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Background  
Under the umbrella of the long-term projects, the forthcoming Photographic Handbook of the 
Birds of the World, by H. Jornvall & H. Shirihai, and the Illustrated Checklist to the Birds of the 
Neotropics, by H. Jornvall, G. M. Kirwan & H. Shirihai, both for Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, we 
are establishing large avifaunal photographic collections. The base collection is based solely on 
photographic expeditions designed for these projects.  
 In the Neotropical region alone, the project’s photographic collection now numbers c.3200 
species, due to extensive work in Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Guyana, 
Mexico, Panama, Peru, Venezuela and most of the Caribbean islands.  

We recently ended a long season (20011–12) of extensive photographic works in Ecuador 
& Galapagos, Venezuela, Panama, and the Lesser Antilles, for which we already posted a brief 
summary of our Venezuela expedition entitled “Celebratory Clip, on reaching over 3000 
Neotropical bird species photographed” (see below for links). 

We are now pushing towards 3500 species photographed in Latin America, as the first step 
in producing the Illustrated Checklist to the Birds of the Neotropics. This entails exploring 
extremely remote areas for the rarest birds, hence to the current report “Commando Ornithology: 
After the Extreme Birds” on the remote Pirre Mountains. 



For some time we have been trying to organise photographic work in Panama and 
specifically in Darién National Park. However, because the park adjoins Colombia the area is 
something of a war zone, mostly due to the presence of guerrillas, narcotics traffickers, and 
right-wing paramilitary forces, which periodically cross the border into Panama. As a result, in the 
past two years Panamanian security forces have limited access to Darién, particularly to 
non-natives (especially foreigners). Prior to this a few lucky birding groups had reached the area 
and seen at least some of its avian specialities, mainly in the Cana Valley, via trails from the 
ANAM/ANCON facilities. 

Nevertheless, in April–May 2012 there was a change in the communication between the 
Panamanian security forces and the National Park authorities, with the highest military command 
in Panama City recognising the importance of our work to document the park’s endemic birds! 
Because the most sensitive area is in the riverine lowlands, forces were first sent to check and 
clear a route into the mountains, before the expedition started, and secondly, three of the best 
commandos were appointed to escort the expedition. 

I regard the Pirre Mountains Expedition in May 2012 as one of the most exciting and 
successful pieces of fieldwork that I have done in the past few years! 

Using amateur video equipment, I produced a c.8-minute clip 
[http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jxixpR2Iqa4&feature=plcp] that shows how physically 
demanding yet stimulating the work was, expressed by the phrase continually repeated during the 
expedition…‘we would rather die for something than live for nothing’… Indeed, we managed to 
reach the Pirre summit and to document many of the most special but highly threatened endemics 
and other special inhabitants of the area. 

 
 

 
 
 

Brief summary of the Pirre Mountains Expedition, 21–30 May 2012 
 
Logistics and expedition members After acquiring the expedition permit, on 20 May we travelled 
south into the Darién, meeting the security forces at the main military base. It was fascinating to 
meet these specially trained jungle troops, of which Panama is justly proud. We were also 
introduced to our military escort, who were already well informed about the expedition and its 
objective, difficult-to-find birds in an extremely remote location! 
 For obvious reasons, I cannot reveal the names of the troops that accompanied me, but their 
nicknames are ‘Mobile’, ‘Zapata’ and the ‘Green Bug’. As an Israeli, I can say that these men 
were among the best-trained and well-equipped fighters that I have seen, and would have been 
accepted easily into any elite commando unit of the Israeli army. They were all also well educated 
and sensitive human beings. As one can grasp from the accompanying video, during the 



expedition they became interested in finding birds and understanding my mission—they were 
sympathetic to conserving the forest, and to birds and animals in general. 
 My friend, companion, guide and organiser of the expedition was Euclides Campos, ‘Kilo’, 
truly one of the best guides and bird spotters that I have worked with! 
 We also employed local guide, Isaac Pizarro, who took charge of the 11 local Indians from the 
Embera community who helped set up camps, open forest trails and cook; two of these men were 
also rangers from Darién National Park.  

During the ten-day expedition we carried >300 kg of equipment and food, and in 
ascending we worked in three groups that moved in stages: one in front to open the trail and to 
build the next camp, the next behind carrying the heavier equipment, and myself with the 
guides/bird spotters and soldiers; we all re-assembled at each evening’s camp when the food was 
ready, as if on ‘Swiss Time’! 
 
Location and habitats 
Darién National Park (Darién Province, eastern Panama) is one of the largest well-preserved 
rainforests comprising no less than c.6000 km². Generally, it is a rather rugged area, ascending 
steeply from the undulating plains with their broad river valleys (the largest being the Chucunaque 
and Tuira) to over 2000 m altitude. Several mountains in the Darién reach above 1200 m, with the 
most important being Tacarcuna (2,280 m), Pineapple (1,581 m), Pirre (1,569 m) and Nique 
(1,550 m). The mountains form a natural barrier, ‘where the road ends’ (the Pan-American 
Highway), between Central and South America. 

Vegetation involves both primary and secondary tropical lowland dry, moist and wet 
forests, cloud and elfin forests, including Chocó forest (on the Pacific slope), and swampy areas. 
Despite the impression of limitless forest in all directions (from a high lookout), the area is 
suffering heavily from the usual threats, including colonisation, logging, agriculture expansion, 
grazing, road building, and mining. Fortunately, Darién National Park is a World Heritage Site 
and Biosphere Reserve, with a buffer zone, providing some controls.  

Notable indigenous groups are the Chocó (specifically the Embera and Wounaan or 
Waunana) and the Kuna (Cuna). Towns close to the international border within Panama include 
Jaqué, Yaviza and El Real de Santa María. 
 

 
 

 
     The general area region 



 
     The expedition route in the remote Pirre Mountains 

 
 

Pirre itinerary and key birds 
 
21–22 May, to Rancho Frio Station 08°01’10.96”N, 77°43’56.59”W 
Last arrangements at the army base, including complete ceremonial band performing a march and 
flag raising, and dealing with final food and supply shopping in Yaviza. The main team starting 
out from Yaviza to the River Chucunaque, where we travelled by canoe to El Real de Santa María 
(or simply El Real), where Chucunaque meets the River Tuira. Here, the final military clearance 
was made at a small base, before we transferred by vehicle to Pirre village (Piji Baisal Embera 
Community), where we started working lowland habitats, heading to Rancho Frio Station, at 117 
m, to spend the night. There is a wooden house there, where the park rangers are often based.  
 Some of the key birds that we wished to photograph in the lowlands (including around Yaviza, 
and between El Real and Rancho Frio Station) included Black Oropendola, Grey-cheeked 
Nunlet, Golden-headed Manakin and Black Antshrike, among others. 

 

 
        Golden-headed Manakin and Black Oropendola; photos Hadoram Shirihai 



 
23 May, heading to Rancho Plastico 07°59’47.81”N, 77°42’43.29”W 
We climbed towards ‘Rancho Plastico’ (622 m), but because the photography and moving all the 
equipment were slow processes, we decided to camp just below it, in a location we dubbed 
‘Lookout 1’ (509 m), although the forest was very dense with scarcely any overviews. Already I 
had begun to understand the difficulties in working this pristine forest, with its unstable, often 
slippery ground, with many challenging obstacles on the way. Indeed, while following an army 
ant swarm attended by many antbirds, I slipped and fell badly on my camera (which was partially 
damaged), with the result that two of my ribs were damaged (one fractured).  

Nevertheless, the hike proved to be very good for understorey birds including Chocó 
Tinamou (which we only heard at this time, but managed to photograph a few days later), 
Tawny-faced Quail, Tody Motmot, Wing-banded Antbird, Scaly-throated Leaftosser, 
Black-crowned Antpitta, Speckled Antshrike (again only heard on the way up, but I had 
photographed this rare bird earlier at Nusagandi), Ocellated Antbird (common), Slaty-winged 
Foliage-gleaner, Green Manakin and Lemon-spectacled Tanager, among others. 
 

 

 
Black-crowned Antpitta; photo Hadoram Shirihai 

 
 



 

 
                   Slaty-winged Foliage-gleaner; photo Hadoram Shirihai 

 
 
24 May, to the central ridge of Pirre, ‘Camp Pirre 1’ 07°59’21.48”N, 77°42’26.68”W  
A physically demanding and very dangerous climb, due to the very steep and slippery conditions 
of the recently opened trail. Especially the last 200 m, before ascending to 1,000 m, was very 
tough and slow. Nevertheless, we managed to locate and photograph some specialists, including 
Violet-throated (Emerald) Toucanet, Varied Solitaire, Sooty-headed Wren and Pirre Bush 
Tanager, among others; at night at the camp (1,135 m) I got amazing images of Bare-shanked 
Screech Owl. 
 

  
Bare-shanked Screech Owl; photo Hadoram Shirihai 

 
 
25–26 May, to ‘Camp Pirre 2’ 07°57’41.91”N, 77°42’14.94”W, and the summit of Cerro Pirre 
07°56’30.81”N, 77°42’9.36”W 
It proved necessary to move camp to an area higher up in order to find some of the specialities. 
The climb along the central ridge of the Pirre on 25 May was very interesting, especially 
photographing in such dense, wet cloud forest. On the evening of 25th we camped below the 



summit (‘Camp Pirre 2’, 1,304 m), and on 26th we raced up to the summit at 1,469 m. One day at 
the summit was certainly not enough to find and photograph all the birds, but we came very close 
to our target. Important birds photographed were: Russet-crowned Quail-Dove, Pirre 
Hummingbird, Rufous-breasted Antthrush (which I had missed many times during the last four 
years, in Ecuador and Colombia!), Chocó Tapaculo, Yellow-collared Chlorophonia, 
Green-naped Tanager and Pirre Warbler (due to bad weather and my injured rib, I missed 
acquiring perfect images of this restless warbler many times; the bird seems strongly related to 
bamboo). The only key bird that we missed altogether (despite much trying) was Beautiful 
Treeruner. 

 
 

 
 

Left to right: Yellow-collared Chlorophonia, Varied Solitaire, Green-naped Tanager, Pirre Bush Tanager, 
Rufous-breasted Antthrush and Chocó Tapaculo; photos Hadoram Shirihai 

 



 
27–29 May, the descent—even more dangerous! 
Overnight on 27 May we returned to Camp Pirre 1 and next day made the steep descent of a very 
dangerous slope, with much falling and again some injuries in the group. On 28th we camped at 
‘Lookout 1’, before the final push on 29th to Pirre village. Due to the rush back, our birding and 
photography was very limited, making it doubly pleasing that most of the target birds were already 
in the bag! 
 
30 May, leaving Darién 
With our driver Ariel, we left the area, but not before stopping to meet the highest-ranking officer 
at the base and to thank everyone there.  
 
I like to end this report with two stories. First, is my experiences of trying to photograph a Pirre 
Warbler that fed for 30 seconds in front of me, on an open branch. I could not take any pictures, 
being unable to balance the camera and get focus due to my rib injuries. Bad! On the plus side was 
the amazing encounter I had with the elusive Chocó Tinamou: while waiting in my makeshift 
hide, with the recording playing c.30 m from me on the trail, the tinamou first visited the iPod, 
then circled behind me, coming ever closer to the hide, before finally entering the hide for nearly 
two minutes just 50 cm from me—I could do nothing, as the bird was just too close, and only 
when it retreated could I photograph its head and neck. Nevertheless, this is probably one of the 
few photographs of the species in the wild! 

 
 

  
Chocó Tinamou; photo Hadoram Shirihai 

 
 
This expedition to the Pirre Mountains was enthralling and highly challenging for the remote 
terrain it traversed, the complexity of the operation, the high-class soldiers who accompanied me, 
the birds encountered and the good friends I made; all-in-all an outstanding lifetime experience.  
 
Next, we are planning to access another no-entry zone in the Darién, the Tacarcuna Mountains 
(2,280 m), in search of the mysterious Tacarcuna Wood Quail, to improve my photographs of 
Pirre Warbler, and to try once more for the enigmatic Beautiful Treeruner. 
 
Hadoram 
 
Links to video clips: 
- For the report: Commando Ornithology: After the Extreme Birds 

[http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jxixpR2Iqa4&feature=plcp] 
 

- For previous clip: Celebratory Clip, on reaching over 3000 Neotropical 
bird species photographed [http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DHR_SZ6tJPs]	  


