\The-South Kurils are home
to a beautiful and| rake “redlisted”
shru™— the shortqfrwted
/rhododendron a real mystery
/ plant. Scientists, Jare still divided
in their op/n/ons 6n whether

it is a separatg’species or a variety’________._... '
/in the late/1980’s, informed our director through personal communication that

there are ongomg discussions
regarding thb color of its fIOWérs

which somelclaim can befure whité,
pink; or purglish... A coliple of these

shrubs/were report/edly seen”
on'thé Kuplashir iri the Tate 1980's,
/n a renfote maccessmle place
an the edge of the Golovin volcang
/ caldera. Thi§ is where workers
“~.Qf the Krilskiy nature reserve
headled, 30 years later...

Southern Kuriles, Kunashir
Island; Kurilsky Nature Reserve,
Rhododendron brachycarpum
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and Kinashir encountered only a handful of 1nd1y1dual plants of the short-
fruitéd rhododendron. However, they did not provide the exact coordinates
oft thelr finds, for apparent reasons, and the déscriptions of the location were
very approx1mate
In March of 2017, Aleksandr Yakovlev, the staff driver, research assistant and
devot(;d comrade in all things, and I decided to start searching for the elusive
rhod6dendron in.the Kurilskiy nature reserve and its buffer zone.
/A.G. Trubérg, afvexpert on amphibians and reptiles who worked here

he observed several individuals of this thododendron near the Golovnin volcano
caldera, describing the location in the following manner: “along the tiny little
creek, away from the cabin, on the very ridge of the caldera”. What cabin did
he'mean, and where was that creek? The correspondence ceased, and we failed
to learn the specifics. We knew that our destination was near the lake Goryachee,
located in the northeastern part of the Golovnin volcano caldera. This was
the location pointed out by the researchers who were lucky to encounter this
rare plant on the Kunashir (Alekseeva, 1983).

Following fox tracks

We need to cover about 10 km separating the highway from Yuzhno-Kurilsk
to Golovnino and the Ozernyi ranger station, located in the caldera. March
is a full-blown winter month on the Kurils, but we can feel the breath of spring
in the caldera: there are yellow catkins on the willows surrounding the cabin.

We reach the ranger station on a snowmachine, The Ozernyi station was one
of the first to be built in the reserve, back in the 1980’s. The old cabin has tilted,
and there is a crack in the corner, with a chilly draft sweeping across the floors...

Knowing how to operate all sorts of machinery is an indispensable skill
for nature reserve workers, and especially men. One must know how to deal
with an axe, firewood, and wood stove. The ranger cabin cooled instantly,
and someone had to keep the fire burning all night.
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n recent decades, researchers of the southern Kurll islands of Iturup -

51

The genus Rhododendron (Rhododendron), the largest Rhodbdendron brachycarpum

genus of the Heather family_(Ericacea€), includes over/ With/pink flowers, growing /
1200 known species. Of the 20 species of these evergreen at th808l:”/5ﬁog£uab0y_ef t§§_&_l_|§_\Lel— —
shrubs recorded for Russia, 13 occur in the Far East. 7 JaE:)an uzco(l)cz’@&:ﬂgog;/%:nos/zazz

Five species, with limited ranges and small popufations e ’

listed in the Red Books of Russia—and the Sakhafin (AApove~ u;k’m capes around the

Oblast, are of special intergst, including the short-fruited \GO'OV” mountain. 2017

rhododendron (Hhadadendron brathycarpum) /

i
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RHODODENDRONS: ONE OR TWO?

The short-fruited rhododendron
(Rhododendron brachycarpum) has
asystematic “twin” —the Faurie rhododendron,
or pink rhododendron. Both species were
described from Japan in the late XIX century.
Initially it was believed that in Russia,
and only on the Southern Kurils (the Iturup
and Kunashir islands), only the Faurie
rhododendron with pink flowers occurs.
Later, in the Primorskiy Kray, a rhododendron
with while flowers was discovered on the
Sikhote-Alin mountain range. In the early
1980’s, [Soviet researchers declared the
two rhododendrons belonging to the same
species, noting that a pink-flowered form
occurs jn the Sakhalin Oblast, and a white-
flowered form occurs in the Primorskiy Kray.
However, it did not end there.

-

3 ".. .I

e Kurils (and g &d
ikipedia) the names ' S . Inthemorning, we had to go look for the rhododendron, Fortunately, the snow was less dense on the ridge. We saw
" regardless of how well one has slept. On that day, we were  thickets of the forked viburnum (Viburnum furcatum)
checking the version which put the shrub on the shore  and the Japanese alpine cherry (Pmnus mppomca) but still
of the lake Goryachee. Being able to ski or use snowshoes ~ no rhododendron... We - cab

orphological criteria must be amended with | i % s would come in handy here. It might not seem like a ver, a blizz ! ading

molecular genetic data. Combined, these data ] . omplicated skill, bu :

can be critical for the study of the Far Eastern - b - : nteristhek

flora, since they make it possible to evaluate M i o

its age and._connections with floras of other et . +i S: ™

parts of the world . i { 2 : northerly bamboo species of the gent

One of the proofs of the purity of the environment

of the Kunashir is the abundance of a biological

indicator — a lichen from the genus Usnea. i _ ;

It grows on conifers and gives the woods a fairy pLa”, - & . . : - - = ~ putontk
tale-like appearance i 3 [
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The morning crust on the snow was easy to walk on.
Sasha and I walked fast, without falling through, admiring
the ornamental frost onbranches sparkling in the morning
sun. We ascended and descended slopes several times and
realized we were following a set of fox tracks. Three hours
later, we reached the base of the Golovnin mountain — our
assumed destination point.

...I study the surroundings through my binoculars:
Siberian pine, hortensia, doghobble (Eubotryoides
grayana)... all familiar but not what I'm looking for.
I suggest that we return, but Sasha insists and wants
to hike a couple of hundred meters more, and reach the end
of the watershed ridge.

Snow has melted and doesn’t support our weight
anymore, our energy is vanishing... we are following a fox
trail, and Sasha, looking around through his binoculars, asks
me to take a look at an unusual shrub maybe-300 meters
away, in a ravine. There it is! I rush to-the shrub without
a word — unexpectedly reenergized. Getting closer, T yell,
from the heart: “We found youl!!”... We are overflowing
with emotion. I kiss Sasha gratefully. He is also happy, and
shows me a chain of tracks that we followed: the fox walked
up to the bush, circled around it and went further uphill.
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On the rare shrub, the author
discovered 42 remnants

of inflorescences with empty;
opened seed capsules. This means
that rhododendron successfully
blooms and fruits on the Kunashir

They are white
after all!

~July of 2017, early morning.
Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Kisleyko
(we call him Sanych) decided
to join us on the hike to our “new”
rhododendron. Our main goal is to see
the blooming plant and finally find out
the color of its blossoms.

There are three of us: Sasha, Sanych,
and I, and three kilometers of bamboo
fields and small patches of forest
ahead of us. We know it won’t be easy.
It’s tolerable until lunch: just creek
valleys and watershed ridges. The sun
reaches zenith, and trekking becomes
truly challenging.

In winter, rhododendrons

do not shed their leathery leaves:
the leaves roll up, reducing
evaporation in the cold period
/// 'i/.

§ 4
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We Ch@SG| the foll
10 15

ion you aren’t movingat all: you step forw ald

all tand up, and move on, clénching your teeth...
heatis unreal... T can see the guys aren’t feeling well.
I Joke during our stops to rest, and try to keep the spirits up.
Sasha starts vomiting,his blood pressure has spiked. Sanych
is feeling dizzy... There is no cell signal. T begin panicking:
“The only way to get out of here is a helicopter, but we’d
need connection for that!”. T suggest that we turn back,
but the men are adamant — we will reach the destination!
When we were about 400 meters away from our goal,
it became apparent that Sasha couldn’t continue the hike.
We'decided to take a break, and Sanych volunteered
to go further and take pictures of the blooming shrub.
We decided to keep in touch through our walkie-talkies.
An hour and a half later, we heard a happy voice: “I'm here!

They’re white!”. Once again, we are euphoric...
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The Golovnin mountain (542 m/1778 ft) was named
by members of the Kamchatka geographic expedition
(2006) after vice-admiral V. M. Golovnin, explorer

of Kamchatka, the Kurils and Aleutian-islands

To return, we walk along the Golovnin river;
our rhododendron was found at its mouth. It is getting
late. The surrounding area‘is trampled down by bears,
and it smells of bear fur, and of predators... we are running
on fumes, trying to reach the road before dusk.

Five more hours across rough terrain. We are marking
the coordinates of rare plants with Sanych as we go —
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Aleksandr Yakovlev clearing a trail through
bamboo thickets. These endless, barely
traversable fields of bamboo on clear-cut logging
and old fire sites are another landmark feature
of the southern Kunashir. On the one hand,

they protect soils from erosion, on the gthe

they hinder forest regeneration
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Only 400 meters and an hour

and a half of trekking through

virgin thickets separate

us from our destination. Sanych —

Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Kisleyko
—{right) will be the one to reach

the much sought-after shrub.

The remaining members

of the search team are waiting

for him a't the stop site, restoring

their powers for the return hike

_y_ve'd'é'r_l_’_t_ know if we aver come"'back here. We fleach/&ir
s truck by 11 p.m., completely drained, but happﬂ_ ‘//
Ahead of us was the-génetic analysis of our specimens,
to confirm that we were really dealing with the short-
fruited rhododendron. But this is a different story...
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White blossoms of Rhododendron
brachycarpum on the Kunashir

Genetics to the rescue

Before our find, it was believed that the Kurils are home
to the short-fruited rhododendron (R. brachycarpum)
with pink blossoms and leaves with pubescent downside.
However, we discovered individuals that did have
the pubescent leaves, but also had white flowers. It is known
that this rhododendron is quite widespread on the Japanese
islands of Hokkaido and Honshu, and the color
of its blossoms is variable between populations and ranges
from white to bright pink (Ohwi, 1965). However, this
does not contradict the possibility of the occurrence of the
white-blossomed form on the Kunashir.

Our assumption was confirmed by the results
of a comparative molecular phylogenetic analysis
performed by experts of the Department of Biology

To build a rhododendron “pedigree”, they used a ffagment

of th
__of the

from herbariums, in¢luding the H-t;kkaido University /
Museum.
Analysis has shown our white-blgssomed plant to be clos;/
to samples of pink-blossomed individuals of th rt-
fruited rhododendron from th@"’Honshu island. Overall,
all currently available genetic and morphological data
support the assumption thatR. faurieiand R. brachycarpum
are good separate gpecies ( ryakov, Mazurenko, 59
1991). Of course,/these conclusions are preliminary
and need to be tested a larger number of samples
collected both og:"'fthe islands and on the continental part /
of the shrubs’ rafige. e
For the Kunashir, the short-fruited rhododendron
is coq_@ideféd a rare plant. The shyub found in the upper

ure reserye a an be destroyed by military

of the M.V. Lomonosov Moscow State'\University. __reachers of the” Golevninr+iver gtows in the buffer area
nd
achines. T

of ribosomal DNA as the molecular marker, and’speci
from the Kunashir were complemented with speeimens
'3

is is why we kept visiting
owing two years, in March

vehicles or snowm
our rthododendron in the
and July. o it
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n 2019, a large population

of R. brachycarpum with identical

white flowers and characteristically

pubescent leaves was discovered
on the Kunashir outside the protected
area, on the northern slope of the
Treugol'nik mountain, 420 m (1378 ft)
above sea level. Samples were sent
to specialists of the Moscow State
University Biology Department
for genetic analysis.

~Until this find, there were plans
to repopulate the island with this
rare plant: growing from seeds
in a nursery and planting in the
wild arpund the maternal plants.
Luckily, it has turned out that
this rhododendron is not at risk
of extinction on the Kunashir.

Currently, the nature reserve
workers are focusing on supporting
the reproduction of the rarest species,

Ancther inspectioh :
- of the rhododendrop bush in March,
2018, revealed 37/flower buds
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which occur only on the Kunashir
and nowhere else in Russia. They
include the Japanese cucumber tree
(Magnolia obovata), the only member
of the Magnolia family occurring
in the wild in our country. Seedlings
germinated from seeds of this relic tree
are grown in greenhouses for several
years, to be eventually planted outside
the nature reserve territory. This will
help save and increase the numbers
of one of themultiple ornamental
beauties of the Kuril forests.
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In July of 2018, the white flowers

of the Kunashir rhododendron bloomed again.
A.A. Kisleyko, the director of the nature
reserve since 2015, is posing next

to the rare plant
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