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Obituary
Eugeny E. Syroechkovski (1929–2004)

I first met Professor Dr E. E.
(Eugeny) Syroechkovski, Sr. ten
years ago, when I joined the
Russian Arctic expeditions, organ-
ised and led by his son E. E.
Syroechkovski, Jr. Since then, I have
visited the Russian Arctic almost
every summer and become a friend
of the family. On many occasions,
either before or after the expedi-
tion, I have stayed in their flat in
central Moscow on the Zubovski
Bulvar, an impressive 12-lane road,
and impossible to cross on foot.
The contrast with Russia’s vast
wilderness areas, the conservation
of which was Eugeny’s prime field
of expertise, could not be more
striking. His flat, located on the
upper floor, contained four rooms,
all filled with literally thousands of
books, housed mostly in large glass-
fronted wooden bookcases. Every
possible space was filled with books
and reports, increasingly reaching
the interior of each room in large
piles, including many documents in

different languages. The books were
surrounded by a few stuffed birds,
including the much-envied Baikal
Teal Anas formosa, and the Adèlie
Penguin Pygoscelis adeliae he
brought back from Antarctica in
the 1950s, when he worked at
Haswell Island near the Soviet
station Mirny. But he always found
a place for me to stay. With my
limited understanding of Russian, it
was difficult to hold a serious con-
versation with Eugeny, who could
not speak English, but his wife,
Helena Rogacheva, and his son are
both fluent in English, so we com-
municated mainly through them.

Eugeny E. Syroechkovski was
born on 23rd June 1929 in
Moscow. After graduating from the
faculty of Biology at Moscow Uni-
versity, he spent much of his
working life within the Russian
Academy of Sciences. This
included extended periods at the
Institute of Geography from 1953
until 1969, and at the Institute of

Ecology from 1980. His scientific
career encompassed a broad range
of expertise and he became a
leading authority on the Russian
Arctic. Besides his work in
ornithology and geography, he was
an expert in theriology and eth-
nology and a specialist in the
economy of the biological
resources of the Russian North.

Eugeny’s main ornithological
work began with a study, between
1950 and 1954, of colonial water-
birds in the northern Caspian
region, and this resulted in a long-
term monitoring scheme to
measure the effects of sea-level
change on the waterbirds of the
Caspian Sea. Later, between 1956
and 1959, he focused his research
on Antarctica, and in 1956–57 led
the second Soviet Antarctic Expe-
dition, the first Russian expedition
to visit the Antarctic primarily to
study its wildlife. In one of his 16
papers Eugeny introduced the term
‘ornithogenic soils’ to describe the

continued.... 



primitive soils found below bird
colonies, and this is a term still
used in modern soil sciences today.
It was, however, his ground-
breaking work in central Siberia, a
region extending from the Arctic
Taimyr Peninsula to the Mongolian
desert, that brought him to inter-
national prominence. Prior to his
studies, much of this huge region
was, in terms of birds, virtually
unknown before the 1950s. Due to
the efforts of Eugeny and his wife,
this is now one of the best-studied
areas in Siberia.

It was his expertise and organi-
sational skills which enabled him,
together with Peter Prokosch from
WWF, to organise the first Interna-
tional Ornithological Expedition to
the Taimyr Peninsula in 1989. As
this coincided with Russia’s period
of ‘perestroika’, the expedition was
able to include several ornitholo-
gists from western European
nations, including Germany, The
Netherlands and Great Britain.
This expedition was to become a
milestone along the road to open-
ness, leading to close co-operation
between Russian and international
research teams in Siberia.

In 1994, despite numerous
bureaucratic obstacles, he was able
to organise one of the most ambi-
tious Arctic expeditions ever
attempted within Russia, the
Swedish–Russian Tundra Ecology
Expedition, hosted jointly with the
Swedish Polar Research Board. The
route followed the Arctic coastline
from the Kola Peninsula to the
Chukotka Peninsula, using the ice-
breaker Akademik Federov, marking

North, occasionally interrupted by
Common Crossbills Loxia curvi-
rostra flying overhead, or the call of
the Black Woodpecker Dryocopus
martius.

His unconventional organisa-
tional style was not always popular,
and often raised suspicion and
rumour among those less suc-
cessful within the Russian and
international conservation scene.
However, his organisation of two
international, and 40 national
expeditions, the creation of six
State Nature Reserves in Siberia,
and the organisation of the first
Russian Institute of Nature Con-
servation in 1979 is an impressive
list of achievements and witness of
his firm belief in the need for
nature conservation.

The last conversation I had
with Eugeny before his illness
struck confirmed his still-firm
commitment to conservation. We
discussed the possibility of creating
a regional reserve in the floodplain
of Vinogradovo, an important wet
grassland area to the southeast of
Moscow, and home to breeding
Great Snipes Gallinago media,
Marsh Sandpipers Tringa stag-
natilis and White-winged Black
Terns Chlidonias leucopterus, as
well as being an important
stopover site for migrating geese in
spring. This was a place that I regu-
larly visited with Eugeny. Unfortu-
nately, his illness prevented him
from making progress with this
and so many other projects he was
working on. Subsequently, his wife
has taken on the responsibility for
progressing some of his work. At
present she is finalising his collec-
tive monograph on colonial water-
birds in the northern Caspian Sea,
due for publication in 2006, and is
compiling the ‘Birds of Evenkia’,
where their shared data will be
combined in a forthcoming book
under joint authorship.

After suffering a prolonged
illness, Eugeny passed away on 29th
November 2004. His wife and two
children from two marriages
survive him.

Christoph Zöckler

the first occasion that a large vessel
was set aside solely for the purpose
of Arctic research. This vessel,
together with the ship’s helicopters,
provided unprecedented access to
the entire coast of the Russian
Arctic for more than 120 scientists
and researchers from ten countries.
The expedition resulted in the first
comprehensive survey of the
regional differences in lemming
and vole (Microtidae) densities,
and their impact on the waterbirds
breeding under the differing condi-
tions. In 1995, he established the
Russian Goose, Swan, and Duck
Study Group of North Eurasia, and
founded the internationally peer-
reviewed journal Casarca to publish
the findings.

I stayed with Eugeny in his
dacha on the outskirts of Moscow
many times, mostly in the hot
summer days after returning from
the Russian Arctic. In his final years,
he spent much of his time retreating
from the busy city life. I enjoyed the
seclusion of his home, hidden in the
pines on sandy soils from where, on
several August mornings, we would
make excursions in the surrounding
neighbourhood. These walks always
produced some interesting birds,
whether it be a family of Greenish
Warblers Phylloscopus trochiloides
feeding along the bushes, or a River
Warbler Locustella fluviatilis
together with Blyth’s Reed Warbler
Acrocephalus dumetorum along the
tiny stream. In the heat of the day,
we would escape to the shadow of
his garden where, over tea and blue-
berry cakes, we would discuss con-
servation issues of the Russian
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131. Prof. Dr Eugeny Syroechkovski, Sr (front), with family, location, date.
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