PORTFOLIO

UNSEEN AMERICA by Alexander Badyaev

In my dual career as a scientist and photographer, I have been ALEX BADYAEV
. . Alexis a
fortunate to travel to some of the planet’s wildest corners. ( : .,b professor of
. |
However, I've learned that long-term observations made close = e
to home often reveal the most fascinating and seldom-seen bloogy at the University
OT Arizona, and a Davi
natural phenomena. These photos show the remarkable and Lucile Packard Fellow
. . 1 in Science and Engineering.
behaviour of common North American mammals, recorded www tenbestphotos.com
within just a few kilometres of my study sites at opposite ends ABOVE Aflying squirre
of the USA: in northern Montana’s Rocky Mountains and the grasps aspruce cone as it
. . takes a gliding leap from its
Sonoran Desert in Southem Arizona. stash to avoid predators.
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PLOTTING THE DOWNFALL

Early autumn sess the American beavers of northemn Montans
angape in framtic free-fefing, attermpting bostore ug anough food to
la=t the long winter. Noclurnal in this part of their range, beavers are
riarety phobographed ergageg in ther conic activity of fefing trees

| was fortunate to witress this matriarch and her pear-old son use
Ehr consiceralie engineqring Lakents o save e and elor: laking
tums alternataly gnawing and as=sassing their work, they mcked the
trunk af s akesicks ping just enough o ensure that the next strong
wind would topple i into the ke, not onio land. By sunnsa they had
similarly notched three more mature pines along the shore, A faw
dlays Biber a poeerful storm browght down all four raes, ensuring
prvasicns for the fve months durng wiech ice clad the lake,
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MAKING A SPLASH .

The beaver's powariul 1ail has more than one use. &s well as acting as
aruckder tor stesering, it's also an intruder akam; when irighbened. the
rodent will sap its indguarters on the water = surface to starile {and
sk ) A potential predator, The sound also @erts its netghboours, which
respondd by paddling away into deeper waters or retreating to their
Indges. The signafing animal then commonly shephends the intnudar
off the lake with rmore slapong. | watched kits s woung as beoweaks
old try repeatedly — and unsuceessfuly — to imitate ther mothers
Lai-aplashing: whan thay did schiese & spdashwortby of the narms,
they imeanably frightened only thamsehes.

LANDECAPE ARCHITECTS »

Beavers haee an unmaichad .1.'I|I|Z:,l toinduca
hattal succession. Here, less than three sumrmers
atter ‘E-t'!ttlll'@_ inaremote area of -!']r:,l hilis and
corercus farasts in northem Montana, this Famiky
cregted a |.:I"§_E Ahe l_'l]. L'nl.llll:lll'l,g_ aseneas ol dams an
v bk crmekss, Thd oeady Toocled watland was
soon colonsed by cranes. terns, shorebinds and
waberiol, populalng an iskand of Biokspcal
diversity i an otherwize dry habitat = and all
within a single @enaration of begsers
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UNWELCOMING COMMITTEE »

A Harnzs" antelopa squirred (iBf ) and a rock sguirred briefky unite for
the greater good: 1o mab a western diamondback rattiesnake: Allof
this raptiles potential prey species in the Sonoran Desart hiva
developed comples bahewioural rituals to make the predetor awers
hat s besryg moonitaredt, i thes casa, Both rockents orouch closs
while fanming thair tails, then shoval sand and small rocks on top

Ol he sriibee, This dhoasn’t Parrm P regbila, and eventualy ha
squirreds will po aboart thesr business, leasing their enanmy in peace.

CAUGHT ON THE HOP ..

in the Sonoran Desert, feo uvenile
Harrrs' antalops squirrets goad

each other into teasing a westem
ciamondback rattlesake, When the
mevitable strike comes, they rely an
Soaring esps o avoid a Tatal bibe,
Thesi= a key leaming miual: imthe late
Sartirner months | Saw coumliess
young squrnels playing chicken with
snakias — natall lived 1o kel the tale,
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SKIN TRADE »

A mothes rpck squirrel brings a shad
wirstern diamondback rattiesnake
shin to her two recently emerged
pups, which obsassely sludy its
smed. taste and texture until the
Iragile rermains disinbegrala, This will
be the youngsters' first mtroduction
1o ez life-long redighbour and enenmy
that shares ther habeiat in the
Sonoran gdesen erosystbem
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FIGHT OR FLIGHT

For several years | was puzzled to find the ‘shells’ of large dragonflies
littering the lakeshore on midsummer mornings. Eventually,

| discovered the culprits: montane shrews that patrol patches of
spruce saplings before sunrise, shaking down and subduing
dragonflies still half-frozen from the chill night. The tiny predator
pictured is attempting to overpower a large darner dragonfly; if
successful it will pry open the shell with pincer-like incisors, eating
flight muscles and discarding the beautiful carapace for me to find.

TOO BIG TO BITE? «

In a northern Montana spruce bog, a young
masked shrew investigates an unlikely prey —

a fritillary, still lethargic in the early morning air.
Juveniles — like this curious individual — engage in
trial-and-error tasting sessions before they settle
on their local diet. Shrews use remarkably constant
routes, marked with their scent glands, to move
through the forest. Lying in the understorey along
these paths, with a few flashes behind me, revealed
a world that had never before been photographed
inthe wild. | discovered that their break-neck
dashes are punctuated by split-second pauses,
often — as here — accompanied by a burst of
echolocation to investigate prey at close range.
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DROPPING IN FOR DINNER

Setting up my camera near a recent wd
killin a coniferous forest in Montana, |
expecting to photograph weasels. Muc
my surprise, the visitors on that frigid
December night were a pair of norther
flying squirrels — a species that only ra

feeds on carrion. Even more amazing
the length of the gliding flights that bro
these nimble creatures to the carcass f
the nearest tree, over 100m away. This
glimpse — of aerobatic mammals floati
across a snowy field, eerily silent unde
moonlight — prompted me to start my
in-depth study of the biomechanics of {
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LOOK BEFORE YOU LEAP 4

Watching this flying squirrel explode from its snow-buried cache of fir
cones, like a cork popping from a bottle, was a startling experience. The
agile rodent relies on the thrust from its powerful hindlegs and the
stabilising effects of its flattened tail to gain height, before spreading its
flying membrane and gliding to the safety of a nearby tree, leaving
potential predators dazed. This defence is less effective against
sophisticated aerial predators: flying squirrels rustling under snow, too
confident of their escape strategy, are a staple food of great horned owls.
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FLIGHTS OF FANCY
Midl-Ftorusary ks T orsat of e
rmating seazan for norhern flyng squimels
i Pllcortt e, Ukt Tl mmoan aned in
temperatures dropoing to =40°C, this
ferrale is escorted by & pair of squatbing
males (onhy ona, above. made it nto tha
frarme). During these flights, males displey a
rermior ki array of acrobatic manoeuvres
niot seen n simple foreging glides. To recond
such agikty. Trrapged tha mghthy routes of
resident famales bebvesn ther cachas and
placod elewated Mashes in candy gaps,
firing 7y camera from the ground when

| heared bR Sopuiereds jumging, The risulling
imagas revealed a range of aerodynamic
fets newrsr bediore documended in the wikd

Hbeex Bty will e 5 pesabing alongside some
of the workt's Fnest saldife ard snvronmental
phoiographers at WidPhoios = the UK's largest
syimpesiur fie nalure photogranly, beld an
21-23 Dciobar 2011 at the Royml Geographical
Society, Loncken wwiswilginlo bos.arg, uk
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Acmirs more of Ake's photes of it e-seen
animals and e unusoal Belesours al
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