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PRAISE FOR THE GREAT SOUL OF SIBERIA

“Sooyong’s magical prose led me into little-known and breathtakingly beautiful forests, exposed me to the bitter cold of long winter months, and revealed the secret life of that most mysterious of cats, the Siberian tiger.”

JANE GOODALL, UN Messenger of Peace

“A beautiful book, and the best account of Siberian tigers I’ve read. Park’s remarkable first-hand observations of a wild tiger family contain the wisdom of his years of experience and are written with great verve, intelligence, dedication, and understanding.”

JEFFREY MASSON, author of Beasts: What Animals Can Teach Us About the Origins of Good and Evil

“This book is an unbelievably gripping account of one man’s laser-focused determination to find, film, and understand one of the rarest and most formidable cats on earth. Not only is Sooyong Park’s story astonishing—it’s also shared with such intense emotion that you feel you’re right there with him.”

CHRIS MORGAN,  ecologist, host of Siberian Tiger Quest

“An astonishingly intimate peek into a family of the greatest of cats, and a man in love with watching them. Sooyong Park has felt the breath of a wild Siberian tiger on his cheek, and so will you.”

WILL STOLZENBURG,  author of Where the Wild Things Were

“One man’s fascinating account of what it’s like to live in a frozen world most of us can barely imagine, in the presence of one of the most magnificent and mysterious animals on earth.”

GEOFFREY C. WARD,  author of Tiger-Wallahs and The Year of the Tiger

“To read Great Soul of Siberia is to go deep into the tiger’s mysterious Russian realm with an expert guide. Thanks to author Sooyong Park’s vivid prose, you will feel extremes of cold and fear, triumph and heartbreak. And you will be helpless against falling in love, as he did, with the tiger’s wild magnificence.”

J.A. MILLS,  author of Blood of the Tiger

“A beautifully patient, deep-textured exploration of an unknown part of the world and its ancient guardian, the majestic Amur tiger, by a wonderfully empathetic naturalist.”

RUTH PADEL,  author of Tigers in Red Weather and Where the Serpent Lives

“A triumph of nature writing; an original and authentic voice from the wilderness.”

JONATHAN & ANGELA SCOTT,  The Big Cat People

“A courageous and eloquent adventurer, Park is truly a kindred spirit of the magnificent Siberian tiger, and a compassionate steward of its environment.”

JEWEL PALOVAK,  co-executive producer of Grizzly Man
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FOREWORD

by John Vaillant

THIS BOOK IS a personal account of one of the most extraordinary wildlife studies ever undertaken. That its focus was on Siberian tigers, arguably the most difficult tiger subspecies to study in the wild, only makes Sooyong Park’s accomplishment that much more remarkable. Many of his observations were made from an earthen bunker scarcely larger than a grave where, over a period of years, he sequestered himself for months at a time in subzero temperatures. The fact that Park survived these extended periods of solitary confinement with body and soul intact is astonishing in itself. That he emerged with enough film footage for seven documentaries and the inspiration for this beautiful, necessary book makes it a unique achievement.

Park’s radical method was based on his understanding that Siberian tigers do not forgive disturbances to their natural order. If something doesn’t look, smell, or feel right, the tiger will either find and destroy the cause or vacate the premises so thoroughly that any hope of future sightings there is lost. Park solved this problem by disappearing himself to the point that he would not register with the tigers’ acute hearing, vision, or sense of smell. And then he waited—sometimes for months—for a tiger to come by. Relegating oneself to such a state of egoless oblivion is difficult, even dangerous, for humans to do, but there is no shortcut to the kind of intimacy Park aspired to with his subjects. Rigorous self-abnegation is the only way to see tigers in their natural state: hunting, feeding, relaxing, courting, playing with their cubs. “When I [am] humble,” Park told one interviewer, “I can see nature more deeply.”

Park’s humility is evident throughout these pages, and it is often attended by a striking lyricism that, even in translation, reminded me that most of what has been written about Siberian tigers comes to us through English and Russian. I had the feeling, reading Great Soul of Siberia, that it could not have been written by a Westerner. Unlike most tiger researchers, Park is local: raised in the Sobaek Mountains of South Korea—former tiger country—he is the product of a culture whose poetic tradition dates back at least two thousand years. Perhaps it is this, combined with his background in literature, that explains a lyricism, tone, and intimacy with the landscape and its inhabitants, human and animal alike, that I haven’t encountered in other tiger literature. Park’s distinctive voice, coupled with the fierce and monastic dedication of his vigil, brings us so close to this extraordinary animal that we can feel, as he did, the tiger’s breath on our face, her whiskers brushing against our hand.

It may seem strange to use the word “personal” when talking about tigers, but this is the overriding feeling I had while reading Park’s book. Spending time in his wild, frozen world, I came to realize that “personal” is another way of saying “intimate,” which in this context also means “mammalian.” Park is writing about tigers, but he is also writing about families—the domestic life of tigers in the wild. And it is through these relationships that we gain a window into the heart and soul of Park himself, a family man who aspires also to be a “Man of Nature.” Viewing these animals through Park’s inclusive, empathic lens, we are privy to scenes that are both familial and familiar: birth and death, satisfaction and desire, tenderness and cruelty, teaching and learning, mischief and discipline, comedy and tragedy—the full spectrum of family life as it pertains not only to Homo sapiens but to all higher mammals. As a vicarious witness to these private scenes, many of which have never been observed, much less filmed, in the wild before (a father keeping watch while his cubs feed; a mother filling in as a sparring partner for a cub who’s lost a sibling), I felt the boundaries between “us” and “them” begin to waver and dissolve. I found myself wondering how similarly we might behave if we lived outdoors all year round in a forest where temperatures drop below −30°C and we had to hunt large game to survive; how we would cope trying to feed a family while being hunted ourselves.

And it is this, the generous invitation to see and feel beyond our own boundaries and to explore the harsh and tenuous reality of one of our shared planet’s most compelling creatures, that is the greatest gift a Man of Nature like Sooyong Park can give us. Great Soul of Siberia offers a unique portal through which we can find common ground—and perhaps common cause—with these rare and elusive animals that seem so profoundly different from us, but with whom, as Park so eloquently demonstrates, we share so much.

   
PROLOGUE

SINCE 1995, I’VE been researching and observing wild tigers in Manchuria, the North Korean border region, and Ussuri (officially known as Primorsky Krai), which together form the southeastern corner of Siberia. I’ve spent half of each year wandering forests and climbing mountains in search of tracks and the other half in underground bunkers filming tigers in -30°C weather. Twenty years of waiting for tigers that seldom come has been a frustrating and humbling experience, but ultimately a rewarding one that has yielded seven documentaries on Siberian tigers, including Siberian Tiger Quest. When I first began, there was less than an hour’s worth of wild Siberian tiger footage in the world, but twenty years later, I’ve amassed close to one thousand hours of footage. The observations I’ve made with my own eyes are three or four times the length of my recordings.

Blending into nature and staking out for long periods are no small undertakings. When I’m confined to an underground bunker in the wild, I have to take care of everything in that space: go to the bathroom, melt frozen rice balls for meals, and brave the cold Siberian winds. After six months of not being able to shower, shout, or turn on the light, I begin to identify with prisoners in solitary confinement.

When a tiger appears after an interminable wait, it’s as if I’m seeing the face of a lover I’ve been dreaming of. My heart races as I’m overwhelmed with joy, and time stretches on like eternity in those few brief seconds. Then, suddenly, joy is replaced by terror. The tiger notices something is out of place and heads straight toward me, its eyes burning blue in the dark. Footsteps approach, snow crunching under the tiger’s paws. The sound stops. I feel the tiger’s hot breath on my face. The fragile pendulum of existence swings between life and death before my eyes.

But in the end, it isn’t the fear of my physical reality in the wild—the cold, the beasts—but an absolute sense of aloneness that freezes me to the bone in the bunker. As I tremble in the two-square-meter space like someone having an attack of claustrophobia, I realize that, unlike tigers, humans are a species meant to live alongside others.

There are five species of tigers on our planet: the Siberian tiger, the Bengal tiger, the Indochinese tiger, the Sumatran tiger, and the South China tiger. All except the Siberian tiger live in tropical regions. The Siberian tiger lives in Ussuri, Manchuria, and the Korean Peninsula. Russians call it the Amur tiger, and the Chinese call it the Northeast tiger (as opposed to the South China tiger). They’re Manchurian tigers when spotted in Manchuria, Ussuri tigers when spotted in Ussuri, and Korean tigers when spotted in the Korean Peninsula, but they all belong to the same subspecies known as Panthera tigris altaica.

Siberian tigers are very reclusive compared to their tropical counterparts; they avoid contact with humans at all costs and live secretive lives in vast mountain ranges. Chancing upon a tiger in the woods is like finding a needle in a haystack. The luckiest tiger researchers get to see wild tigers maybe once or twice in their entire careers. It’s no surprise, therefore, that a great part of the Siberian tiger’s behavior remains a mystery. Next to nothing is known about how tiger families are formed and dissolved, such as the behavior of females with cubs or the relationships between males and cubs. But when we do happen to see Siberian tigers in the wild, their talent for hiding, their wisdom to gauge the situation and know when to back off, and their bravery to fight to the end when they must are wondrous to observe.

Ussuri is also inhabited by indigenous peoples who worship the Siberian tiger. They believe that all life forms of the forest, water, and earth have spirits. Their god of the forest is Amba, or “the strongest one,” whose physical form is the Siberian tiger.

The forests of Ussuri, Manchuria, and the Korean Peninsula have long been the backdrop for both humans’ and tigers’ difficult fight for survival. This wilderness is becoming increasingly inhospitable due to logging, development, extreme weather, and poaching. Rifles have replaced spears, booby traps have replaced rifles, and landmines are emerging as the next poaching weapon.

Once referred to as the “Amazon of Northeast Asia,” the Ussuri forest is now poachers’ heaven. Dozens of the 350 remaining Siberian tigers disappear from the planet each year. This species, considered in the past to be the bravest and most sacred on earth, is walking down an irreversible path to extinction at the hands of mankind. The once-thriving Siberian tiger population of 10,000 is now reduced to 350. The population of indigenous Ussuri has also been reduced from several hundred thousand to a mere ten thousand who continue the lonely fight to keep their culture alive.

This book is a record of three generations of tigers—a female tiger named Bloody Mary, her cubs, and her cubs’ cubs. It is also the story of the native Ussuri who worship Siberian tigers. I hope this book does what little it can to shed light on Siberian tigers and the struggles of the native Ussuri and give them all a better chance at survival.
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PART I

Bloody Mary


CHAPTER 1

Tigress in the Basin of Skeletons

SOARING, MAJESTIC SWELLS of dark blue raged toward the shore. The breeze was cool. Winter was finally coming to an end. Nearly all of the snow had gone, except on the mountain peaks. The forest and hills were cloaked in gray and mustard yellow, the dreariest palette of the year. Dark and light swatches stretched on like a rag patched and mended too many times, and the ice in the brooks and rivers cracked and broke apart as the muddy currents carried it away. The arctic warbler had not begun to sing yet, and there were no flourishes of green, but the tremendous energy of life heaved just beneath the surface of the faded earth as it pushed through its final toil.

The perilous Tachinko Cliff towered over the sea that threatened to pull the onlooker into its dizzying waves. An eagle circled the sky and landed on a peak on the other side of the cliff. Heat shimmers rose in the warm sunlight amid azalea buds ripe and ready to burst.

Click, clack. Click click clack.

A couple of stones rolled down the cliff on the other side. The eagles were alight. Two Ussuri deer carefully made their way down the steep cliff. In Korea, they’re called plum flower deer for the white spots that blossom on their red coats in the early summer, but at this time of the year, their coats are as shabby and yellow as the lifeless skin of the Ussuri forest. The two deer looked scraggly and weak. The largest of the sika deer species, Ussuri deer once also lived throughout Korea and northeastern China, but their population has diminished over the years and they are now found mainly in Ussuri in the southern panhandle of Russia more commonly known as Primorsky Krai.

Every year, the Ussuri deer that have made it through the winter come down to the shore in the early spring. Before the first new leaves, when food is still scarce, the deer survive the last push by filling their bellies with seaweed or kelp. This also replenishes their salt intake, which is typically low during the winter. Their trips to the shore begin when the snow starts to melt and peak around May when the deer give birth to their young, as pregnant deer need more sodium to keep their growing fetuses strong.

More stones rolled down the cliff, then a heap of rocks crashed to the bottom. One deer fell off the cliff in the mess of rocks. It hit the cliff once on its way down and fell into the ocean. When the deer surfaced again, it could hardly move. With only its head above water, the deer was caught in the waves. It was a young stag that had just begun to grow antlers.

When I approached the stag, it was struggling to climb onto a rock. It used every drop of strength to push itself up, only to be swept under again. Stefanovich, the forest ranger I was traveling with, and I pulled the deer onto the rock, where it sprawled and gasped for air. It looked at us with pleading eyes.

Eagles were perched on every peak along the cliff. Like locals well versed in the ways of these parts, they lay in wait, looking off into the distance with an air of indifference.

The deer was still wide-eyed and gasping for air, but there was no hope for its survival. Stefanovich raised his gun to put it out of its misery, but I stayed his hand. I didn’t like the sound of gunfire. Perhaps this came with the territory of moving soundlessly in search of tigers—I didn’t want to disturb the quiet flow of nature. The deer was in pain, but it wasn’t our place to intervene. In the end, the birds perched on the peaks would get to him.

ONE BRANCH OF the Sikhote-Alin Mountains stretches south along the eastern coast of Ussuri through the Lazovsky District. Tachinko Shore lies in the middle of this coastal range. To the left and right of the shore are steep cliffs where wild goats live; over the ages, the powerful waves of the East Sea have dug out a crescent beach. About one kilometer down this beach of coarse sand and pebbles is a vast, thick valley of cork oaks.

We found deer tracks on the beach covered with tiger pugmarks. It looked like the tiger had pounced on the deer. Their tracks led to a spot where the sand had been churned up during the struggle. The tiger had hidden on the edge of the cork oak forest and caught the deer in just three tries. While the tiger pounced three times over a mere fifteen meters, the deer had managed to take only one leap. This was unusual. Such swift hunting is normally only possible when the deer is lying down to rest very close to the spot where the tiger hides in wait.

But there was no evidence of the deer lying down. It had been headed for the beach, but even then, could take only one leap for its life. It had been a perfect stakeout and a clean attack. The tiger had demonstrated cunning camouflage and agility rather than brute force.

Male Ussuri tigers use tremendous power when they hunt deer, boars, bears, and other large animals. But the relatively small and sensitive female tigers use a more effective weapon—trickery.

The sand looked rusty. The deer had bled profusely. The blood in the sand had not yet congealed. The deer must have died the previous night or early that morning. The tiger had dragged it into the cork oak forest. After killing their prey, tigers typically take it to a secluded area where there is water to drink. The tiger had eaten its deer by a small brook in the forest. There was a great deal of blood by the brook as well. It dawned on me that this was the handiwork of Bloody Mary. The locals named the tiger Bloody Mary for her habit of soiling the earth with blood whenever she took down a deer or boar.

Bloody Mary killed by delivering a fatal bite to the neck like any other tiger, but she always added an insurance bite. She would clamp down on the neck of an already dead deer and give it a hard shake, boring large holes into its throat with her long conical fangs. The arteries would tear and blood would spill. She had a cautious, tenacious personality and liked to be sure she’d done the job right.

Nobody in the area had ever seen this tiger, but it was assumed by the bloody remnants of her hunts that she was ruthless and cruel. That’s how she’d earned the same nickname given to Queen Mary I, the British monarch who executed countless Protestants in the sixteenth century. But Bloody Mary the tiger was merely vigilant, not ruthless, when it came to humans. I had never heard of anyone being harmed by her. Rather, thanks to her persistence and her diligence at keeping her distance from humans, she had been able to stay safe and raise her young well. She excelled at detecting dangerous contraptions laid by man and was a skilled hunter more than capable of feeding her young, even when she had a large litter.

She was as keenly wary of humans as she was deeply attached to her territory. So elusive was her presence that nobody had seen so much as her shadow, but when she sensed someone in her territory, she furtively circled the area and kept an eye on them until they left. While we were there, she had been patrolling her territory on the Tachinko Shore in southeastern Lazovsky. She had likely watched us observing the Ussuri deer and the wild goats. She had never once revealed herself to us, but often left traces nearby. Like a suspicious mother bird who senses a threat to the eggs she is brooding and circles the nest to investigate, she was lurking around our expedition. Maybe we had crossed paths in the forest. I couldn’t see her, but she could see me. She would have learned to tell me apart from other humans and knew that I was not a hunter. She was, after all, an Ussuri tiger. And Bloody Mary at that. If she had been any other tiger, I would not have had the nerve to wander the forest.

A patch by the brook was littered with tufts of deer fur that Bloody Mary had ripped out with her front teeth. It was just like a female tiger to pull out the fur so meticulously before eating. The deer’s head was cast aside pathetically, its nose stuck in some leaves and its filmy dead eyes staring at nothing. The clouds in the sky and shadows of trees faded in its pupils. I looked closely and saw that its molars were yellow and ground down. It was an old stag. Its entrails strewn about the ground did not contain much. It seemed the stag had fed mostly on dried oak leaves, but not enough of those either. Its face looked haggard. Even though it was a scrawny deer with not much meat on its bones, Bloody Mary had left bits of it uneaten. She hadn’t even touched its head, and there was meat left here and there on its ribs and legs.

The brook had thawed almost completely, and clean water babbled along. The parts of the ice that were still frozen had air bubbles growing under spots of sunlight; other parts were full of round holes. Bloody Mary had drunk from the brook after feeding on the deer. Prints of her two front paws were stamped neatly and cleanly in the damp earth by the brook. Tigers’ size, age, and sex can be determined by their pugmarks and the lengths of their strides. The width of the front paw pads is an especially important indicator. If the width is greater than 10 centimeters, the tiger is most likely male. Few females have pads that wide. The paw prints by the brook were 9.7 centimeters, large for a female tiger, but the depth of the prints suggested the tiger was light. It was a smart, sensible female tiger, small but good at raising her young.

After a drink of cool water, Bloody Mary had crossed the brook and gone into the cork oak forest, a snug basin with Tachinko Shore to the southeast. Deer have to pass through this forest to reach the shore. Some get to the shore by climbing down the cliffs to the left and right, but those paths are too steep and not popular among the deer.

The large basin is densely populated by cork oaks. The yellow-brown leaves on the ground, the dark bark of the cork oaks, the dry blades of grass, and the field of reeds on the edge of the basin provide perfect camouflage for tigers stalking and hunting prey. Some of the deer that feed on the dry oak leaves in the basin on their way down to the shore meet their ends here. The ghostly white skulls and bones of deer that tigers have preyed on over the ages are scattered throughout the forest. On a sunny day with a gentle breeze, the forest is inviting. The dry leaves cover the ground like a cozy blanket and create a languid, sleepy atmosphere. It is a soporific place. But on days when the fog rolls in from the shore, the dank bark of the wet cork oak and deer bones look eerie in the milky darkness.

Sometimes it seemed the bitter ghosts of the dead deer were rising from the ground and gazing out through the thick fog, and other times I expected Bloody Mary to approach soundlessly from behind and pounce on me at any second. In those moments, the forest was transformed into a ghostly, wet swamp I did not want to cross. It is probably worse for the deer that have to pass through the basin every year—hence its name: the Basin of Skeletons. I found at least two skulls from deer that had died within the previous month or so. I imagined they were Bloody Mary’s kills. Only then did I know why she didn’t have to lick the meat clean off the deer bones. Spring was a terrifying time in Tachinko for the deer.

The spring that felt slow to come finally arrived, but the fallen deer did not live to see it. The southeastern region of Lazovsky, including the Basin of Skeletons, was a harrowing place for the deer, but perfect for Bloody Mary to raise her cubs, especially in the spring. Her choice territory was another reason she was known for being a good mother. I started to wonder what she looked like.

I didn’t know then where this journey would take me. Never could I have imagined that I would one day feel the warmth of her breath and her long, stiff whiskers on the back of my hand, and that I would be there, as well, to witness her death.


CHAPTER 2

The Traveling Base Camp

AMUR ADONISES ARE the first flowers to bloom when spring comes to Ussuri. A clus ter pops up through the melting snow in sunny spots. Wildflowers follow the Amur Adonises, carefully pushing up their buds, and little spring blossoms of red, yellow, and purple grow in small colonies like colorful landmasses on a world map. The forest turns into an endless garden of wildflowers. Around this time, squirrels and chipmunks emerge from their winter naps. Badgers wander about looking for wild plants to dig up so they can feast on the bulb roots. Asian black bears come out for a walk with their cubs, who were born over the winter. Mother bears lift rocks to find ants and caterpillars for their cubs to eat, and the cubs wrestle in the velvety green fields and break their winter fast by feasting on new leaves. Wild boars roam in groups, digging the fertile soil for fat slugs and worms. The boar herds can be counted on to turn the wildflowers into a chaotic mess, as if a dinosaur had rampaged through.

My long winter stakeout had finally ended, and I was to shift gears and start tracking tigers to map their territories and routes. From May through September, I tracked the tigers’ droppings in the forest and compiled a map of their migration routes to decide the best locations for my next stakeout. Then I spent October through April of the following year in my hideout waiting for the tigers. Half the year was spent on field expeditions and the other half on stakeouts, two ways of studying nature.

FIELD EXPEDITIONS ARE essential to the success of a stakeout. Through field expeditions, we pick up the various details that will determine where, when, and how in the vast, deep wild we should conduct our stakeouts. By following the traces of an elusive animal in our summer field research, we prepare for winter field research: staying in one spot until our subjects reveal themselves.

The area where we observe wild tigers is Lazovsky, southeast of Ussuri, home to the Lazovsky Nature Reserve. Nature reserves in Russia are called zapovedniks, and they have the strictest regulations of all environmental conservation areas in the country. No one is allowed in zapovedniks without permission, and all plants, animals, and minerals in the reserves are protected rigorously. So when I think of the word “zapovednik,” the first thing that comes to mind is “authorized personnel only.” Of course, even authorized personnel must receive clearance each time to get in. It would be impossible to fence in the vast area, but trespassing is just as prohibited as on privately owned land.

Rangers, the law enforcement authorities of the woods, can arrest trespassers and open fire if they flee and can interrogate and indict perpetrators. It’s illegal to enter a zapovednik, and those who poach, fish, harvest, or log in the reserves are subject to heavy punishment. Because of these strict regulations, wild tigers that have almost completely vanished from Korea and Manchuria have been able to maintain a minimum viable population (the minimum population required for a species to survive without compromising genetic or ecological diversity and health), albeit precariously, in Ussuri.

There are 101 nature reserves in Russia, making up 1.6 percent of all Russian territory. Three of these nature reserves located in Ussuri near the Tumen River are home to wild tigers. The smallest is the Ussuri Nature Reserve, the second-largest the Lazovsky Nature Reserve, and the largest the Sikhote-Alin Nature Reserve. Zov Tigra National Park (812 square kilometers), although not a zapovednik, was recently established to protect wild tigers.

The Ussuri Nature Reserve is 578 square kilometers. Only four or five tigers live there because the area is not very large and it is cut off from the Sikhote-Alin Range. Most of these tigers have not made stable homes of the nature reserve, but lead nomadic lives on the outskirts. In reality, only Sikhote-Alin and Lazovsky are real homes for tigers.

The Sikhote-Alin Nature Reserve is located in the middle of the Sikhote-Alin Mountain range that runs along the eastern coast of Ussuri. It was the first nature reserve established to protect tigers, and at 4,014 square kilometers, the largest. It’s home to between twenty and twenty-five wild tigers.

Lazovsky Nature Reserve, on the other hand, is located south of the Sikhote-Alin Mountains. The nature reserve itself is 1,210 square kilometers, but the entire expanse of the Lazovsky District, including the outskirts where tigers also live, is about 4,700 square kilometers. Between eight to twelve wild tigers live in the Lazovsky Nature Reserve and its outlying areas. Bloody Mary was one of them.

WHETHER WE’RE ON a field expedition or stakeout, we always begin at the base camp. Base camps are generally set up in a village or a mountain lodge near the research area. When we are conducting research in many different areas, we set up shop somewhere in the middle.

On this excursion we were studying Bloody Mary, whose territory spanned from the southeastern coast of Lazovsky to farther inland, so our base camp was located in the southernmost Lazovsky city of Kievka, seventy kilometers away from downtown Lazo. Since before recorded history, this part of Ussuri has been populated by the Udege and Nanai peoples. They are the descendants of northern nomadic tribes that shared linguistic and ethnic roots with the Manchu. The Udege were hunters who dwelled mainly in the forest and opted for a nomadic life instead of building villages. They moved in clans and followed game all over Ussuri. The Nanai, on the other hand, built riverine villages, hunting in the winter and fishing in the summer, and were nicknamed “fish skin people” because they made fish skin clothes and shoes. Part of the Ussuri ecosystem, they have hunted and fished for generations here.

This village of about a hundred households was once occupied by native Ussuri peoples, but was taken over by Ukrainians from Kiev in the nineteenth century, who changed its name to Kievka. The native Ussuri population has been nearly obliterated. Only a few families live in the village of Mayak about fifteen kilometers outside Kievka. Most of the villagers there make a living as medicinal root gatherers.

Our base camp at Kievka was a small wood cabin. It had a spacious entryway, one large room, one small room, and a kitchen through the entryway door. A wood stove was built into the wall where the three rooms met, distributing heat evenly among them. The cabin received a lot of light in the morning through its many windows. It was our home and command center. Here, we collected data, fixed our equipment, and put together supplies to distribute to our stakeout posts. We recharged ourselves as well as our equipment batteries at the base camp. When I returned to the base camp from a long stakeout or camping in the woods, this cabin felt like home.

We also had an expedition base camp. Ussuri tigers lead very itinerant lives. One or two hundred kilometers is nothing to them. Since they cover such vast distances, we had to have a base camp we could move around. So we bought a secondhand four-wheel-drive truck from the Russian military and named it “the Ural.” It guzzled gasoline but was as sturdy as the Ural Mountains.

We pulled the truck bed apart and installed a four-meter steel container called a kun. Stefanovich and Valosia, the two forest rangers who assisted me with our expedition, were thrilled with the project. It’s very exciting for people like us, who live in the woods, to have a traveling cabin. We installed a four-person bunk bed, a wood stove, and lighting fixtures in the kun. Once we added a chimney on the roof for the wood stove and cut out windows on either side of the container, we had ourselves a respectable traveling base camp. Stefanovich was assigned the task of driving and maintaining the Ural.

Once we were out in the woods in the Ural, the survey usually went on for about a month. We searched the forest for tiger pugmarks by day and returned to the Ural to sleep at night. When we camped for longer periods, the Ural dropped us off on one side of the mountain and waited for us at a designated spot on the other side. The expedition traveled over the mountain on foot, researching during the day and pitching camp at night. We rejoined the Ural when our journey over the mountain was complete.

Collecting data in the field, we were often caught in thunderstorms or extremely cold weather. On such days, it was a comfort to have the Ural with us. When we crawled into the kun and fired up the stove, it became as warm as a hearth inside. We hung our wet clothes to dry, made food, drank vodka, and rested up for the night. The cramped space inside the kun seemed so cozy on such occasions. After a month of field research, we returned to our base camp in the village. We recharged for a week or two and then set out in the Ural again for another part of the forest.

The Ural was a Russian military truck, but even it couldn’t avoid breaking down when we drove it through the rugged mountain terrain. There are no service stations in the mountains, so if you’re not confident you can fix a broken car, you don’t dare make that drive. But like all Russian drivers, Stefanovich and Valosia were not only great drivers but also expert mechanics. Even when their cars broke down in the village, they did the repairs themselves. They would find a car that was too worn for use, park it on one side of the yard, and take parts from it to fix their cars. Nothing went to waste. They hoarded even the smallest bits to reuse later. Frankly, they were too poor to even afford new car parts. This made them resourceful mechanics.

One time, the Ural’s engine spurted a puff of white smoke and stopped on the way up a mountain path. We opened the hood to find the fan belt had snapped and half the coolant had evaporated. I was worried because we didn’t have a spare fan belt, but I had faith that Stefanovich and Valosia would think of something. And I was right. Stefanovich took a look around the area as if it were no big deal and asked me for my camera. I surrendered my camera to him, not knowing what he was up to. He undid the camera strap and fashioned it into a fan belt with some fishing wire. He had a terrific fan belt in no time. He fetched some clean water from a nearby stream to refill the radiator and installed the new fan belt. The Ural let out a long blast as it drove on, as tough as ever. Thanks to their excellent driving and knowledge of car mechanics, the Ural carried out its mission no matter how far we traveled in pursuit of the Ussuri tigers.


CHAPTER 3

The Spirit of the Sikhote-Alin

WE SET OUT from the base camp in the Ural. About fifteen kilometers north along the new road to downtown Lazo, we came upon a small forest path leading to the Sukhoi Brook. Valosia and I picked up our backpacks and hopped off the Ural, which turned around and drove back the way we had come, leaving a cloud of dust on the unpaved road in its wake.

We had found traces of Bloody Mary and her cubs a few times in the past, but no one had ever seen her. One would think the medicinal root gatherers who went into the forest every day might have run into her, but her characteristic cautiousness had kept her hidden. We asked people living in the villages near Bloody Mary’s territory if they had spotted pugmarks of tiger cubs, and discovered that Bloody Mary had had two litters. She’d given birth to two cubs seven years earlier that she’d safely brought up to adulthood, followed by a large litter of four cubs four years earlier. She’d lost one cub in the process, but there were signs the remaining three cubs had stayed close to her until they left her care.

A female Ussuri tiger first has cubs when she is three years old. The cubs are raised for two to two and a half years before they leave their mother’s care. Based on this, we conjectured that Bloody Mary was a seasoned tiger of around ten years old. According to our calculations, she was out there raising her third litter, assuming she’d mated. We were curious as to whether she had had cubs, and if so, how many. The focus of our research that year was Bloody Mary. We imagined it would be difficult to see her in the flesh, but we planned to follow her traces, study them, and get as much information on her as possible.

We intended to spend the month of May collecting data along Sukhoi Brook and into the upper reaches of Mizinets River. We would recharge for two weeks after that and then resume our expedition along Santago Valley to Shauchinko, then down the coastal mountains from Tachinko to Mayak Village in August. We would spend September building stakeout trenches based on the data we’d collected, then head into our long six-month stakeout from October to March the following year.

The leaves on the trees were starting to unfurl. Myriad shades of green gave the forest new dimensions. Nut pine needles were the deep blue of the ocean, while the larch colony was the color of a light blue-green coral reef. The new leaves on the maple trees were yellow-green, and the oak colony was light green. The willow and poplar leaves were icy blue with a hint of milky white. The white base of the birch had shed its protective winter layer. I peeled off strips of bark so white I thought my fingers would turn white from touching it. The new bark, infused with blue, grew beneath the old.

The Udege and Nanai share an inextricable bond with birches and willows. In the spring, traditionally, they scraped off the inner bark of birches and mixed it with grain to steam and eat, and picked the chaga mushrooms that grow on the sap of birches in the autumn to extract oil, make wine, and boil tea. They chopped down birch trees to build their houses and make firewood, and peeled off the dried bark to use as tinder or make household paraphernalia such as baskets and cribs. Willows were used to make dog sleds and fishing poles, and the bark was dried to make ropes. They brewed the willow bark, now the well-known raw material of aspirin, and drank the tea to soothe their aches.

The Udege and Nanai still believe that the spirit of a person comes from trees and when one’s time in this world is up, men’s spirits return to willows and women’s to birches. They believe that the trees go through a period of rest and are reborn as new spirits. And so they see this world as a place where spirits pass through eternal cycles, where there is no death or sadness. To the Udege and Nanai, everything in the world is a living thing that gives and receives energy, and that energy is temporarily borrowed from nature and must be returned when the time comes—life and death are repetitions of these cycles and a circulation of energy.

The indigenous people of Ussuri who lived by the river must have felt a close bond with willows, and the vast expanse of birches would have been a friendly sight to those who lived in the forest. They were born of trees, lived among them, and returned to them. So they considered the forest part of their ancestry and history and referred to themselves as Udege, “the people of the forest,” and Nanai, “the people of the earth.”

We climbed a small ridge and saw the Sikhote-Alin Range in the distance. Far north along the green ridge was what the Ussuri call Black Mountain (officially known as Mount Chyornaya). Black Mountain is rockier toward the top, so little grows around the summit except for a few coniferous trees and shrubbery. The dense forest in the lower altitudes, on the other hand, is vibrant with life, and the Ussuri call it the Bright Forest.

Two hundred kilometers to the north and south of Black Mountain lie treacherous mountain terrains. The Udege refer to these as the Dragon Spine. Looking down from the peak, one can see the imposing boulders that form the ridge of Black Mountain. The ridge resembles an enormous dragon that has died and left its strong, coarse spine after its flesh and skin have turned to dust and blown away. The plunging, beautiful valleys of Koropad lie to the northeast of the Dragon Spine with the Bright Forest at their feet; to the southwest is the top of America Valley, which flows down from Black Mountain. Beyond that, Santago Valley (Udege for “third largest valley,” which it is in Lazovsky, after America Valley and Koropad) unfolds like a dream. Santago Valley and the area to its south formed Bloody Mary’s territory.

The Lazovsky District maintains a carrying capacity of about ten wild tigers. They travel around the nature reserve and its outlying areas, claiming the 4,700-square-kilometer expanse as their home. The tigers’ territories are divided along Black Mountain in central Lazovsky. During our expedition, it was difficult to tell exactly where the boundaries were, but the area was roughly divided into four quarters, each occupied by one female tiger. The area west of Black Mountain belonged to a tiger in her prime, while the northwest held an elderly tiger, the northeast a Koropad tiger, and the south Bloody Mary. Each tiger had a territory of about 500 square kilometers. The territory of male tigers is about four times that of female tigers.

Bloody Mary’s territory, which spanned from the southeastern coast of Lazovsky to beyond the Dragon Spine, was over 500 square kilometers. Collecting data in Bloody Mary’s territory took a long time because the research perimeter was vast and the terrain forbidding. Also, the feeding patterns and migration of the ungulates—deer, boars, and other hooved animals that tigers like to prey on—varied each year, which made it difficult to pinpoint Bloody Mary’s favorite routes
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