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PREFACE

Although in 1876, the Russian explorer, Col. Nikolai
Przevalski , was the first scientist to describe the Black-necked
Cranes and provide it the scientific name, Grus nigricollis.
since times untold these cranes were well known to the peopl.e
of the high plateaus of western China. In the summer of the
year 2000, I had the privilege of joining an expedition of Chi-
nese and Bhutanese researchers to the breeding grounds of
these cranes in central Tibet. Near several fresh water wet-
lands, we discovered many pairs of cranes nesting and rearing
their young near the homes of the local people. When I asked
the residents what they felt about the cranes, they always an-
swered, “They are spiritual birds. ”

The American conservationist Aldo Leopold felt the same
way about cranes. After experiencing Sandhill Cranes in his
native Wisconsin, he wrote, “He is the symBol of our untam-
able past, of the incredible sweep of millennia that underlies
and conditions the daily affairs of birds and men. When we
hear his call, we hear no mere bird. He is the trumpet in the

orchestra of evolution. The sadness discernible in some wet-
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lands perhaps stems from their once having harbored cranes.
Now they stand silent, adrift in history. ” Leopold would have
been deeply moved, as was I, to observe how the Tibetans
lived in harmony with the cranes and with other wildlife on
that bleak and beautiful landscape of the “top of the world”.

More than thirty years ago while I was a graduate student
at the Laboratory for Ornithology at Cornell University, I
wrote my doctoral thesis on the evolutionary relationships of
cranes as revealed by their calls. 1 wished to record the dis-
plays of captive birds and of all the world’ s 15 species of
cranes, but I was able to study just 13. The Siberian Cranes
(Grus leucogeranus) and the Black-necked Cranes were miss-
ing. There was only one Siberian Crane in captivity in the
United States and no Black-necked Crane. It was not until my
first visit to China in 1979, that I saw my first Black-necked
Cranes at Beijing Zoo. From their calls and threat displays, I
knew immediately they were a close relative to four other spe-
cies, the Eurasian Crane (Grus grus), the Hooded Crane
(Grus monacha), the Red-crowned Crane (Grus japonensis)
and the Whooping Crane (Grus americana). Much later, a
comparison of DNA confirmed these close relationships and
additionally that the Black-necked Crane was most closely re-
lated to the Hooded Crane.

Whereas the Black-necked Crane has a black neck and a
light grey body, the Hooded Crane is just the opposite with a
white neck and a dark grey body. Why had the forces of evolu-

tion created such different color patterns in two closely related
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species? The Black-necked Crane breeds high above the tree
line on the open, windswept wetlands of the Tibet Plateau.
The Hooded Crane nests in forested swamps of eastern Siberia
and northeast China. Perhaps the dark neck of the Black-
necked Crane absorbs heat from sunlight and helps warm the
crane. Perhaps the light-colored body makes a crane conspicu-
ous to neighboring birds and thus benifits territorial defense on
the breeding grounds. In contrast, the dark body and the
white neck of the Hooded Crane conceal the crane in the shad-
ows of tamarack and the white trunks of birch trees in the
swamps where it breeds. The Black-necked Crane’s strategy is
to remain warm and conspicuous. The Hooded Crane’s strate-
gy is to hide.

F. Ludlow and R. Meinertzhagen, respectively British
and German explorers, ornithologists on the Tibet Plateau in
the early decades of the 20" century, wrote brief reports about
the biology of the Black-necked Cranes. No further research
occurred until 1976, when Indian ornithologist, Dr. Salim
Ali, of the Bombay Natural History Society, led an expedition
to the breeding grounds of several pairs of Black-necked
Cranes in eastern Ladakh. This work was followed by addi-
tional research of Prakash Gole and Col. Tommy Chacko,
both in Ladakh and on the wintering grounds of the species in
Bhutan. But the major portion of the Black-necked Crane
breeds and winters in China. o

Liao Yanfa from Xining Zoo and Li Dehao of the North—

west Plateau Institute of Biology conducted detailed studies of



