seize the binoculars which are to hand, and try to see where the threat
call is coming from. If possible the rings (if any) on the bird must be
noted, though more often than not they cannot be seen: either the
conflict rapidly fizzles out, or the threat turns into a chase in which one
bird dashes after the other through the vegetation, or they perch in
awkward posttions so that the legs are hidden. Besides, the rings on such
small legs are themselves tiny, and difficult to make out from a distance.
Of course the birds cannot be decked out with flags on their legs, or
ribbons - like a favourite pussy cat! One has to observe the principle of
minimal interference, and at the same time suffer the inconvenience that
principle entails.

When both participants are recognised, or at least one of them,
informative observations are often made. For instance, time after time
we see a ringed male driving off an unringed pretender to the territory.

Warblers are attractive creatures to study. They show scarcely any fear
of us, especially when sorting out their relationships with each other.
Even the ringed individuals bear no grudge against us and do not shy
away, despite having been in our hands and experienced perhaps not the
pleasantest minutes of their lives while we were disentangling and
ringing them.

When a new night of twilight sets in the warblers fall silent,
internecine strife ceases, and my mapping of the plot proceeds much
more peacefully and quickly.

Towards morning a new bird appears near the tents - a black-throated
thrush'?. We listen to its unique song; and not only that, we take pleasure
in unhurriedly incorporating it into the sound archive each of us carries
in his head. For us it is a completely new sound, resembling yet at the
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same time different from other thrush songs. It takes some time, or
more accurately a certain number of repetitions, before we can say we
really know it and it is instantly recognisable. During these hours the
other sounds are for us merely an accompaniment to the solo
performance of the new thrush.

Suddenly our concentration is disturbed by the thin whistle of a
hazelhen® - another new sound for us in these parts. Sergey fishes out
a hunter’s whistle from somewhere and answers the hazelhen with a
similar warbling trill. We hear a tight ‘prrrr’ of small strong wings and
here, right beside the tents, is a hazelhen, pacing about and peering into
the bushes and windfallen branches. It has a black throat, so it is a male.
It is clearly searching for a female. Sergey has simply conned it - a gross
and cynical deception. There is no female, but Sergey’s warble on the
whistle was like a female’s song, and so here it searches. For the
hazelhen we simply do not exist; we are just stumps. We sit by the fire
and talk in a whisper. Meanwhile he paces back and forth, jumps up
onto the fallen branches, stops as if deep in thought, fluffs up his




NO MAN’S LAND?

feathers, throws back his head onto his back, opens his bill wide as if
about to call loudly, but only gives out the same thin little whistle, and
then resumes his pacing.

Hazelhens pair in autumn or early spring, and then stay put in one
area. Evidently our bird has remained single, and so has been wandering
up to now. There are few hazelhens hereabouts and it will not be easy
for him to find a mate. Eventually he makes off on foot towards the hills,
alone and disappointed. We hoped that we would come across him
again, but we never did. We saw no other hazelhen here the whole
summer.

5.NO MAN’SLAND?
HEUTPAJIBHAA IIOJIOCA - YbSI OHA?

At long last the surveying is complete and I can make a start on mapping
the territories. In studying territorial relationships it is important to
know the exact area held by each male.

I begin with Azhik. He sings at the edge of the plot. His name comes
from his personal code ‘AZh’, meaning alyuminiyevo-zhelty [aluminium-
yellow], or to be more exact left-aluminium, right-yellow. The ring
code reads from left to right (when there is one ring on each leg) and
from top down (with two rings on one leg), as when reading a book. In
the early stages we can get by with a small number of rings. If the
different one- and two-ring arrangements do not stretch far enough, we
start giving each bird three rings. These combinations are more difficult
to read, however, and the codes correspondingly more unwieldy,
consisting of five letters. It will be a relief if this season we can manage
with no more than two rings per bird.

The procedure for mapping a territory is not particularly complicated.
On the plan I must plot each point where Azhik sings, noting its
position from the distance and direction to the nearest numbered label
hanging on a tree or bush. Then Azhik’s territory is the area within the
outermost points. After Azhik I tackle his neighbour, and eventually all
the birds singing on the plot.

It is not easy working on Azhik’s territory. The greater part of it is
occupied by dense willows, making it difficult to see the numbered
labels - even though they are bright red and even with binoculars. I have
to follow close on the heels of the songster. It soon becomes all too clear
that he is far more agile than I am. Flitting nimbly from one bush to the
next, Azhik sings out his claim to a large patch of scrub in just thirty
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seconds. When he goes off some way
I follow, looking around for labels
and continually stumbling over
obstacles hidden by water and
melting snow. Squelching through
the snow kasha', 1 force my way
through the ingeniously interwoven
willow branches. There can be no
doubt that the Creator, when he
designed this thicket, was moved by
the prankster’s delight in sabotage.
After the assault course through the
willows I sink down on a mound, a
little higher and so a little drier than
everything else, to get my breath
back, and only then start searching
for Azhik, who has meanwhile
slipped away. When I find him at last I have to check from his rings that
it is indeed he.

Once Azhik’s territory is plotted in outline I move on to his
neighbour Pyzhik? (PZh - pravo-zhelty) [right-yellow]. It is much easier
getting around in his domain, but he himself is very restless, and sings
somehow unevenly. First he dithers around on one tree, then suddenly
breaks off and flies away to the other end of the territory. There he
might sing through just one or two songs before straightway flying on
again somewhere else. Pyzhik loves making clandestine raids into
neighbouring territories, and often it takes a long time to find him.
Sergey has to disentangle him repeatedly from nets put up in various
parts of the plot.

So as not to waste time while Pyzhik is off on some excursion I map
his neighbours’ territories. Now and then I go back to Azhik to plot his
boundary more exactly, then return once again to Pyzhik and his
neighbours. Gradually I am memorising the numbers on the labels near
where the males sing most often, in other words near their favourite
songposts. That means I don’t need to run around so much looking for
labels and can economise on effort.

Little by little a general picture of the territories emerges. Nowhere
on the plan do the polygonal shapes touch each other. Between
neighbouring territories there always turns out to be a sort of no-man’s-
land where neither warbler sings.
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Somehow up to now I have never given any thought to the existence
of this neutral zone. And now I see a question being answered that so far
I have never managed to ask myself.

The familiar ‘chazhzhzh-chazhzhzh...” attracts my attention. I find
Azhik and Pyzhik just at the edges of their no-man’s-land. Both are
perched on birch twigs and strenuously displaying to each other.
Apparently neither is encroaching on the territory of the other, yet
neither seems to trust the other that much either. They are reminding
each other of their rights, rather like shaking their fists. Soon the threat
displays come to an end and the neighboufs sit quietly in the same
places, glaring at one another. I wait for them to fly off before
continuing to shadow Pyzhik.

Quite unexpectedly a warbler begins singing quietly in the neutral
zone not far from me. Pyzhik is the first to react. He resolutely dives
down - enough for the newcomer to take flight. Azhik joins in the chase.
No longer calling, the three birds fling themselves onto the ground,
their little wings making such a racket that one might think someone
were lashing the bushes with a birch rod. The newcomer is in a tight
spot. He would clearly be glad to slip away somewhere unnoticed, but
his aggressive persecutors give him no chance to collect his wits and
orientate himself. Neither of them had been able to express his worked
up feelings against the other, and both seem pleased to have found a
scapegoat. One moment the noisy chase is confined to the neutral zone,
the next it has moved to Azhik’s or Pyzhik’s territory.

The intruder perches for a moment on a twig, but Pyzhik flies at him
violently and knocks him to the ground. This is happening just a few
yards from me, and I can clearly see Pyzhik standing on the back of his
prostrate opponent and with cold deliberation pecking him - when he
is already down - in the back of the
head. Half a metre overhead and
looking like an irate eagle, with wings
half spread, Azhik bobs about on a
twig and looks down now with one
eye and now with the other. The
overthrown invader, whom I am
already inclined to regard as a
doomed victim of the cruel mob rule
of the two far from chivalrous
proprietors, suddenly jumps out from
under his persecutor and again makes
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a dash for it. The chase circles around me once more, then comes to an
abrupt halt. Two warblers sit quietly in the willows - Azhik and Pyzhik.
Seemingly disheartened they glance around, then look at each other
sheepishly before flying off into their own territories.

Soon their songs reach me from the tops of birch trees. They sound
pleased with themselves and full of pride. From the thick yellow herbage
below a juniper there comes a rustle, and a warbler emerges. With its
flattened feathers, it looks scrawny and miserable. It has no ring. Looking
around furtively it steals away, hopping from bush to bush as it makes
off on foot, away from this evil place.

The avian dispute was a graphic demonstration that the neutral zone
is certainly no no-man’s-land. It is guarded by the two neighbours even
though, in recognition of an accepted taboo, neither sings in it.

There is evidently a reason for this. If the zone were not protected
some sly bird would occupy it and start singing. Then inevitably it
would begin to encroach on the adjacent territories. Far better to chase
it off right from the start.

In this case though, why not do without the neutral zone altogether?
If the neighbouring males divided it in two and sang each in his own
half, it would not enter the head of any other male to sing on the very
boundary, since it would be immediately obvious that all the land here
is occupied and defended. But that does not happen. The neutral zone
is clearly needed as a buffer, calming the tension in relations between the
neighbours. It is better in fact for them both together to chase off some
stupid stranger occasionally than for each constantly to be checking on
his neighbour. Otherwise it would be necessary to determine by ear, and
from a distance, exactly where the neighbour was singing - beyond the
boundary, or perhaps already in one’s own territory? Naturally it is easier
if the boundary is a broad zone and not just a line’.

It is curious that a similar neutral zone is not a feature of all birds with
territorial behaviour. Here are a few examples from my own experience
on the tundra. Bluethroats, lovely little birds with large eyes and blue
breasts which live in tundra scrub, not only have no neutral zone: they
will even sing on a neighbour’s territory as a matter of course, although
such incursions are considered illegitimate. What matters is that the
owner of the territory should be nowhere near. As soon as he appears the
transgressor makes for home. As a result of such mutual violations of the
boundary the males demonstrate the occupation of the whole area where
several individuals are resident. The system is both reliable and
understood by outsiders.
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Or take the red-throated pipits®, which live on the open tundra. Like
other pipits they sing in flight. They are very neighbourly and I have
more than once seen two or even three birds with adjacent territories
singing side by side without conflict. It is considered no disgrace to sing
on your neighbour’s territory. If however a strange male attempts to sing
nearby on the territory of any one of them, they all promptly drive him
off. It was interesting to see how the pipits passed the uninvited guest
from one to the other like a relay baton.

Whichever species you consider, each and every one has its individual
peculiarities - including in its territorial behaviour. It is not always just
the simple formula, ‘I live on this territory, I myself advertise it, and I
alone defend it It is always more complicated than that. These
complexities need to be deciphered. It is the usual process in science:
from the general to particulars, which are then generalised once more,
but this time on a qualitatively new level. And so on ad infinitum.

Two days after the border incident involving Azhik and Pyzhik, a
similar event took place in a neutral zone. Sergey and I watched it at one
of the nets, where we were delighted to find our first capture here at
Syvyu of a dandyish male redstart.

It began with an unknown X, an unringed willow warbler, striking up
a song in a glade with scattered spruce trees and patches of willows. At
this point four neutral zones converge, resulting in a large patch, almost
one sixth of a hectare. It seems that the apparent lack of an owner
attracted the newcomer to the area. The neighbouring proprietors are
the very same Azhik and Pyzhik, and also Zhuzha (Zh-Zh, yellow-
yellow) and Koka (K-K, red-red). They all appeared virtually
simultaneously, as if they had been waiting in ambush. Of course this
wasn’t the case, and although each had been occupied doing his own
thing he had also been constantly listening for anything happening in his
territory and its immediate surroundings. It is amazing how exactly they
orientate themselves by ear and how well they know each other’s voices
and do not rely on external appearance alone.

At once there is a chase. Five warblers flying frantically between the
bushes creates an unimaginable din. We manage to follow everything by
eye, since it is all happening just in front of us as if on stage. After several
seconds of this commotion the newcomer disappears. It is a vanishing
trick not only for us but also for the pursuers. There is immediate quiet.
All that remains is a little feather slowly sinking through the air in the
middle of the glade, rotating as it goes. The warriors silently leave the
field of battle. Only Zhuzha does not calm down. He seems to have a
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bellicose character, and is disappointed that there is no-one left to beat
up. He is so intent on the search for the invader that he forgets where he
is. The others perch at the edge of the neutral zone and watch the
preoccupied Zhuzha. Now he in turn infringes the neutral zone’s
inviolability. Immediately he is no longer an ally, and the other three
threateningly posture and call. But Zhuzha fails to understand that these
signals are aimed at him instead of against the common enemy whom he
is still intent on seeking out.

Now Zhuzha crosses into the territory of Azhik, who immediately
switches from vocal threats to direct attack. A new chase ensues. The
neutral patch is not large enough for the birds, and the whole lot fly first
into one and then into another territory. It turns into a general free-for-
all in which it is difficult to make out who is hammering whom. It
seems that all discrimination is thrown to the winds, and they are being
aggressive just for the sake of it. It is like a drunken brawl.

I can understand it: the original transgressor disappeared so suddenly
and gave the others no opportunity to vent their anger. So now they are
getting rid of their aggression on no-one in particular. Our warblers are
demonstrating a classic form of behaviour which ethologists call
‘redirected aggression’. This is seen when an animal has no opportunity
to take revenge or give another individual its just desserts. Thus a cock
deprived of its rival might for no good reason thrash its own mate, or
hurl itself at a car tyre.

Redirected aggression makes its appearance from time to time even
among humans. Someone offended by a stronger person might, if not
sufficiently self-controlled or well brought up, vent their anger on
someone weaker; or a couple angry with each other might smash
crockery or break up furniture. So here are our warblers, the cause of
their aggression having done a bunk, beginning to beat each other up.
And if one of them happens to violate another’s territory, then that is just
a good excuse to carry on the fight.

Gradually their passions abate. There are parting shots at the
boundaries... - and soon all four are singing once more from their
favourite song posts.

I notice that all this time I have been holding the ringed redstart: the
gripping spectacle had been such a distraction. I release the bird - it has
endured enough. We separate to get on with our respective tasks. I've
gone only a few yards when Sergey calls, ‘Over here! Look at this!’

Going over I see a willow warbler in the net just behind where we had
been standing. It is ZhK - Zhak. It seems that we were not the only ones
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wanting to watch such an unusual battle. Zhak, whose territory is at the
other end of the plot, was also attracted by the noise. Who knows what
he managed to see of the scene being acted out in front of us? Maybe he
Jjust wanted to take a look, and immediately found himself netted.

‘So, you inquisitive little barbarian,’ I address Zhak accusingly while
he furiously pecks Sergey’s thick finger with his slender bill. Suddenly
a wild hypothesis strikes me. I am so taken aback by it that I
involuntarily exclaim, and Sergey looks questioningly at me and back at
Zhak.

I explain my startling new idea. It could be that Zhak was not being
inquisitive at all. What if he had come to lend assistance to Koka,
Zhuzha, Azhik and Pyzhik in chasing off the unknown male? It is
certainly a bold proposition, for it would mean that willow warblers are
quite social animals, that several males with neighbouring territories
consider themselves as a single unit, rather like a flock with a common
super-territory which they defend jointly as well as each individually.
There is no denying that Zhak is a very distant neighbour of the other
four.

Sergey and I discuss this new hypothesis for some time, then amicably
come to the conclusion: out of the question!

Soon we go our separate ways once more. But we can’t forget about
it. What if Zhak had not been caught?

I need to go further over to the river to see what is happening to the
warblers at that end of the plot. Still impressed by the willow warblers’
mass fight I ponder the mystery of Zhak. At the river, where I sit down
on a fallen birch to have a smoke, there are noticeable changes. The
ferocity of the current has abated somewhat, and the water level is down.
Not far from the bank a large rock is emerging from the water - so far
the only one in this stretch of the river, beside which is a small level
floodplain and gently sloping shore instead of a rocky bank.

Here too willow warblers are singing, and also bluethroats,
bramblings and other common birds. But these are not the only ones.
Low over the river fly small common sandpipers’, uttering their short
song like a thin anxious titter. Occasionally there can be seen over the
river those beautiful duck, mergansers®, or teal’, our smallest duck and
very charming too. Generally, though, there is little life near the water.
Clearly to blame are the rapid current, bare stony bottom, and lack of
rich thickets of vegetation. All the same there is something different
about this place, compared with the depths of the forest in the parts of
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the plot where we spend most of our time. Here is water, movement,
more sky and distant prospects which are pleasing to gaze at. So it is a
good spot for a smoke.

This time there is something of interest. On the stone which has only
recently emerged from the water alights a dipper® - a unique passerine
which lives only by mountain streams and rivers. It is the only passerine
which can dive and collect small creatures from the bottom. I have seen
dippers only a few times before, and then only briefly. Now I am
watching the dumpy bird through binoculars, waiting for it to dive. The
dipper runs about on the stone examining it intently, several times
picking up something from its surface, and then begins to preen, here
and there ruffling up its feathers and performing the most comical and
unexpected contortions. After that it very energetically shakes its whole
body, gives a short sharp call, and vigorously flies off upstream low over
the water. Not once does it dive.

Of course I am a little disappointed, but at the same time pleased at
having been able to watch it. There is still the hope that somewhere on
our little river we shall eventually see with our own eyes a dipper’s nest.
As I remember it described in books it should be situated somewhere
under overhanging rocks, near roaring water and flying spray, or tucked
behind a waterfall so that to
reach it the bird flies straight in,
punching its way through the
wall of falling water.

There seem to be no water-
falls on our river, but rocks and
spray there are aplenty. The
nearest cliff is about a kilometre
downstream, from where the
dipper came. There is also
another cliff upstream, towards
which the dipper flew away. Of
course we shall have to go and
search.

Again over the water titters
the common sandpiper, which
then settles on a twig of a fallen
birch - the one I was sitting on myself. The little wader bobs up and
down with its whole body, watching me with its black eye, then realising
that I am something large and alive it gives a squeak and flies off. From
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above comes the song of another wader. Having taken off over the
birches in a steep climb a green sandpiper’ slows down its flight by
stretching wide its previously half-opened wings, and sings out its high-
pitched and graceful ‘tyuulli-tyuulli-tyulli....”

6. GETTING ACQUAINTED, WEDDINGS,
SETTING UP HOME
3HAKOMCTBA, CBAIIbBEI, ITEPBBIE THE3JA

On 25th May I notice on Zhuzha’s territory a quiet little warbler
without a ring. It is hopping unhurriedly from twig to twig looking for
food and seems to be paying no attention to Zhuzha himself. This is a
female. He though, with a servile and nasal chirp, is hopping around and
vigorously displaying. His movements strongly recall those of males in
a conflict situation. Probably the only difference is in the rhythm of the
wing flapping and in the accompanying calls.

It seems that the pair first met somewhat earlier. First acquaintance
should begin with the male threatening and the female adopting a
posture of appeasement - or appropriate vocal signals. According to well
established ethological theory this should be followed by an extended
getting-acquainted ritual involving the display to each other, in a
predetermined sequence, of recognition signals peculiar to the species.
Precisely how willow warblers get to know each other is not described
in the scientific literature. There are, generally speaking, very few details
of this kind. Perhaps in the coming days we shall manage to make some
useful observations.

The most important recognition signal is the male’s song; it is the
main feature of a meeting. I am seeing Zhuzha and his lady friend when
courtship is in full swing. In this phase the female remains outwardly
indifferent to her admirer while learning to recognise him and getting
to know his territory and its environs. According to theory the male’s
courtship is very important in the physiological preparation of the female
for nesting.

But perhaps there is in fact no such ritual at first acquaintance. Is it
possible that I am seeing what always happens from the very beginning?
Presumably the warblers haven’t read the textbooks.

Now and then Zhuzha sings quietly, almost whispering, just for the
female. Suddenly and unexpectedly his behaviour changes: he becomes
more serious and agitated. He stops prancing around and, drawing his
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head into his shoulders, sits still for some time in one spot, hopping
from twig to twig only when the female moves off some distance from
him. With great care, so as not to attract the warblers’ attention, I
examine the nearest numbered red labels and see that the female has led
Zhuzha into someone else’s domain. Its overlord is singing not far from
them - it is Pyzhik. Zhuzha clearly has cold feet and is trying to be as
unobtrusive as possible. I wait for the conflict to begin. This is
interesting: will Zhuzha make off at the first threat display of the
territory owner, as usually happens, or will he come out with some
chivalrous behaviour in the presence of the female? And how will she
conduct herself - fly off with Zhuzha, or stay with Pyzhik?

However Pyzhik does not notice the quiet pair. He stays where he is,
singing away. But Zhuzha should be showing her somehow that they are
no longer on his territory. Is his round-shouldered posture itself a
signal? In no haste she turns back to Zhuzha’s territory, and he follows.
Feeling he is back home once more he perks up, flies to the top of a
birch and, seemingly from relief, bursts into song at top volume before
returning once more to the object of his attention.

Now I notice another warbler, and glance at its rings. It is ZhK -
Zhak again! He is an irrepressible voyeur, quite obsessional. Keeping a
low profile in a foreign territory he shamelessly stares quietly from low
down in a bush at the courtship of Zhuzha and his bride. I don’t know
whether Zhak makes a careless movement or Zhuzha senses his envious
gaze, but the next moment Zhak takes flight - for some reason directly
away from his own territory. Meanwhile I lose sight of the female.

From today the lives of our willow warblers take on a new emotional
and social complexion. A period of getting to know each other and
setting up house together has set in.

Over two days Sergey has been shadowing a female in Azhik’s
territory carrying bits of vegetation in her bill. This is how the first
willow warbler nest was found. It was already a loose little shalashik'
made from herbage in a tuft at the edge of the willows. Sergey
immediately started making observations on the nest and set up an
activity recorder - a device which electrically records each time the
female flies in with nest-building material. The same day Sergey found
another nest at the very edge of Pyzhik’s territory. Strictly speaking it is
not yet a nest, just a depression made by the female in the moss -
equivalent to the trench excavated for the foundations of a house.

Nest-finding becomes an ever more consuming interest for us.
Already we have been putting a lot of effort into it, not only setting aside
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special times but also combining it
with other activities. Among our
finds are nests of bramblings,
cosily constructed in the forks of
birch branches or on spruce twigs,
and beautifully decorated with
lichen and thin strips of birch
bark. In the trees we have found
several thrush nests - of fieldfares
and redwings; they are woven
from last year’s herbage and
smeared with mud for strength.

The black-throated thrushes
however built their nest - woven
from Usnea lichen - almost
directly over our tent. We climbed
up the tree to look at it almost every day. Of most interest was that at the
mud-smearing stage there appeared in it a small spruce cone. This too
was smeared with mud, and we gained the impression that the female,
in carrying out her intricate potter’s craft, rolled the cone around inside
the nest. Then the cone disappeared, the mud cup dried out over several
days, small bits of dried herbage were inserted as a lining, and finally
there appeared grey-blue eggs with reddish flecks. The female brooded
the clutch while the male continued his solo concerts, which however
became rather infrequent when the female collected grass and lumps of
mud from the river: he merely followed her about and gave the
appearance of being a complete idler.

For each nest found, whatever bird built it, a filing card is made out
with a careful description, a sketch of its construction, a record of its
situation on the ground or in a tree, and its measurements. Further notes
are added to the card with each later inspection. As each day passes the
pile of cards grows ever higher.

It is always a pleasure to find a nest. Each time it is like discovering a
bird’s little secret. The nest is the hub of the bird family and its holy of
holies. We are particularly excited to find the nest of a new species, until
then known to us only from an inadequate description in a book. To
rephrase a well known saying, seeing something once is better than
reading about it a hundred times.

But it is the warblers we have come here for, so their nests are the
most popular by far. They are mainly Sergey’s province. He makes
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observations, sets up instruments and patiently shadows the non-singing
warblers. If he manages to spot a female with herbage or a feather in its
bill, the nest is already halfway to being found. It only remains to be
particularly gentle in one’s movements so as not to scare the bird. Even
very careful shadowing can be fraught with unpleasant consequences:
the female can easily abandon a nest already started and look for
somewhere to build a new one. This behaviour is of course very useful
to the bird: if a predator discovers the nest, it could come back and eat
the eggs or nestlings. It is better to abandon it while it is still empty.

Most of the birds include us humans in the category of predators. It
is quite understandable. All our distant ancestors would have relished the
chance to treat themselves to eggs or nestlings, and even now there are
quite a few nest destroyers among us. Ancestral instincts are evidently
strong. The birds’ instincts, on the other hand, are their survival
mechanism. Of course they do not know what prompts a human to look
at a nest, what governs his behaviour, whether it be inquisitiveness, the
desire to push back the frontiers of knowledge, or just plain hunger.

Mostly though they treat us as they would any other large animal. So
whatever the situation we must be very cautious where nests are
concerned. But each bird is an individual. Take the thrushes: they trust
us absolutely. And the willow warblers are not always too fussy, often
forgiving us for our carelessness.

A warbler building a nest conducts itself in a very characteristic
manner. Flitting like a butterfly just above the ground, it discerningly
selects the building material suited to its engineering strategy.
Sometimes it seems as though any herbage from anywhere will do, even
from just around the nest, but another time the female will fly off a
hundred metres, then rummage around, select a piece of plant matter,
throw it away, fly to another spot and choose something else.

Often the male accompanies the female on these searches. He does
not bother to help collect material or build the nest, but just fusses
around aimlessly and even from time to time persistently demands
attention from his mate who is already busy enough with her important
task.

Occupied with courtship and inspection of the nest-building, the
males sing less than before. Even so the forest is still overflowing with
the tender songs of the willow warblers - except at night, when there is
a break for about three hours. The character of the singing changes when
the nesting period starts. Apart from the usual ‘standard’ song the males
now and then indulge in what we call ‘broken’ songs; these are quieter,
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which makes them seem more affectionate. Straight after one such song,
and without the usual pause, a second one follows, even quieter, and
perhaps a third, quieter still. These extra songs are incomplete, with the
individual phrases somehow strangely prolonged or sometimes, on the
contrary, seeming to be ‘swallowed’. The whole song is generally
sluggish and melancholy. In the mornings though the warblers lustily
sing more typically spring songs.

There are often conflicts, when territory holders see off their pushy
neighbours. These are usually good natured chases: one flies off, and the
other follows close behind. Both the encroacher and the pursuer know
their rights and carry out the ritual, all in the day’s work.

The territory boundaries which I have plotted on the map are strictly
observed. Only Kach (KCh - red-black) and Zhak cannot yet decide
how to share out the edge of the willow marsh. Sometimes they spend
a long time pulling faces at each other and then, agreeing that here is the
neutral zone, they fly off. But only an hour later one of them, usually
Zhak, breaks the agreement and starts singing in the disputed willows.
Once more there are threats, concessions, a brief truce. It goes on for
almost a week. These gnarled trees have become an obsession with
them.

Fights also occur, involving unringed males, although they are
invariably defeated. These are birds hoping even now to secure a place
in the sun, which means acquiring their own territory.

All night and in the morning of 29th May we hear overhead in the
murky low cloud the whistle of wings and a characteristic ‘tyuk-tyuk’
call. They come from skein after skein of large, bluish-black duck -
common scoter” - flying north-east. They remind us that somewhere,
not so far away, on the tundra too spring is beginning. This time it is
starting without us.

For some time a vague anxiety has been stirring within me. It is
probably the feeling that we have not yet completed our own journey;
as if someone has prevented us reaching the place where we make every
effort to arrive every spring, year after year, like migrating birds. I have
been trying to understand what is missing in my life here, apart from the
wide open sky, the expansive horizon, the tundra itself and the tundra
birds. Perhaps it is the exposure and lack of shelter, the penetrating
wind, the bleakness. Yes, that’s it: I miss the bleakness which has
accompanied our field work, wherever it has been carried out in recent
years. So, I have found something to regret. Is the forest really too
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comfortable to be taken seriously?

No indeed, the forest is far from

being a carefree paradise.
Another strange quirk of our

psychology.

Very soon spring will be over.
Already the snow has gone, even
in the mountain clefts. The grey
slopes, with dark patches of
spruce, seem to be dusted with a
pale grey-green mould - the new
foliage. Wisps of fresh herbage
appear in the meadows. The
round hard shoots of false
hellebore’ confidently punch their
way through the soil, like those
missile-shaped  fossils  called
belemnites.
= Asian snipe* have arrived. We
shall now be hearing their mating
calls and drumming right through
to mid-July. This snipe produces
a remarkable sound. I remember
when I first heard it; I even
crouched in surprise, since it
seemed to be no bird but a small
jet plane roaring past directly
above my head, prompting me to
cover it with my hands. The flying
bird gradually climbs, then
plunges into a steep dive, just like
the common snipe which country people call the nebesny barashek [sky
lamb] on account of the bleating sound it makes. The Asian snipe climbs
higher and does a much lower dive, hence the noise, which is entirely
unbird-like, but decisive and ruthless. The bird itself, on the other hand,
is retiring and attractive. On its mating grounds there are, besides the jet
plane buzzing, other much more pleasant sounds, rather like a
rhythmical loud whisper. The Asian snipe can ‘whisper’ not only in
flight but also sitting on the ground or perched in the top of a tree.

4
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Cuckoos’ can be heard almost constantly. Usually it is the traditional
‘cu-cu’ of the males, but sometimes the females produce a high-pitched
gurgling warble. Occasionally the cuckoos organise wild concerts in
which, besides the incessant ‘cu-cu’s and gurgling, one can hear gloomy
hooting interspersed with a sound which could be a wood-goblin’s
laugh, rather like a vulgar belly laugh. The male oriental cuckoos® call
their monotonous and despondent ‘pu-pu-pu-pu’. This is a different
bird, although closely related. It gets its Russian name ‘glukhaya kukushka’
from its muffled and indistinct voice.

1st June - the start of summer - but we greet it in tedious rain which is
spring’s legacy to us. It started on 29th May and has hardly let up. Itis
so dark all the time now that even the woodcock, birds of the twilight,
are roding all day. On the drum of the thermograph a practically level
line has been drawn now for three days between two and four degrees
Celsius.

So sodden is the forest that waterproofs are no use at all. However
carefully you look after your binoculars they inevitably get spattered, the
eyepieces quickly steam up from the warm vapour from your eyes, and
you wander through the forest half blind and effectively binocularless.

The raw weather frequently drives us back to the tent to dry out. We
occupy ourselves with filing cards and tracing paper, sew on buttons and
patch up the holes in our boots made by branch stumps on fallen trees.
From spruce blocks we make a stout table to set near the campfire, and
erect a polythene awning for the firewood. Then we construct a sawing
horse for cutting logs. The stock of firewood also constantly needs
replenishing, which means seeking out dead wood, sawing it into
lengths which the two of us can manage without straining ourselves,
then dragging them back to camp. There they are sawn into blocks,
chopped, and stacked under the awning.

All these tasks we endeavour to carry out on days when the weather
prevents any work. But now we have had quite enough of it. The
problem is, we are almost in the mountains. The rainclouds sail across
the European plain from the far-off Atlantic and then are caught on the
cold mountains. Hence, no shortage of rain. It is great weather for
turning into an alcoholic. Thank goodness the tent does not leak and the
sleeping bags are warm.

During all these late May and early June days we are waiting in
expectation. No, not just for better weather. We are looking forward to
seeing the arctic warblers. We know they are behind schedule, yet they
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seem now to be altogether too late. Already everything else has flown in
that ought to fly in, and even some we were not expecting - birds which
the unusually early spring has evidently brought this far north, such as
chaffinches, yellow hammers’, siskins® and Blyth’s reed warblers’. But
of arctic warblers - not a squeak.

During one rainy night in early June we set out to walk around locally -
nest hunting. We call this ‘spontaneous hunting’. It involves wandering
wherever takes our fancy, just like being on holiday. The raw weather is
not so unpleasant if you know that over there, close by, are the tent and
a warm stove. And the cold has one thing to recommend it - there are no
mosquitoes. This time we have in mind just one place to visit: Sergey is
going to show me a dipper’s nest which he has found recently. There is
some mystery about this nest, but what he won’t say.

When we arrive at the cliff and Sergey says that the nest is within ten
metres of me, I begin to scan the rock wall over the water. It is not
difficult since here there is a gentle slope down to the river, while out of
the water project boulders on which I can stand to examine the whole
rock exposure. It is rather like a river embankment you might find in a
town, three to four metres high and about twenty metres long. At one
end it merges into the gentle bank and at the other turns into the cliff
itself which hangs over the water as a great crag. We have already named
it Dipper Rock', following the custom of giving the name ‘rock’ to
similar crags and cliffs on river banks in the Urals.

The rock wall in front of me is quite bare, covered only patchily with
lichens and small cushions of moss, while herbage pokes up here and
there. Above the water and in it are water plants, like mermaids’ hair (an
idea which has no doubt occurred to many others besides myself).
Higher up at the edge of the rock, bushes are growing out of cracks, and
beyond that begins the unbroken forest of large birches and dense young
spruce thickets.

Realising that the nest cannot be hidden anywhere at all on the rock
face, I begin to look at the cliff hanging over the black whirlpool. On the
cliff are many small recesses where I can easily imagine a dipper’s nest
could be concealed. But it is not to be seen. The sky is overcast and
rather dark - after all it is night, albeit a ‘white’ one''; or to be more
precise a grey one.

‘I said not more than ten metres,” says Sergey, bringing my search to
a halt, and with a grin glances upwards, meaning that maybe I should be
looking up the-e-e-e-re.
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Sergey has a good eye, and he is precise. If he says ‘ten’ he means it.
I willingly play the game and mentally draw around myself a sphere with
a diameter of ten metres, or maybe eleven to be safe. Once more I search
the rock wall, starting at the very foot. I even glance behind, which
brings a smile to Sergey’s face, for behind there is nothing but water. On
the rock surface there are only the same water plants, herbage, moss,
lichens, and at the top bushes. Now I turn my attention not to the rocks
but to everything else. There is a small patch of bare bank covered only
in herbage. I go over, but there are no tufts or holes. Once more Sergey
grins. But when I approach the spruce trees I see in his eyes that [ am
getting warm. Suddenly a dipper appears from a cleverly woven
construction of needles and branches, and slipping past almost under my
arm falls like a stone down to the water, then quickly and silently flies
oft behind the cliff.

The nest is not particularly well camouflaged. It is set among the thin
twigs of a spruce standing on the edge of the rock and looks like a sphere
about the size of a basketball. It is made mainly from moss, and the
entrance is a small hole at the side. Inside gleam five eggs.
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‘I searched for it in just the same way,” said Sergey. ‘It flew out from
somewhere. I searched the stones almost inch by inch, then went away,
hid - and it flew into the spruce’.

Thus are stereotypes shattered. Somehow it had become engraved in
my memory that dipper nests are unfailingly on cliffs, directly above
water, preferably beside a waterfall or near spray. And only now do I
recall reading somewhere that their nests can also be found in trees, just
like those of many other birds. But that had slipped my mind, and I
remembered only the image which was most striking. Moreover dippers
feed not only under water but also just running around on the bank -
not so interesting. Then again, this bird is quite unlike ordinary diving
birds, yet it dives - and that we remember.

We cannot stop examining the nest. It’s true, we are relishing it. It is
a really new, rare and wonderful experience. Such finds are remembered
till the day you die. Certainly many other nests stick in the memory,
almost all that you find yourself, even if they number hundreds or
thousands. In our work each discovery of a nest leaves its emotional
mark. But this nest is something quite apart.

Next we discuss when to meet up at the camp, and Sergey goes off
into the forest, towards the hills. However, not wishing to deny myself
the pleasure of seeing the dipper again at its nest, I find a convenient
place and hide. The dipper flies past over the river, as if it has nothing to
do with the nest. Its harsh voice, easily heard even over noisy waterfalls,
seems here - against the quiet murmur of the water - rather unpleasant
and coarse.

After several minutes it flies past a second time, turns, alights on the
very same stone I was standing on a short while before, then flies to the
nest and pauses for a moment on a twig, the bright white patch on its
breast brilliant against the dark green background. It dives into the nest
while a second dipper arrives at the stone, evidently the male. He stamps
his feet a little, cocks his short tail, bows and straightens up several times,
then flies off.

I leave to wander along the bank, where I have not yet been. I very
much want to find a nest, any nest, but if possible something really
unusual.

There is always a path beside the river, used by people or animals, or
both. This path was beaten out most likely by the feet of animals. There
are the hoofprints of elk'?, piles of elk droppings, and tufts of their wool.
Just here are the small pellets of a hare™. In places the path splits: one
branch, the hare track, dives through thick bushes or under low branches
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while the other, the elk’s, skirts around such places. Naturally it is easier
for me on the elk track than on the hare’s, but even so it is not that
straightforward. I must constantly stoop, or step over robust windfallen
branches and leaning trees. Still, it is easier than hacking my way through
the forest.

Hunters and other travellers in the forest often make use of animal
paths, just as various animals are happy to use our forest roads and paths
when they are not too busy.

Further along the path I come across the black ‘nutlets’ of reindeer',
familiar to me from the tundra, and then the scratches of massive bear'®
claws on the trunk of a huge spruce by the path. This is how a bear
marks its territory. It stands on its hind legs and scratches the tree, trying
to reach as high as possible so that other bears coming past will see how
big he is and have respect. Such scratching on the part of the bear is more
or less equivalent to the songs of birds. These particular claw marks on
the spruce are old, filled with resin and darkened. The droppings of the
elk and reindeer just here were also not very fresh. And hare pellets can
last for many years. ,

Out of a small fir right by the path flies a song thrush with a
frightened chatter, and I catch sight of the nest. It is not very high up and
is very picturesque, especially inside: bright pale blue eggs with black
spots lie in a bright yellow cup. It even seems that the sun is shining in
and illuminating the interior of the nest. Involuntarily I look up at the
sky, but as before it is entirely overcast. Song thrushes do not line their
nests with herbage, like other thrushes. Instead they plaster the inside
with rotten woodpulp cemented together with their own saliva. The
result is something like loose cardboard or papier miché. The nest I have
come across is plastered with a bright yellow pulp.

Standing by the fir to sketch and describe the nest in my notebook I
see a hare. I freeze. Showing no concern it quietly comes closer along
the path. A hare going along at walking pace is not a common sight: they
are usually running. Hares are not able to walk by pacing left and right
legs alternately, nor run at a slow trot like for instance dogs, cats or
horses. They can only proceed in jumps. When a hare is going along
slowly it moves its front legs forward as normal, then brings both hind
legs with their enormous paws like bast'® sandals forward more or less
together, almost throwing them out sideways. It makes the hare look
lame and hunch-backed, and so comical.

Something suspicious alerts the hare. After several paces it comes to
a halt, sits down, looks around for a long time, and sits up on its hind
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legs twitching its nose and moving its ears around like a horse’s. Scarcely
breathing I watch it through the branches of the fir. Suddenly the owner
of the nest flies in and begins screaming at me. Then it perches on a twig
Jjust above the hare and starts screaming at him. This is not to the hare’s
liking; he raises himself on his paws, smacks his thick lips at the thrush,
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and gives the impression of swearing at the bird in annoyance. It is
evidently a tense situation. The hare shakes his lop-eared head, deposits
a few fresh pellets on the path, and bounds away in the direction he
came from.

In the forest you often come across hollow trees. The holes are of all
kinds, and many birds nest in them. In wild forest however, from which
dead trees are not removed, most of the holes are empty. I come across
some on this excursion too, but those within reach are all empty.
However hard I try to find something of interest, using a special little
mirror mounted on a handle, I see nothing. I regret not packing special
crampons'’ with our equipment: the warblers we have come here to
study build at ground level, so there is no need to climb trees to reach
their nests.

However, one enormous birch stump with holes all around it is of
particular interest. At my approach a pair of Siberian tits'® start fluttering
around in the vicinity. These are such plump little tits, inhabitants of the
northern taiga and relatives of the pukhlyak or willow tit' which loves to
visit the bird tables and feeders in our town parks and fearlessly sits on
the hands of people feeding them with seed. No doubt one of the holes
in the birch stump belongs to the Siberian tits. The lower holes are
empty however and I would not want to climb higher, even with
crampons. The stump is rotten through, groaning and swaying
threateningly when I punch it with my fist.

I soon come across another nest. Like the thrush’s it too is in a fir and
has bright pale blue eggs, but small ones without spots. The colour of
the cup they lie in is if anything even more startling - a coppery red. It
is the nest of a Siberian accentor®, in the form of a deep thick-walled
goblet of green moss. On the bottom there is a layer of plant stems of
some sort among which, looking in, I recognise the capsule stalks of the
same material - haircap moss®'. Normally they protrude above the dense
cushions of moss like a low reddish brush with, on top of each little
stem, a small capsule containing spores - the sporangium. The stem
itself is called a sporangiophore. So the accentor has plucked these
sporangiophores and used them to line the nest after removing the
capsules.

Now why on earth should a little bird decorate the bottom of its nest?
Or is there another explanation for this tasteful detail? Perhaps the
sporangiophores have antiseptic properties, and the red colour is'merely
incidental. But why are the eggs bright blue? The colour does not
exactly help to camouflage them.
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I wander pensively along the
path, unable to rid my mind of
thoughts which have struck me
more than once before. Where
does beauty in nature come from,
and what is it for? Why are there
such colourful flowers and
butterflies? Why do birds have
such lovely songs? Remember the
song thrush with its yellow nest
containing pale blue eggs with
black spots. Why does the dipper
have such a brilliant white breast,
or the bluethroat a blue one?

Then there is the blackcock? with

its tail shaped like a lyre. The list

is endless. Of course bird songs

have a signalling function, as do

their colours - for recognition, to

help find a mate, and so on. There

are colours for protection,
warning and scaring off other
creatures. Each in its own way is
beautiful. There are many
instances in which the beauty

turns out on close inspection to be ]
just a side effect of something
functional. But why are the
colours so bright, and the designs
so perfect? Why the bright blue
eggs?

No, I can never believe that there is nothing more to it than utility
and functionality. Perhaps some pattern or colour does indeed emerge
by chance, for no reason. It just appears, that is all. But maybe beauty
itself could be the object of perfection, and evidence of perfection. I have
a deep conviction that aestheticism, the feeling for beauty, and striving
after it are qualities not only of humans and human civilisations. They
are properties, if not of all life, then of very many living creatures. The
feeling for beauty no doubt appeared in the world long before people,
monkeys and apes, and even other higher animals.
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Suddenly there comes the clear sound of an axe. The chopping is
coming from ahead, by the river. I slow down and soon see a clearing
extending from the river up the hill. I recall that when we came past here
in the boat, Volodya shouted to us over the roar of the engine, ‘Zimnik’.
A zimnik is a winter road”, with no bridges, so it is rarely used in
summer, and then only with cross-country vehicles and when the rivers
are low. Before we left the settlement Volodya said that this zimnik goes
up into the hills where rock crystal is mined. He showed us some of the
crystals, not only some lovely little druses® but also an enormous block
with regular faces stretching for metres, which was simply lying in the
porch of the geologists’ office, serving perhaps as an ornament, though
avery valuable one. The zimnik follows the left bank of the Kozhim and
is used by tourists. This is an official route sanctioned by the tourist
authorities and rated at a certain grade of difficulty. The route is not just
used for rambling, but is to be covered in a set time. If you get to the
end, without being late, you receive a badge and feel a sense of
achievement.

Yes, the chopping is being done by tourists. Or to be more exact just
one tourist. A lanky youth in track suit and lightweight red anorak is
pottering around a camp fire. His companions are apparently still asleep;
in the small, brilliant white tent all is quiet. But he, chilled to the bone
as often happens with hikers, was the first to crawl out in order to get the
fire going and warm himself up. I stand among the spruce at the edge of
the forest and through the binoculars gaze at the youth, the tent and a
large rubber dinghy nearby. They evidently crossed the Syvyu yesterday
and camped for the night.

Beside the tent lie some strange objects, like small aluminium
saucepans with regular rows of holes. I almost exclaim when it dawns on
me what they are - ordinary colanders, which we saw in the store at
Kozhim while buying provisions. Why on earth should hikers want
colanders? Are they going to pan for gold? There is indeed gold in the
Urals, but panners use basins of quite a different type. I dream up all
kinds of ridiculous ideas to explain the mystery, but none makes any
sense.

(Only when we returned to Kozhim on the way home did Volodya
provide the explanation. Apparently many tourists were taking colinders
with them this summer. According to regulations every hiker on the
mountain route was obliged to wear a safety helmet. Kozhim had a
control point with its own tourism bureaucrats who would not permit
any group to proceed without helmets. But could such helmets be
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procured in this little settlement? Hardly likely. So for the headgear the
tourist administration decided to substitute something functionally
equivalent. The colanders in the Kozhim shop were ideal: one had only
to remove the handles, thank the bureaucrats for their indulgence and
kindness, and joyfully stomp off into the hills.)

The youth lights some birch bark, which burns brightly, giving off
black smoke. But the birch wood refuses to burn. Not surprising: birch
wood in the forest is almost always wet, especially after such rain. I have
an urge to break off some dry little twigs, which are always to be found
low down on spruce trees, and go to the assistance of the clearly rather
inexperienced visitor. But I don’t. If they managed to get the fire going
yesterday, then they’ll manage it today. And what if I go up to him
offering help, he looks at me emerging out of the thick forest from
heaven knows where, and takes me for either an escaped convict or an
abominable snowman? Or if he gets scared and starts defending himself
with the axe...? Then again, in a group of tourists there are often a few
who are very proud and full of themselves, who never make mistakes,
are always in the right and take any advice as a personal insult, the kind
who would just say, ‘Get lost, old gaffer!” It is not to receive care and
sympathy that these lads go into the mountains, in fact quite the reverse.

The youth continues bending over the firewood, lighting matches,
now and then wiping his nose on his sleeve, standing up and jumping
around to get warm. Quietly I turn and go back into the forest. It is
simply that I do not want to meet anyone or mix with people. I am
enjoying being on my own in this wet woodland.

It is already late morning, and hardly more than three hours to our
dinner. Time to make my way back. The rain has stopped but a light
drizzle hangs in the air, almost a mist. Somewhere in the Urals I have
heard it called businets™.

Out of curiosity I go over to have a look at the zimnik. It is a well used
dirt track. Over the top of old caterpillar tracks, clearly last year’s, a
footpath has been trodden. So the tourist season is already under way,
and groups are heading for the hills.

But I head for the camp, and decide to visit en route some unfamiliar
spots a little way from the river. I choose clearings since I am already
soaked enough. But there are rather few of them, and what is more they
contain bushes, well laden with small droplets. However hard you try,
you cannot prevent them getting under your waterproofs.

I find two nests, both on the ground. One belongs to a little bunting,
and the other to a meadow pipit®™. Both are familiar, not especially
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exciting, but it is good to find them all the same. I spot another
brambling’s nest on a birch, but do not climb to inspect it: the tree is tall
and bare, with no handholds. It is a very ordinary nest, and we have
quite a few of them on our plot.

But just a little further on I notice a suspicious swelling at the top of
a not too high spruce. Some herbage is visible. Is the nest a redpoll’s”’?
Or maybe a crossbill’s®, a waxwing’s”...? It could be anything. The
binoculars are already spattered, and the longer you look upwards in
such weather the more mist settles on the large objective lenses, and
meanwhile the eyepieces steam up. There is nothing for it but to climb.

I sit on some fallen branches, have a smoke, and get into the mood
for climbing. I do not like climbing trees. In this respect the tundra has
its advantages. Climbing the spruce itself is not going to be possible: it
is bristling with dense thin branches, like a giant’s bottle brush. The nest
is at the top, which is very slender. Alongside however stands a large
birch furnished with convenient and reliable boughs. It is this I climb,
occasionally pausing and looking up at the nest. When my head seems
to be level with it I realise that I have miscalculated: the two trees are
some distance apart, and my hand will not reach. The bit of herbage is
still visible, but the nest itself is hidden by a small branch with dense
foliage. There is nothing for it but to swing the birch back and forth, and
for that it is fortunately thin enough at this height.

It works well enough and, holding onto the birch with one hand, I am
able to grab hold of the thin trunk of the spruce, pull myself over and
peer into the nest. To do this I have to push aside the prickly wet branch
hiding the nest with my face, having no third hand. Then I see a ball
made of plant material, with a hole in the side. A neat little bird pokes its
head out of the hole. It utters a thin ‘feeeet’ directly in front of my nose,
and flits away. Well, this I had not expected at all - a chiff-chaff®.

From surprise I almost let go of the birch, but just in time manage by
reflex action to clench my fist. It was a near thing: I could have crashed
to the ground, taking the nest and top of the spruce with me. Sweat
breaks out from the fright. I scarcely have the strength to pull myself
across once more and move the branch aside with my nose. With one
eye I can see inside the nest, which is filled with large white feathers,
while the three eggs are pink with small black flecks.

It is a pity I am neither ape nor gymnast. It takes a long time to
descend, carefully moving my suddenly trembling legs from branch to
branch. Eventually I am sitting once more on the same fallen branches
and calming down, while making the necessary notes and sketches.
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But what a surprise! Chiff-chaffs build their nests on the ground or
not far above it in bushes. In the southern Yamal, where forest grows on
the flood plains of rivers, I have found chiff-chaff nests in spruce trees
but not more than one and a half metres above the ground. Here - I
estimate the height of the spruce - it is eleven or twelve metres up. That
is the height of a third storey, or perhaps just a second. How come I
didn’t fall? ’'m reminded of Gorki - ‘wings broken, feathers lost....””!
Broken branches... broken ribs... lost feathers... - those feathers in the
chiff-chaff’s nest. Incidentally, whose feathers are they in the nest? They
have to be from a willow grouse®. They are also generally found in
brambling and willow warbler nests. The willow grouse fly here in
winter when they move south off the tundra. They are prey to any
predators here, and the feathers remain and go to keep nests warm. The
grouse themselves on the other hand never use feathers in their nests.

Once again I look at the birch and the spruce. I imagine how
awkwardly I had been perched up there. Tarzan would not have been at
a loss. But poor little warbler, sitting snugly in its cosy nest, and there
suddenly, blocking the view, is my ugly mug. It strikes me as very
comical. Then another image occurs to me: I imagine what I would look
like now to someone else - a rather wet man sitting in the forest, quite
alone and laughing his head off. It is certainly a little more curious than
that youth and his moribund fire. So I laugh even louder. It is obviously
arelief that I did not fall out of the tree; and I am pleased that, there up
above, I had such a short yet such a wonderful (for me) and unexpected
meeting with the chiff-chaff, an experience which I shall never forget.
What a sweet little face it had! And the nest remains intact. Not a single
chiff-chaff sings on our plot. There are very few here.

Soon my damp excursion is over. Approaching the tents I remember
the hikers. Say what you like, their sense of purpose is not at all a bad
thing. Far better that than mooching about the whole forest, scaring our
birds, stumbling through our nets and poking their noses into our tents.
Let them keep to the path. We want to be left alone. Let them keep to
their schedule and receive badges for their so many kilogram-hours of
effort. They are welcome to go right past this magical spot, bent double
under their rucksacks, panting on the ascents and wiping the sweat out
of their eyes. Let them stare at the legs and rucksack of their companion
in front. If that is what they want.

But are we any better off? Day after day, we wander around in the
vicinity of the tents, looking for nests, staring at little birds and thinking
everything is hunky dory. Yes, it is difficult to decide which - they or we
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- are more eccentric in comparison with all the rest of humankind. But
they and we are at least content, each doing his own thing.

Sergey has already got back, changed and hung his wet clothing up by
the stove. On the stove is our much travelled saucepan. We eat plenty of
traditional rice kasha and tushenka®, drink weak tea - not too much
stimulant before turning in - and climb into our cold sleeping bags.
Warming up, we continue swapping news. Among Sergey’s interesting
finds is the nest of a grey wagtail®. I must go and have a look at it.

You didn’t hear any arctic warblers?’ asks Sergey, when I am
practically asleep.

‘I would have said.’

Would I really have kept quiet about such an event? But where on
earth are these arctic warblers? After all, everything is already in its
prime; summer is here. Somehow it is rather disturbing. What if they are
not coming at all? Anything might happen in this ‘mysterious world of
Nature’, as the journalists dub it.

Hardly audible, the drizzle pours down on the tent. We drift off into
sleep.

7. ALITTLE MORE ON
INTERSPECIFIC TERRITORIALITY
MIOJPOBHEE O MEKBUIOBOX TEPPUTOPHAIIBHOCTH

With the arctic warblers not having arrived yet, I'd like to tell you a bit
more about why we are still waiting for them so expectantly, and about
what interests us particularly in their relationships with other species.

The idea of making a special study of the interspecific territorial
relations of willow and arctic warblers occurred to me long ago when I
was working in the southern part of the Yamal peninsula. There both
warblers nest in wooded flood plains surrounded by tundra. The
territories, which the males mark out by singing, are mutually exclusive:
no willow warbler sings where there is an arctic warbler, and vice versa.

The fact that two closely related species living in the same habitat have
non-overlapping territories fits neatly into generally accepted ideas about
the coexistence of closely related species. The separation of their
territories should be a consequence of competition for food.

Everything seemed to fit in with conventional theory. But one thing
was not clear. I had mapped their territories in July, without knowing
how this mutual exclusion came about or which species instigated it. In
fact all other details were also unknown to me.
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For there to be mechanisms guaranteeing territorial exclusion
between two species, the species must ‘rub off” against one another over
many generations. As a result of this interaction the males of one species
become aggressive towards the males of the other species. We know that
aggression is a successful means by which our Azhik, Pyzhik and the rest
defend their territories against other males of the same species.

All leaf warblers' look very much alike - small brownish-grey or
greenish-grey birds. Could this outward similarity be a result of
common evolution? One hypothesis runs like this: two species evolve
to look alike, so that they will not compete with each other; the
similarity brings about mutual aggression which, in turn, results in
mutual exclusion from their territories. It would be quite simple: ‘If he
looks the same as me, beat him up!” An explanation of this kind would
imply a common evolutionary fate for the two species. But the willow
and arctic warblers do not fit this idea of a common evolutionary fate. In
origin the willow warbler is European while the arctic warbler is a son
of Asia. So aggression towards the competing species could not have
developed while the two species were forming. Maybe it appeared later,
when the species met. But by that stage their external appearances would
have been in their finished state: they could not have been the result of
common evolution.

Here is another theory. Suppose that the aggression of each species
towards the other merely results from mistaken identity. By chance the
species turn out to be very similar in appearance, and now they fight
each other simply because they cannot tell each other apart. Well, if that
is the case, it is a very convenient mistake - assuming that there is in fact
something to compete over and fight about. The simplest assumption
would be that they are competing for food.

This raises some questions: what is the origin of the interspecific
aggression, and is there actually competition for food, or for something
else?

Judging by the distribution maps of our two warblers, the subarctic
Urals are an area in which the willow warblers spreading eastwards and
the arctic warblers spreading westwards met quite a long time ago. The
spot where we are now is in the middle of a vast area where the species
coexist. How it all came about will clearly never be known for certain.
Perhaps we could hope that palaeontologists somewhere will dig up the
fragile remains of the tiny birds and draw appropriate conclusions, but
there is no chance of that happening. It would be easier to find a needle
in a haystack, even without a magnet.
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Perhaps the mammoths were witnesses of this meeting of species. Or
did it occur after the mammoths had gone? It appears that nobody made
arecord of the event. Even if one of our round-shouldered ancestors had
become fascinated by our warblers - such tiny and unobtrusive little
birds - and painted them on some as yet undiscovered rockface, still we
should not be able to tell whether they were willow or arctic warblers.
Even in some modern zoological illustrations you cannot always tell
them apart. So we are left with having to judge, very approximately, the
time of their encounter just from the map of their present ranges. If the
willow warbler colonised the whole of northern Siberia and the arctic
warbler the whole of northern Europe, the Urals - including their
northern parts - would have been conquered by both species long ago.
Perhaps they would have had time enough to learn to live together.

So we have come here to try and find out what they have learnt in the
time they have been cohabiting.

The next day there is still a cold drizzle. Sergey goes off to continue
looking for warbler nests on the plot. I drag our rubber dinghy out of its
box, pump it up, and take it down to the river. My idea is not just to go
on an excursion or carry on with our ‘spontaneous hunting’ in places not
yet visited. The river is a bit over a hundred metres wide: is that a large
or a small distance for a warbler? I need to check whether any of our
ringed birds can be found on the other side. The results should speak for
themselves. They will also give us a rough idea of how our willow
warblers on the plot relate to those on the other side, in other words
indicate how far the river functions as an ecological barrier. In any case
it will be interesting to see what kind of place it is over there.

Because of the rain there is now more water in the river, which is
becoming muddier and more turbulent. In choosing a place to cross I
have to take account of the fact that the current will carry me along
rapidly. Earlier I scanned the opposite bank and spotted what looked like
a tiny backwater where it should be possible to moor, so now I drag the
dinghy a long way upstream. Fortunately the crossing goes like
clockwork.

Cursing the dampness which penetrates everything and makes
observation difficult, I go right along the bank opposite our plot. Here
there is hardly any floodplain; instead a gentle slope rises straight out of
the water. The forest is different too, with few spruce, more birch, and
along the bank alder and willow. There are also clearings - not like those
on our side of the river, but with bare stony patches.
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I manage to examine quite quickly all the willow warblers singing this
morning in the strip of woodland along the bank. Only one turns out to
have rings - KA. That means that the river represents quite an
appreciable barrier to the warblers, and they fly over to our side only
rarely. So any interaction between the warblers on the two banks is of
minor significance. In the back of my notebook I keep a record of all the
ringed warblers: KA was ringed in the early days of our work, and we
haven’t caught him since.

Here a thrush is singing beautifully. It can be heard even from the
plot, but the distance and the noise of the river rob it of its clarity. Now
I have the chance to listen to the soloist properly. It feels just like being
at a concert - not otherwise occupied, not passing by, and with no radio
interference. As is my habit when stopping for a smoke I seek out a
convenient fallen tree. The spot is just right. I can sit comfortably and
lean my back against a birch trunk.

The fallen trees in the forest are overgrown with moss, always damp,
and in rain absolutely sodden. But we can sit on them without getting
wet beneath thanks to pieces of reindeer skin which we hang over our
backsides from our belts. I thought up this original seating arrangement
a long time ago when working on the tundra, and colleagues found some
merit in the invention. So now each one of us never forgets to take his
piece of hide, which we theatrically call our ‘zadnik’® or ‘backdrop’.

At first I just sit, smoking and listening. The thrush’s pure song is
delivered at a measured pace, with expressive pauses. There is a complete
absence of unpleasant lisps and crackles. It lends a delightful tranquillity
to the relaxation and to the contemplation of the landscape, which is
gloomy but still picturesque.

Soon my lyrical mood becomes a little more businesslike. The thrush
is singing in one of several tall spruce trees, but is not visible.
Incidentally thrushes, especially song thrushes, are rather cautious, and
not all will allow themselves to be spied on. If they had been the objects
of our study instead of the warblers, life would have been very trying.
But there is no need to observe this one. Knowing that thrushes like to
build their nests among conifer foliage I start examining the spruce trees
in front of me through the binoculars. Quite soon in fact I spot a thrush
nest, but it is some way off and I cannot see a sitting thrush. The nest
might be unoccupied.

The view before me changes somewhat. The amorphous greyness
suffused through the air begins to disperse. It stops drizzling and the fog
lifts to become cloud, although it remains low, hiding the tops of the
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trees and the slopes over on our side of the river. The transformation
lifts my spirits.

I want to get up, but catch sight of two green sandpipers overhead.
One of them gives its graceful call, ‘tyuulli - tyuulli - li...’, then, flying
almost with wings touching, they execute a beautiful dive between the
spruce trees and settle right by the nest which I have been examining
from my throne.

Aha! This means it is their nest! We have not yet found a green
sandpiper nest here, so this is exciting. Green sandpipers live beside
forest streams and rivers; rather than building their nests on the ground
like other waders, they choose trees, and often old thrush nests.

I watch the sandpipers, expecting one of them to sit on the nest and
begin its very characteristic body