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Myanmar’s Forbidden Wilderness

PHOTOGRAPHS BY STEVE WINTER
TEXT BY SHARON GUYNUP ANR STEVE WINTER

trained my lens on the lush, unbroken h:'-rest passing 1,000 ﬁ:cj;

below us and on the jagged, lc}hmd}mt"‘l] 15 in the distance. |

adjusted my shutter speed to comp@asite for the teeth-rattling

vibration of the Polish Cold War—era :11i]ilary helicopter trans-

porting us to Tahundan, the last village in the remote, unchart-
ed, northernmost peaks of Myanmar.

When [ lowered the camera, [ gasped. Instead of opening up,
the canyon we were flying through ended abruptly. Directly in front
of us loomed a shieer cliff. 1 reached for the door handle, preparing
to jump, as the pilol manhandled the copler into a 180-degree turn.
It seemed to stop midair, shaking like a blender, It felt like every
rivet was going Lo pop—but we managed to avoid crashing into the
mountain. For a good ten minutes after, strong downdrafts bufleted
the craft. We kept dropping altitude.

Finally the helicopter stabilized, and the pilot landed in a field
beside a tiny village of just a few huts. He told us we were in Tahun-
dan. We looked at him like he was crazy. We were actually in
Talahtu, a good 12 miles away, but the pilot refused to take fars
ther. By the time he radioed headquarters, we were two ]W& _
due. Rumors flew around Yangon among officials and onthe news:
we'd crashed or been kidnapped by local lrihesn};n.T{ﬂ my was t_.
already looking for us, dead or alive. 'y

I was traveling with a team of four Bty st wildlifehiologists
headed by Alan Rabinowitz, Directorof§&ience and Exploration at 4
tht Mew ‘[’urlx lmau_i W[]r.lllfr. Consegdtion Hnuel}r (WCS), whom

e Sl hdianaffories of zoology.” M}
esweek expedition into Myanmar’s
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I{:Ln I\Jllum'll Park there two years

“ley mountains.” .n";l.m i
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Before we'd boarded the flight,
we'd spent three days wailing for the
pass to clear enough to fl
the northern city
we went to the airfield and, w}wn we
couldn’t take off, Alan hung around

"]'lla‘u'].-' pilot how to

only line-

tion using a map and

¢ [ipured that was how

ran into that cliff; he and

the copilot must have been fiddling
with the GPS rather than looki

next morning at first light, ¥

our way along a river trail throug
sauzy, ethereal mist. C o the first
hanging bamboo ]:nr

trir!n' in the fog.

We |111~td J|i day rlunll"]l |.ﬂh11nt]nnr_
valleys, cri o the many rivers
thal intertwin

slippery
ACTO

Tahundan, Over dinner with the
village leader, we spoke about our hel-
icopter trip. He told us that the
villagers used to worship the moun-
tain that we almos 1ed into. It

pirit of the
1ad once made

was home to La
H'c']m.trurnim' 'i‘lr;'!'{' they

| people on wildlife conservation.
We spent many hours around a fire,
interviewing local hunters
What animals and how ma
5[:][ rrmmul these mountai

dwindling wildlife through the pun-
ishing mountain terrain, they wer
r to accept the deal.
use of our hel

sues,” the military requested that we
return to Yangon and sent another
icopter to retrieve us. On our
return flight, Alan pointed out a
sprawling slab of green that spread
west to the Indian border—the
Flukuang Valley. This lled Valley
of Death was home to animals that
sared or were in trouble
els
and barkin :
the seco argest tiger population
in Asia, Alan had initated a W
camera-trapping project there, gath-
ering wildlife data he hoped would
persuade the government to protect
the region.
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Back at home
searching a po
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e story on the val-
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s would
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tion. TRAF-
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ed prote

mated that
the 1 and "90s, he

re poached

meet up with the joint W
istry of Forestry “tiger te

~use in traditional Asian medicine.
iger bone is highly sought after as an
treatment {or joint
: highly lucrative: a
the equivalent of
1 vears’ salary in Myanmar,
It wouldn't be e
there, T wi
forestry staft that this area v
tially unexplored. It had b
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to trek deep into the jungle to
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il secutive dry

% there. Th set up 70
remaole cameras to l: arn which ani-
mals—and how many—survived in
the valley. The bio d enlisted
th

UNETY, ht"-i]'\"':r' WOT k
done by elephants. We found four
brothers, mahouts with their own
elephants. San Hlaing, my fixer, qui-
etly pulled them aside. As mahouts
are notorious opium smokers, he told
them that they ne to watch their
smoking while the e with us.

The nex
along the Ta

-

The trade is highly lucrative:
a tiger skeleton fetches the
equivalent of ten years’
salary in Myanmar.

Above laft: Trophy board (inset of mocoque
he fan-ar to hunt, he |:-r|:|\-
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on sandy beaches, rock-hopping
through shallows, and fording the
waist-high river a dozen times, We
crossed fields of elephant grass that
reached well over my head. After an
hour, we spotted tiger tracks, Stories
of hunting tigers on elephants, the
Deaters yelling and thrashing the tall
arasses with bamboo poles, flashed
through my head.

By early afternoon of the next
day, we made it to the tiger camp, a
warren of bamboo platforms raised
about a foot off the ground, shel-
tered by palm roofs. | was greeted by
Tony Lynam, who headed the WCS
team, and Myint Maung, the
reserve’s new warden. They helped
me formulate a game plan on how
to photograph the elusive species
that lived there.

It quickly became obvious
why this forest had remained
pristine. Lynam and others who had
recently been in the jungle were cov-
ered with blisters, scrapes, and
infected leech bites, and they looked
dead tired. We presented them with
a few gallons of Kachin whiskey, the
local moanshine, making us instanl
members of the team.

The next day we took a ten-
mile “tour” up the river and
through the woods to get the lay of
the land; the river was by far the
best route, Even equipped with my
trusty machete, the bamboo and
rattan made travel through the for-
est incredibly slow and difficult.
We made it back by dusk and set to
work evicting the colonies of
leeches that had moved into our
pants, shoes, and the backs of our
shirts during the day's river cross-
ings—a ritual that became our
daily routine. Blood ran down my
back and legs after picking them
off. Fifteen came off one leg, 13 off
the other.

Five miles upriver, we found
fresh tiger tracks, just a few hours
old. We were led by Ah Puh, who
was the most renowned Lisu
hunter. He'd probably killed more
tigers in the valley than all the
other hunters combined. Ah Puh
followed the tracks, with me right

We made it back by
dusk, and set to work
evicting the colonies of
leeches that had moved
into our pants, shoes,
and the backs of our
shirts during the day’s
river crossings. Blood
ran down my back after
picking them off. Fifteen
came off one leg, 13 off
the other.

Left: Heading fo the figer comp with all of cur equip-
ment carried on threa elephants. Above: Sefting up o
comerd Irap o photograph the variety of animals in
the valley. This frap wos set up on the track of @ figer
in the hope he would return and ba phategraphed,
Myint Maung is {he moan with the vest on, and he is the
chief wildlife warden of the Hukuang Valley.
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behind him. As he quickly tiptoed
n l.ﬂndv ared, | Jhtr;u_t

100 poun
made it ac

tried to get out, instinctual but
dangerous reaction. l'ht' more [ strug-
ster | sank, Within min-

s up to anwhile,

Ah Puh and the rest of the

After they were -"Jum_ getting their

cone of them came o

one threw me a |

elf; and th

cot out—after about 20

minutes that felt like a year—I
dved many pats on the back for
endured this harrowing rite




[ spent even y

n the forest. [ later returned for
another two and half months

ond trip, Lk

ment th | indigenous tribes, the
d tation ca by gold mining,
and the illicit animal trade, The mor.
I could help to inerease public know
edge of this unique place, the better
the chances of protecting its people
and animals. WCS surveys eventually
proved that between 81
prowled the Hukuar
ing the
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s pracii
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mada that day
fith-all the palm fronds




