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Abstract
Successful evacuation of a peculiar �colony� of the wood ant Formica polyctena Först., for years trapped 
within an old bunker previously used for storing nuclear weapons (see Czechowski et al. 2016), is re-
ported. Using an experimentally installed boardwalk, the imprisoned ants managed to get through the 
ventilation pipe to their maternal nest on the top of the bunker. In our previous report, we left open the 
question of how the �colony� could survive seemingly without food. Here we show that the �colony� in the 
bunker survived and grew thanks to an in�ux of workers from the source nest above the bunker and mass 
consumption of corpses of the imprisoned nestmates.
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Introduction

In a recent paper (Czechowski et al. 2016), we described a unique accumulation of 
workers (for convenience called a �colony�) of the wood ant Formica polyctena Först., 
trapped within an old bunker in western Poland, used in the Soviet time for storing 
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nuclear weapons. �e source of this �colony� was a large colony nesting outdoors, on 
top of the bunker. �e nest was located on the outlet of the bunker�s ventilation pipe. 
Ants which had dropped through the pipe to the bunker were not able to reach the 
outlet, located in the ceiling, to return to the mother nest. �e size of the bunker 
�colony� of F. polyctena, known since 2013, has been estimated at close to a million, and 
the contents of �cemeteries� at ca. two million corpses. Neither before (Czechowski et 
al. 2016), nor in the time considered here were queens or o�spring seen in the bunker, 
not even empty cocoons � only workers were present.

After our previous study (Czechowski et al. 2016), we started to contemplate on 
possible means to help the imprisoned ants to �nd their way out of the bunker. In 
practice, the only way to free the ants from the bunker would be to enable their spon-
taneous return migration to the maternal nest through the ventilation pipe � assuming 
that the rusty pipe interior is coarse enough for that (see �g. 5 in Czechowski et al. 
2016). We were helped by a serendipitous observation: we noticed that a piece of board 
accidentally leaning against the wall became a starting point of an ant route leading 
up along the wall (Fig. 1), ending just under the ceiling where the ants dispersed, not 
reaching the pipe outlet (Fig. 2). �us it might su�ce to provide the ants with direct 
access to the outlet.

Our previous study also left open, how the bunker colony could survive and grow 
without access to foraging grounds. One evident means could be cannibalism. It is 
known that wood ants consume dead bodies of their conspeci�cs left in masses on the 
ground during spectacular �ant wars� early in the season. �e function of such wars 
is to settle the borders of neighbouring conspeci�c colonies, but the corpses also add 
substantially to the scarce food resources available when the colony lives commence 
after winter (Mabelis 1979).

Here we report our successful trial to re-connect the imprisoned ants with their 
maternal colony. We also studied possible consumption by the bunker ants of their 
dead nestmates which seemed to be the only food resource available to keep the �colo-
ny� alive such that it could grow through the years.

Methods

As a �rst step in freeing the captive ants, in spring 2016, we took a group of ca 100 ants 
from the bunker and let them free on the outskirts of the mother nest, to check rela-
tions between the two partly isolated entities. As expected, no aggressive behaviour was 
observed. Subsequently, on 18th September 2016, we constructed a ca 3-metre long 
vertical boardwalk with one end burrowed in the earthen mound of the bunker colony 
and the other one tucked inside the ventilation pipe (Fig. 3). It was meant to serve as 
an escape route, allowing the ants to leave the bunker. At that time, the mound in the 
bunker was fully inhabited by ant workers (Fig. 4) � as in previous years (see �gs�2 and 
6 in Czechowski et al. (2016).

To study possible cannibalism as a means of survival in the resource-scarce bun-
ker, we collected corpses of F. polyctena from waste piles (�cemeteries�) in the bunker, 
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Figure 1. A piece of board leaning against the wall initiated an ant trail leading upwards. Photo taken on 
18.09.2016 (Wojciech Stephan).












