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  A true nomad is never lost.

  —Evenk proverb

  IT WAS MY LUCKY DAY. At eight in the morning I discovered that I had tropical malaria, and I was really happy about it.

  I first felt it two days earlier, while hiking down from the summit of Mount Kenya. I had to leave my backpack in trailside bushes before the ascent, and, of course, it got stolen. Things left unattended in Africa tend to disappear fast, even at ten thousand feet above sea level. No longer having a sleeping bag, I had to walk all night to get to the highway. The next day I felt really weak, and thought I was just overtired. But the fatigue was getting worse; I developed a fever and was sweating heavily. It reminded me of pneumonia, and pneumonia would require daily penicillin shots, which would be difficult to arrange while bush-camping.

  So I was very glad to have my first typical malaria attack. It lasted only a few minutes, while I was sitting in a café trying to force down some manioc puree. It’s amazing that malaria parasites, these rogue descendants of innocent marine algae, living and multiplying inside your red blood cells, can synchronize their mass emergence so tightly. I hopped on a bus to Nairobi, went to a hospital, let them do a blood test, bought some Coartem, took the first two pills, and got perfectly well within three hours. And, of course, I asked the doctor who was checking the test results to give me the microscopic slide with my blood sample as a souvenir. I still have it, and show it to visiting friends. You can clearly see little purple Plasmodium falciparum parasites inside some red cells—pretty cool, I think.

  I checked into the cheapest hotel I could find. Traveling in Africa is expensive, and I was near the end of a four-month journey. I ended up in a part of town where the hotel owner felt obliged to give me an assault rifle–armed guard every time I walked to the grocery store across the street that doubled as an Internet café. On my third guarded trip the connection was so good that I finally managed to check my email in less than forty minutes.

  First, I sent my mother a coded email: “ok vova.” Vova is short for Vladimir in Russian. OK meant “Everything is going according to the plan; I’m perfectly well and traveling in wonderful places.” My mother and I had developed this code in pre-Internet days for use in telegrams, but it also came handy in Africa where online connections tended to get lost unexpectedly.

  After making sure my mother knew I was alive, I went on to read my emails—and there was one informing me that I’d been admitted to the University of Miami in Florida as a graduate student.

  This was the lucky break I’d been waiting for. It meant that I would never have to work again in my life. Professional zoology does not count as work in my book. It’s not something you’d do only for pay. It can be more demanding—physically and mentally—than almost any other job, but it’s so much fun for someone like me that it’s worth the trouble. I’d been doing it as a volunteer or somewhat-paid field technician for a few years, but wages in zoology are much lower than in other sciences, and you pretty much need a PhD to survive without other income. So that’s what I was headed for—a PhD in zoology—now that I had my acceptance from the university in hand.

  I had to get back to the States as fast as I could. I had an open-date ticket that I’d bought from a shady Pakistani airline through an even shadier Turkish travel agent. I was supposed to fly to New York via Addis Ababa, Tripoli, and London. The first leg was by Ethiopian Airlines. But when I got to the airport, the girl at their counter informed me that Nairobi-Addis flights had been canceled due to street riots in Ethiopia. I was, of course, disappointed . . . and that’s when this day proved to be a really lucky one.

  “Hakuna matata” (everything’s fine), said the girl. “My cousin is an officer; he runs armed convoys to Mogadishu. Maybe he can smuggle you into Somalia, and put you on our flight from there to Addis.”

  I thought she was joking, but she wasn’t. She didn’t have to help me, yet she didn’t hesitate to call her cousin with a crazy request to take a foreigner on a military convoy across a closed border. I don’t know what she told him in Swahili, but it took her less than three minutes to persuade him.

  Since my backpack had been stolen, I had no luggage but what could fit in my pockets, so traveling became easy. I hitchhiked to the border and joined the convoy, which included two armored personnel carriers and a few old trucks, loaded with the stuff most wanted in civil war–ravaged Somalia: rap music tapes and cases of Coca-Cola. On their way back, those trucks would carry qat (a kind of mild narcotic popular in the Horn of Africa) for Somalis living in Kenya. I was allowed to ride on top of the lead carrier—the only place not engulfed in dust—but had to hide inside if there were people around. On the outskirts of Mogadishu, we were met by a tank that escorted us to a military compound. I wouldn’t have minded a look at the city, but my hosts insisted on putting me on a cargo plane right away.

  I got stuck for a few days in Addis Ababa: the airport was paralyzed by heavy rains in India. There are millions of Indians living in Africa, and almost all air traffic between their old and new worlds goes through Addis. On this day, most of it was grounded in India. At that time there were no ATMs in Ethiopia, and I had no cash left, but before I starved to death I managed to squeeze onto a plane to Washington DC, but it got hit by lightning on takeoff, but there wasn’t much damage, but . . . Africa is not for people who don’t like surprises.

  All that time, covering mile after mile of dry savanna, freezing in over-air-conditioned airports, looking through plane windows at billowing tropical clouds, I felt very happy . . . and a bit sad.

  Happy, because after such a long wait I could finally get back to doing things I liked and was good at. It had been eight years since, at the age of twenty-eight, I moved from decaying Russia to the United States, but in all these years I couldn’t get a good permanent job in zoology. At first I had to do mundane and low-paid things like logging or delivering pizza. I learned the hard way that in the world of free enterprise, the higher you climb, the less you have to work; the most difficult, demanding, and unpleasant occupations are also the ones on the low end of the pay scale. Then I managed to get semi-volunteer positions on various research projects. This work was interesting and enjoyable: studying whales and waterfowl in California, plankton in the Sargasso Sea, plague in prairie dogs on the Great Plains, and hantavirus in mice in New Mexico. But these projects weren’t mine—I was just a hired hand. Now I finally had a chance to do my own research. I’d still be paid very little, but my work would be so interesting that I’d enjoy my life to the fullest anyway.

  But I was a bit sad, too, because these temporary jobs could be easily abandoned, giving me long vacations in between. I liked travel more than anything since I was about ten. The former Soviet Union was a safe enough place for a kid to start hitchhiking around at about twelve. Over the years I learned to travel around the globe cheaply and easily (not always comfortably, but I didn’t care), and could afford a trip to almost any part of the world after just a few months of work in a grocery store or a dot-com start-up. I enjoyed more freedom than most people could ever dream of. And now I would have to settle in a permanent home—something I always dreaded. My happy days of wandering freely were over.

  Or so I thought.

  Russians have a funny superstition. They half-seriously believe that the first day of a new year is like a preview of how the rest of it will go. If you spend January 1 happily drinking and dancing with your friends, you are OK until December 31. If instead you have a terrible migraine, lose your wallet, and your upstairs neighbors flood your apartment, expect 364 more days of trouble.

  The first six days of this story were certainly an accurate depiction of what the whole six years would be like: intense, unpredictable, full of adventures and discoveries from beginning to end. And with more travel than I ever expected.
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  Study nature, not books.

  —Louis Agassiz

  I LANDED IN WASHINGTON DC, TOOK A BUS TO ALBUQUERQUE, where all my earthly possessions were waiting for me in a friend’s garage, rented a truck, hooked my little Toyota Celica behind it, drove to Miami, and found a small apartment in Little Havana. Miami didn’t look that different from Nairobi, except the heat was much more oppressive, the groves of downtown high-rises much uglier, the swamps contained more alligators than Africa had crocodiles, and people looked bloated compared to skinny Africans, as if half of them had some terrible tropical disease.

  My arrival was perfectly timed: I had just enough time to settle in before two hurricanes hit our area. It would be really sad to miss such impressive storms.

  My first semester in the university went by quickly. I enjoyed every minute of it. I had been interested in zoology to the point of obsession since I was a small kid but never had a chance to study it in an organized way. In the Soviet Union, where I grew up, the main universities were off-limits (unofficially, of course) for a person of Jewish origin like me, so I had to get my master’s in a place more technology-oriented, studying “medical and biological equipment”—the closest I could get to what I really liked. By the time I graduated, the empire was falling apart and science was no longer something you could do for a living. So I became a freelance naturalist, writing guidebooks like Mammals of Russia and Hitchhiking in South America, leading bird-watching tours, filing environmental assessments, usually having two or three jobs at a time.

  Now, at last, I could simply be a zoologist. But I was facing another problem: What animal to study? To me, all animals were interesting. Until now I could work with all of them in turn, switching from insects to whales, from snakes to mollusks, from plankton to fishes. It would be painful to become an expert on, say, hummingbirds and forget about all the other wonderful creatures. So I decided to specialize in studying animal behavior. This part of zoology is called ethology (from the Greek word ethos, “habit”) in other countries, but for some reason this term is seldom used in the States. I would still be able to study whatever animal I liked, without having to do unpleasant things that many zoologists do: collect specimens, dissect living creatures, kill the very animals I liked enough to make them my vocation. Instead, I’d mostly observe animals doing things they like, and sometimes stage simple experiments to understand how and why they make their moves, choices, and decisions.

  It was time to choose the subject of my PhD thesis research. Even after deciding that my study would be on animal behavior, I still had to pick a particular problem to work on. I had a few suggestions, ranging from studying petrel navigation near the magnetic poles to snow-tracking wolves in Tibet. But when I presented these ideas to Steven Green, my scientific advisor, he found them totally impractical and didn’t hesitate to point out why. Steve is a brilliant scientist, and I enjoyed every moment of working with him, but he’s not the kind of person who politely keeps silent when you make a mistake, and his style of teaching is a direct opposite of the make-you-feel-good approach popular in American schools. Finally, he got tired of shooting down one idea of mine after another and said:

  “Why don’t you look into alligator behavior? They do some interesting communication in spring. Garrick studied it, but that was almost thirty years ago. And you wouldn’t have to travel too much; there’re so many gators around here.”

  I didn’t like the idea. As any biologist would, I found alligators—as well as crocodiles, caimans, and similar creatures, known together as crocodilians—fascinating from an evolutionary point of view. They are often called the last survivors from the Age of Reptiles (which lasted from about 250 to about 65 million years ago), living fossils, the closest thing to dinosaurs . . . none of which is technically true. But study their behavior? All they ever do is bask in the sun, waiting to be fed by some lucky chance. Every time you stop by their enclosure in a zoo, you hear some little boy ask, “Are they real or plastic?” What kind of research would it be, sitting for hours in some hot, humid swamp, seeing nothing but wave after wave of mosquitoes and blackflies, waiting for the beasts to move a leg or blink an eye?

  Of course, I knew from literature that crocodilians did move sometimes, and that they could do some interesting things: care for their offspring, hunt large mammals, and produce infrasound (acoustic vibrations too low-pitched for humans to hear). But the only things I’d ever seen them do were sliding in the water at my approach and trying in vain to stalk some wading bird. So I went to our library and read the works of Leslie Garrick, a herpetologist who more than forty years earlier had discovered that alligators could communicate by infrasound. He described their behavior during the mating season: the so-called bellowing choruses, head-slapping displays, and other things I’d never heard of.

  It was April, the time of year when alligators started mating in Florida and along the coast of the Gulf of Mexico. So I drove to the Everglades, found a roadside pond full of alligators, and waited. The reptiles—thirteen of them, all larger than me—were sleeping on the banks or swimming very slowly through still, tea-colored water. They were black, thickly built, and boring. Nothing happened all day. After sunset, nothing happened either, except now I could see the gators’ eyes reflecting my flashlight. I counted those red embers and realized that the lake contained twice as many reptiles as I could see during the day.

  The night was full of voices: crickets, tree frogs, toads, nightjars, owls. Everybody was vocalizing except the alligators. The air was hot and humid, as expected. Not as unbearably hot and humid as it gets in the Everglades in the summer months during the rainy season, but still bad enough to make sleeping in a car with windows closed (or your clothes on) impossible. I got in the car, doused myself with insect repellent, opened the windows, and managed to get a few hours of sleep before the repellent evaporated and the mosquitoes rushed in. I woke up, spent half an hour reapplying the repellent and scratching the bites, then got out of the car. And that’s when it started.

  The lake was barely visible in pink fog. The forest was eerily quiet after the cricket-filled night. The purple sky was crisscrossed with golden jet contrails and lines of high cirrus clouds. The sun was just about to come up. The alligators were all in the water, floating like black rotten logs. Suddenly, the largest one, a beast almost as long as my car, lifted its massive head and heavy, rudder-like tail high above the water surface. He (such huge individuals are usually males) froze in this awkward position for at least a minute, while others around him also raised their heads and tails one by one, until there were twenty odd-looking arched silhouettes floating in the mist.

  Then the giant male began vibrating. His back shook so violently that the water covering it seemed to boil in a bizarre, regular pattern, with jets of droplets thrown nearly a foot into the air. He was emitting infrasound. I was standing on the shore at least fifty feet away, but I could feel the waves of infrasound with every bone in my body. A second later, he rolled a bit backwards and bellowed—a deep roar, terrifying and beautiful at the same time. His voice was immensely powerful. It was hard to believe that a living creature could produce what sounded more like a heavy army tank accelerating up a steep rampart. He kept rocking back and forth, emitting a bellow every time his head was at the highest point and a pulse of infrasound every time it was at the lowest. All around the lake, others joined him. They were all smaller, so their voices were higher-pitched and less powerful, but still impressive. Clouds of steam shot up from their nostrils (weren’t they supposed to be cold-blooded?). Trees around the lake—huge bald cypresses—were shaking, dropping twigs and dry leaves on churning waters. I stood there, frozen, fascinated, hearing alligators in other lakes, near and far, as they joined this unbelievable show of strength and endurance. For about an hour, waves of bellows and infrasound rolled through forests and swamps all across southern Florida.

  Then, gradually, they stopped. It was quiet again. The alligators were floating silently in the black water of the lake as if nothing had happened. I waited for two hours, and not a single one of them moved. Nothing moved there, except the rising sun and flocks of snowy egrets that sailed across the sky on their way from their night roosts to some fish-filled ponds.

  I drove home, thinking about what I’d just seen. Both alligators and crocodiles were known to produce sounds (called bellows in alligators and roars in crocodiles) and infrasound during their respective mating seasons. Fossils suggest that these two groups separated about seventy million years ago during the age of dinosaurs, so the spectacle I witnessed was probably even older than that. It was one of the most amazing things I’d ever been privileged to see. It was very easy to observe, yet very few people had ever paid any attention to it. The first description that wasn’t total nonsense was written in only 1935, by Edward McIlhenny. McIlhenny was an amateur naturalist, but his book, The Alligator’s Life History, was way more accurate than those of many professional scientists before him. In the 1960s, Leslie Garrick suggested that these choruses served the same functions as bird songs: attracting mates and staking out territory. But he wasn’t sure, and he published only three short papers on the subject. Later, two other zoologists studied it in more detail, but they, as Garrick before them, worked mostly with captive alligators in zoos, not wild ones. It was an area that was all mine to explore. I must be the luckiest zoologist in the history of mankind, I thought.

  So the next evening, I was back in the swamps of the Everglades. And the evening after that. And on one of those hot, steamy nights I discovered what no zoologist had ever found before. Alligators did more than just their Jurassic version of bird songs.

  They also danced.
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  The hardest bird to hunt is a snipe, for it hides in plain sight.

  —Seminole proverb

  FLORIDA IS PROBABLY THE BEST PLACE IN THE WORLD to study crocodilians. After being slaughtered almost to extinction, local populations of alligators and crocodiles are now rapidly growing. There are over a million American alligators and a few thousand American crocodiles, plus a few introduced caimans. They share the state with an equally rapidly growing human population, which will probably reach twenty million by the time you read this book. Although it’s common to see alligators in urban lakes and irrigation ditches, lethal attacks on humans are surprisingly rare: fewer than twenty people have been killed by alligators in the last fifty years, and nobody has ever been killed by a crocodile in Florida. The statistics have gotten worse in the last decade, in part because the number of very large male alligators began increasing from almost-zero levels since the late 1990s.

  Humans don’t attack alligators much either: at the time of my research there was no legal hunting, only gathering of eggs for alligator farms and removal of “problem animals” from residential areas. Crocodiles are fully protected by the law. So both species can be very tame and easy to observe.

  Encouraged by these statistics, I bought an inflatable kayak and started looking for research sites where I could observe alligators with as little human disturbance as possible. Soon I found two small lakes in different parts of the Everglades, hidden in dense hammocks, which in southern Florida refers to an island of tropical rain forest. Dozens of such islands are scattered across the sawgrass savanna of the Everglades. Some are made up of just a few trees, while others take hours to walk through. Both lakes were filled with alligators. Dry season in the Everglades normally lasts from October to mid-May, so water levels are at their lowest in April and May, just when alligators mate. Any permanent lake usually has lots of alligators at that time. Some gators even dig their own ponds. Only a few feet across when first dug, these “gator holes” are then enlarged and maintained by generations of the reptiles. They are very important for local wildlife, and not just as reliable water sources: the water they hold plus the mounds of excavated soil encourage tree growth, so many hammocks have formed around alligator-made ponds and then expanded.

  About fifty miles up the coast from Miami, I found a beautiful place called Loxahatchee National Wildlife Refuge. It had a six-mile-long canoe trail—a narrow, water lily–filled channel winding through sawgrass marshes. There were few alligators there, but I liked having my research locations in diverse habitats.

  South of Miami, I chose another site that was probably the easiest place in Florida to study alligator behavior. It’s called Anhinga Trail—a half-mile boardwalk near the main entrance to Everglades National Park, at the end of which is a lake. It always has plenty of water, and more wildlife than any place in Florida I know of. During the day it gets lots of tourists. At night there are usually just a few people coming to see alligator eyes reflecting their flashlights.

  I made my first discovery on Anhinga Trail during my first week of observations, when I didn’t expect to see anything out of the ordinary. Anhingas, weird-looking relatives of cormorants with egret-like necks and heads, were nesting in pond-apple trees in the middle of the lake. Their downy white chicks were already trying their short wings, so numerous alligators floating underneath the trees looked hopeful.

  [image: images]

  Two hours after sunset, all the tourists were gone. I switched my tiny headlamp to red light (many animals don’t see red color well, so red light is less disturbing for them) and sat on a wooden bench, watching alligator eyes circle below the boardwalk. Soon I noticed that they were all gathering in one part of the lake, and becoming more and more active. Eventually about thirty alligators gathered in an area less than sixty feet across, swimming like crazy, splashing, hissing, slapping their heads and tails, occasionally getting into brief but violent fights. Some of them would form pairs, then break up again. New ones were arriving every few minutes, alone or already in pairs, smaller females following their males. Others were leaving, but many remained in that small area until dawn. Then all swimming and fighting and splashing ceased, and the lake was quiet again. After the sun came up, the remaining alligators bellowed in chorus, and crawled onshore to bask for the rest of the day.

  I saw gatherings like that almost every night for a few weeks. In lakes, alligators would choose one part of the lake; in Loxahatchee, they did it in a large canal, always at a different location, but within the same area.

  What were they doing? To me it looked like village dancing parties, where people would come, alone or with their spouses, to socialize, have fun, and, in the case of singles, search for mates. I looked through literature, but such “dances” weren’t even mentioned anywhere. Local naturalists I consulted had no idea what I was talking about.

  This was astonishing. The American alligator is probably the most-studied reptile in the world. Thorough accounts of its natural history have been written by famous naturalists since the eighteenth century. At least a thousand papers dealing with its anatomy, physiology, population demographics, and, of course, behavior have been published. It’s unbelievably easy to observe: any Miami resident can get to Anhinga Trail in less than two hours. But nobody had ever noticed that alligators “dance” at night. How was that possible?

  Eventually, I understood why I got so lucky. These “dances” are difficult to observe in captivity. Captive alligators are kept together all year and know each other well, so there’s no need for displays and fights. And even if you did see them swimming and thrashing around at night, you’d have no idea what was going on. I’m sure tourists, fishermen, and hunters have witnessed “dances” on occasion, but they probably didn’t pay attention, or didn’t realize it was something unusual. Although everybody knows alligators are primarily nocturnal, the few people who studied them in the wild were mostly interested in nesting and mother-offspring interactions, and observed them only during the day.

  Humans are a diurnal species. Even some experienced naturalists feel uncomfortable being in the forest or in a swamp at night. I know a few field biologists who have lived in the jungle for years who never set foot outside their cabins after nightfall.

  I was lucky to be born without this subconscious fear of the dark. For me, night is the most fascinating time. I can’t sleep well on the nights of full moon; I can walk through dark forests and deserts or swim over sleeping coral reefs forever without getting bored, and I’ve learned that there’s usually much more interesting stuff to see outdoors when it’s dark.

  I grew up in the central part of Moscow, an imperial capital of ten million people. By the age of four I was interested in wildlife, but there was almost none around. In the summer we’d go to the country, but for the rest of the year there were only pigeons, sparrows, and, after the snow melted, a few insects inhabiting lawns and small parks. My mother was a normal person, not a naturalist. Although she was very sympathetic to my obsession, she could offer little help. She was more concerned with my general education, so when I turned five she took me to the Bolshoi Theatre to see Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake.

  It’s a long ballet and was scheduled to end at midnight—much later than I was normally allowed to stay up. Throughout the performance, I kept telling her, “I wish it lasted longer. I wish it wouldn’t end for another few hours.” Of course, my mother was happy to hear this. “Isn’t it great that he already has such appreciation of classical music!” she thought. But, as I kept repeating that I wished the ballet to last for as long as possible, she finally asked me:

  “Why do you want it to last for so long?”

  “Because if it ends late enough, maybe we’ll see some bats on the way back.”

  By the time I was seven, she had gotten so used to accompanying me on my nighttime walks through suburban forests that she began to like them. It was still Soviet times, and the Russian countryside was relatively safe. I never managed to infect her with my passion for wildlife, but she learned to enjoy travel to remote places, and nature in general.

  Being outdoors at night so often has allowed me to see some animals that few, if any, biologists have ever seen, such as the Andean cat and the Congo bay owl. My luck with alligator “dances” was probably due to my nocturnal habits as well.

  I learned by observing a large female with a brood of twelve babies that lived in a pond in Loxahatchee that the alligators apparently considered these gatherings very important. Alligator hatchlings, although smart and agile, are extremely vulnerable; they need their mother’s protection to survive in a world full of predators. But this female had other priorities. Every night she’d leave her babies and swim to the large canal two miles away where “dances” were taking place. She wouldn’t return until late morning. In three weeks, half of the tiny baby alligators disappeared. I saw one being taken by a great blue heron, but raccoons and bald eagles could also have caught a few.

  Figuring out what exactly was going on during those “dancing parties” was tricky. Recognizing individual animals was all but impossible in the melee. I couldn’t even tell males from females unless I observed the animal in question mate or bellow (only males accompany bellows with infrasound), or it was over eight feet long (females don’t usually grow that big).

  Another problem was that virtually nothing was known about the private lives of wild alligators. It was believed that they were promiscuous, and that each would mate with multiple partners if given a chance. A few years after my discovery, a study was published showing that, despite being polygamous, alligators of both sexes have preferred partners with which they mate year after year. But this only further complicated things.

  It wasn’t even clear if males were territorial: often they’d tolerate others dancing, bellowing, and courting females a few feet away. Nevertheless, almost every night I witnessed gruesome fights that occurred for no obvious reason. One young male lost his upper jaw in a fight, and died a week later. A few were missing their front feet, but I never saw an alligator missing a rear foot. I think it’s possible for an alligator to survive without a front foot, but not without a rear one, because rear feet are used for steering while swimming (the only source of propulsion is the tail, in which more than half of an alligator’s formidable muscle power is concentrated).

  Courtship and mating could happen during the “dances” or at any other time of night, and sometimes in the morning. When I finally started to recognize a few individual animals at my study sites, I learned that both males and females could initiate the courting. One, two, or three males would follow a female for a while; on most occasions she’d rebuke them by hissing, growling, or slapping her jaws. But sometimes one suitor would persist, swimming beside her or following her as she swam in tight circles, touching her with his nose or chin. Alligators have musk glands on the underside of their lower jaws, and some have suggested that touching makes it easier for the partner to smell the musk. But I suspect that there is something else to this chin-touching—that probably the chin is particularly sensitive sexually. A recent study has found that an alligator’s massive jaws are more sensitive to touch than human fingertips, which explains how mother alligators can carry their hatchlings without harming them.

  If females initiated the courtship, they were much more straightforward. When a large, strong male bellowed, his display sometimes had a spectacular effect on nearby females: they’d rush to the male and place their chins on his back. This usually led to sex after just a few minutes of nose-touching, although sometimes a macho male would totally ignore the ladies’ advances.

  One morning I was watching alligators in two small ponds. In the pond on the right side of the trail were eight large gators; the pond on the left side contained six smaller ones, four to five feet long, the size at which wild alligators start mating. An hour after sunrise, the eight large alligators in the pond on the right side bellowed in chorus. As soon as they finished, the “teenagers” in the other pond did their own version of a bellowing chorus, weak and somewhat pathetic, but very enthusiastic. Then a small female cautiously approached a young male and touched him with her chin. They spent at least an hour caressing each other with their chins and feet; I’ve never seen foreplay so tender and patient. Then they made love. It was clear from their clumsiness that for both it was the first time.

  And it was also perfectly clear that, no matter how deeply touched I was by their romance, I had to make sure none of my guesses would ever show up in a scientific paper.

  A scientist trying to study the behavior of wild animals is not supposed to get emotional. Once you get too personal, you invariably start assigning human feelings to your study subjects. This subconscious humanization can lead to grave errors in interpreting what you see. You shouldn’t forget for an instant that every species is different, even primates, to say nothing of creatures as distinct from us as crocodilians. But staying completely objective and impartial can be very difficult, almost impossible.

  I was totally unprepared for the level of behavioral complexity I was observing. It’s known that alligators and other crocodilians belong to a highly evolved group of animals; their closest living relatives aren’t other reptiles, but birds. Some fossil and physiological evidence, such as having a four-chambered heart, seems to suggest that crocodilians have descended from bipedal, warm-blooded, terrestrial predators. People who have raised crocodiles from eggs have succeeded in training them to do very complex tricks, and some of those human-raised crocodiles have lived for decades in residential houses side by side with the owners’ children and grandchildren, never doing the little kids any harm. Still, who’d ever think of crocodiles or alligators as being smart? Aren’t they just mindless killing machines?
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  Learning the Basics

  Alligator mississippiensis
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  If we knew what it was we were doing, it would not be called research, would it?

  —Albert Einstein

  A MONTH HAD PASSED. I was getting exhausted from long nights and mornings of observation (the alligators invariably “danced” at night and “sang”—bellowed—in the morning), endless drives between my study sites, and going through piles of old scientific journals in futile attempts to understand what was going on. I also had to teach undergrads and take classes two days a week.

  I realized that studying the “dances” thoroughly would require much more time and manpower than I could provide. It would have to be a long-term study involving paint-marking most alligators in some area. I was expected to graduate within five to six years; the alligators’ mating season was just six weeks long. My only hope of getting financed was to apply for research grants. Grants available to graduate students were difficult to obtain and mostly very small.

  But for now, I was having a great time. After so many years, I could finally do some independent research, wandering into a completely new area of natural history, uncovering secrets that had been hidden since the time of dinosaurs. Most alligators spent the hottest hours of the day basking semicomatose onshore, giving me a break I could use to get some sleep or to dart back to town for a shower and some ice cream without too much risk of missing something interesting.

  And, of course, spending so much time in the forests and swamps of southern Florida meant seeing so many other wonderful things.

  One of “my” lakes was inhabited by a family of otters. At first there were four, but as the water levels kept falling, two more walked in along a dried-up stream. The new arrivals were greeted in a very friendly way, probably because the otters were all relatives or old friends. No, I’m not falling into the trap of humanizing here—such long-term friendships are well documented for many species of carnivorous mammals. Watching the otters was nonstop fun. In just three days they grew so tame that sometimes they’d play with my toes or jump into my kayak and take rides. They caught more fish than they could eat, and accidentally provided me with a few nice meals of grilled catfish. But they particularly enjoyed playing with small alligators. Being much faster, otters could tease them by almost touching noses with them, nipping on their tail tips, or splashing water in their faces. Most alligators would submerge to avoid harassment, but one five-foot youngster couldn’t stand it and lunged at the otters every time they got close. So the otters focused their attention on this one most of the time. They easily avoided its jaws, until one of them slipped on a steep bank and was instantly grabbed by the gator.

  I expected to see a terrible death of a beautiful animal that by now I considered a personal friend. The alligator stepped back, firmly holding the wriggling otter in its teeth, and lowered its head, pulling the otter underwater (drowning is the method crocodilians commonly use to kill mammalian prey). Then, suddenly, it raised its head again and opened its mouth, releasing the otter completely unharmed. Why wasn’t the otter killed? Did the alligator get a painful bite? Or was it also playing? I will never know. It was one of many observations suggesting that crocodilians might be much more intelligent than anyone could ever imagine that I was to collect over the years, though most were too isolated to publish in a scientific journal.

  By mid-May, the rainy season was approaching. Small canals in Loxahatchee were so overgrown with water lilies that it was difficult to push my kayak through. White swamp lilies opened their ghostly stars between the black roots of bald cypresses. Towering cumulus clouds formed every afternoon above the parched savannas, but not a drop of rain had yet fallen in the Everglades. In the northern part of the swamps, where fertilizer-rich runoff from sugarcane fields had caused sawgrass to be replaced with impenetrable foxtail thickets, huge wildfires were spreading, often blanketing Miami with smoke. Sunsets were unnaturally colorful, but sunrises were clean, tender, and calm, with mists the color of pink seashells.

  This was one of the driest springs on record in southern Florida. “Otter Lake” soon dried out completely. My otters ate all the remaining crayfish and frogs, then broke apart a huge stump in the center of the lake to get to the few water snakes hiding inside, then left. Alligators, too, had to crawl away, leaving deep ruts in the mud. Elsewhere, alligator populations were overcrowded and stressed out. Three people were killed by alligators in Florida within just two weeks. Two cases particularly horrified the Floridians because they happened relatively far from water: a girl was killed while jogging along a dike, and an old woman while watering her garden. At the time, it was widely believed that alligators never hunted on land; it would take me two more years to prove this belief wrong.

  Finally, the rains arrived. Brief, spectacular thunderstorms were crisscrossing the open plains, dousing fires, reviving plants, saving thirsty animals. The humidity shot up, and the afternoon heat became unbearable. Mosquitoes, blackflies, no-see-ums, yellow flies, gnats, and horseflies ate me alive. It got cooler only during thunderstorms—sometimes so cold that to stay warm I had to float neck-deep in the water under my overturned kayak.

  The inflatable kayak had proved to be one of the best things I’d ever bought. I could carry it in a backpack, penetrate even the shallowest channels with it, sleep in it comfortably, and glide quietly through the swamps, approaching courting alligators to within an arm’s length.

  It would take some time for the rainwater to creep south from the lakes of central Florida and fill up the Everglades. Despite the rains, some ponds were still drying out. A few times I saw alligators engaged in so-called cooperative feeding: a few dozen would gather in a shallow lake filled with fish and spend the night swallowing one catfish after another, until almost nothing was left.

  They stopped dancing and almost stopped bellowing. I saw many of them in pairs, and still observed courtship occasionally, but generally there wasn’t much to see. It was time to pause and decide what to do next.

  I had more than ten months until the next alligator mating season. The semester was over, so I didn’t have to teach or attend classes. There was nothing to do in the Everglades either, though I still checked on my study sites once a week, just to see what was going on.

  By late May, males were mostly relaxing after two months of crazy nightlife, while some females were already busy building their nests, large piles of dry leaves and branches. Alligators take care of their eggs in the same way primitive turkey-like Australasian birds called megapodes do, and most dinosaurs probably did it that way as well. They put their eggs inside the nest mounds and let the sun and rotting vegetation provide the heat for incubation. Sometimes the female would seem to shade the nest with her massive body or to wet it with water dripping from her belly, but attempts to prove that females can intentionally regulate the temperature inside the nest have failed so far.

  Every nest has a slightly different inside temperature, a variation that is important in a surprising way. The sex of hatchlings in alligators is determined by temperature: the hotter the nest, the more males are born. In crocodiles it’s even more complicated, as extremely high temperatures also produce females. But alligators are subtropical animals (crocodiles are mostly tropical), and their eggs can’t survive extreme heat that well. Even adult gators get stressed by the summer heat in the Everglades, which is near the southern limit of their range.

  It is anybody’s guess why crocodilians evolved such a strange method of sex determination and how it is going to be affected by global warming.

  All this was very interesting, but I didn’t want to look into nesting, hatching, and parental care. There were already enough people studying these aspects of alligator biology. Still, I knew I had to broaden the scope of my research if I wanted to get my PhD in six years rather than six decades. If I studied just the “songs” and “dances” of American alligators, I’d be able to collect data for only two months a year.

  That’s how my six-year journey around the world began. It seemed simple at first. I just decided to look at other species, and to plan some kind of a comparative study of “singing” behavior. And I still had a year to submit my dissertation proposal.

  At that time there were thought to be twenty-three species of crocodilians. The number is slowly growing as new data from DNA studies trickle in and some species are getting split; by the time you read this book the widely agreed-upon figure will most likely be approaching thirty.

  I soon found that quite a lot was known about the genetic makeup, anatomy, and nesting of crocodilians but very little about their mating habits. When I was a schoolboy in the Soviet Union, the chapter on reproduction in my Human Anatomy and Physiology textbook began with “After a sperm cell reaches an egg cell . . . ,” modestly omitting everything that led to fertilization. Much of the literature on crocodilians had a similar blank spot. I found published information on mating-season sound-producing behavior for only six species, and most of this information came from captive animals and was very fragmentary. It seemed that people studying crocodilians had almost completely ignored that aspect of their natural history, being more interested in what happened a month or two after mating: nest-building, hatching, parental care—things that are much easier to observe in captivity.

  Although crocodilians are most closely related to birds, they have traditionally been studied by herpetologists (people studying reptiles). Snakes, lizards, and turtles are usually too secretive to allow any regular observations, and most such studies are done on birds and large mammals. So herpetologists aren’t used to studying animal behavior in the wild. And they are even less used to studying social behavior, because an old (and completely wrong) dogma states that reptiles are mostly solitary creatures.

  Since published data on crocodilian “songs” was so limited, I tried to learn more about the subject by contacting researchers working with crocodiles. Mostly, I drew a blank. Even zoo curators were often unaware of their animals’ behavior because courtship-related activities took place outside normal working hours. And some scientists and reptile breeders simply didn’t want to share information.

  But a few people were very helpful. Liz von Muggenthaler, a pioneer researcher of infrasound communication by giraffes and cassowaries, told me about one old model of Sony tape recorder that, probably by chance, was capable of recording infrasound. I found a used one online for just a fraction of what infrasound-recording equipment normally costs. Tapes for that model were no longer available, but I managed to get a couple from Sony headquarters in Japan.

  Steve Irwin, the Australian conservationist made famous by his television show Crocodile Hunter, enthusiastically invited me to visit him in Australia to study saltwater and Johnston’s crocodiles. Unfortunately, I never got to meet him in person: he was tragically killed by a stingray the same year.

  Another scientist who replied to my email was John Thorbjarnarson, a herpetologist at the University of Florida. He was in his late forties, but he had already become something of a patron saint of endangered crocodiles and alligators. In the twentieth century, many crocodilians were pushed to the brink of extinction by hunting and habitat loss. Nowadays all species are bred in captivity, and most are common in at least parts of their former range, but some are still far from being safe in the wild. John was working with Orinoco and Cuban crocodiles and the Chinese alligator, some of the rarest. Without his incredible organizational skills and perseverance, these species probably wouldn’t be around by now.

  John invited me to visit him in Gainesville, a few hours’ drive north from Miami. Modest, friendly, and easygoing, he was a walking encyclopedia of all things crocodilian. In just two hours of discussing my research plans he made so many interesting suggestions that following up on them all would have taken a lifetime. For now, I had to choose one, and I decided to look at the closest relatives of American alligators.
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  Dragon Reborn

  Alligator sinensis

  [image: images]

  A good traveler has no fixed plans, and is not intent on arriving.

  —Lao Tzu

  THE ONLY OTHER ALLIGATOR SPECIES IN THE WORLD is the Chinese alligator. These small, harmless reptiles once inhabited much of East China, but by the turn of the twentieth century there were just a handful of them left in one tiny part of the immense floodplain of the Yangtze River. They survived in a few village ponds separated by miles of rice paddies and cornfields, so they weren’t breeding anymore.

  There were still hundreds in captivity in a special breeding center in China; the problem was finding places to release them back into the wild. Most of East China is now one endless human settlement, a mix of rural and urban areas, but continuous. Only sacred mountains, densely forested and sheltering plenty of wildlife, rise above this sea of humanity. But alligators need wet lowlands, not mountains.

  John was trying to solve this problem, and was spending a lot of time in China. He gave me email addresses of some Chinese alligator researchers, who invited me to visit the breeding center. Due to freezing winters and cool springs, Chinese alligators don’t start mating until mid-June, so I had some spare time to travel around China.

  I had been to China once before, in 1993. Russia was falling apart then, and obtaining foreign currency was almost impossible, so I had to travel for four months on a budget of $200, sleeping in irrigation ditches and feeding on whatever people would share with a wandering sage. I had a self-made letter of introduction (translated for me into Chinese by a friend’s friend) claiming that I was a great Russian writer and the best friend of the Chinese people. This piece of paper, covered with fake official stamps, saved my life on a few occasions. I kept traveling until I almost starved to death, seeing unbelievable things that have since disappeared forever, like a mountain valley where no other human had set foot since at least the last Ice Age. Just a few years later, a highway was blasted through that valley. I was very young and . . . let’s say, motivated.

  Now that I was a respectable researcher, I didn’t have to hitchhike all the time and could pay for my meals, but I was still going to have some adventure. That semester I was dating a Chinese girl whom I’ll call “Li” here, although her real name sounded even more musical. Exquisitely beautiful and delicate, she looked like a porcelain figurine from the Tang dynasty, but in reality she was a talented chemistry student and loved spicy jokes. She had just been offered a job in China and was about to return there. Her father, a high-ranking Party official, was very unhappy about her dating a foreigner, especially an ex-Russian.
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