Where to find

Europe’s big five

Why visit another continent for awesome wildlife encounters?
Some of the best are on our doorstep, says John Malathronas

Eurasianbrownbear
Thethrill: Watching300kg furballs
scavengingforberriesinmountain
forests dappled with sunlight. Resist
the temptationtohugthemasyou
oohandaah:they'llattackif youget
tooclose.

Where and when: Experts estimate
thataround 800 brownbearsroamthe
Tatras mountains of Slovakia. They
hibernatein winter, butfromMay to
Octoberyou've anexcellentchance

of spottingthem.

How: Exodus (08452877562, exodus.
co.uk) explorestworegionsin Slovakia's
High Tatras National Park. A three-night
trek starts at £969pp, includingflights,
guide, rangerand mostmeals.

Inside track: Cubs startmakingforays
withtheirmothers fromlate June, so
gorightafterthe summer solstice to
maximise the adorability factor.
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Nearanddeer:
clockwisefrom
above, Europe’s big
fiveincludereindeer;
gray wolves; therare
Iberian lynx;killer
whales; and Eurasian
brownbears

Nextbestthing: Amongthe Continent's
biggerbeastsisthe Europeanbison
inPoland’s Biatowieza forest. Wild
Poland (wildpoland.com) has day-trips
fromWarsaw for £60pp and six-nighters
from£800pp, fullboard; flights extra.

Gray wolf

Thethrill: Feeling your heartleapinto
your throatas one of Europe’s largest
predators fixesits gaze onyou.
Suppress your Red RidingHood fears,
though —the fangs, eyes andlustrous
coatbelongtoasociable creaturethat’s
farmore scared of youthanyou of it.
Where and when: One of the few
places wolves still thrive (havingbeen
relentlessly hunted by man),isin
Romania’s Carpathian mountains. See
theminearly spring: they disappearinto
thethick forests afterthe snow has
melted, making sightingsrare.

How: Join a carnivore-tracking project
inRomania with Wildlife Worldwide
(08451306982, wildlifeworldwide.
com), butbe aware that, although

youwill follow tracks and hearthem
howling, chances of sightings are only
around 20 per cent. The four-nighttrip
costs £1,095pp, fullboard, with flights.
Inside track: Ravens follow wolves
around - by spotting the birds first, you
may be able to guess their position.
Nextbestthing: The Cairngorms
National Parkis hometo arguably the
cutestpredatory carnivore: the pine
marten. Speyside Wildlife (01479
812498, speysidewildlife.co.uk) runs
athree-hourDusk Watchinapurpose-
builtmammalhide from £25pp.

Killer whale

Thetthrill: Sighting pods of these
intelligentblack-and-white whales
crashingandthrashingonthe hunt
forfish, seabirds and turtles, their
seven-metre-longbodies sending
ripples of waves across the water.
Where and when: The North Sea
aroundlceland’s Snaefellsnes
peninsulaishometo so many orcas
from late Decemberto April/May that
they can oftenbe spotted from shore
— although fornear-guaranteed
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sightings you shouldhopinaboat.It's
alsowhenthe Northern Lights make
occasionalappearances, so youmight
getlucky and catchboth.

How: Discoverthe World (01737214251,
discover-the-world.co.uk) has four
nightsinlceland from £920pp, full
board, excludingflights butincluding
twoboattrips with expertorcaguides.
Inside track: If the lightis low, use ahigh
shutter speed (say 1/1000 of a second)
orahigherISO (800-plus) to ensure
good photos, because orcas whizzby
much faster than youthink.
Nextbestthing: Getup close to Britain's
own gentle giants — basking sharks

— offthe coast of Cornwall. Elemental
Tours (01736 811200, elementaltours.
co.uk) inPenzance has athree-hour
OceanSafarifor £38pp.

Iberian lynx

Thethrill: Glimpsing the tufted ears and
FuManchu-style beard of the world's
mostendangeredfeline (amere 200
or soremain); stalkingrabbits through
scrubby mountains, with the scent of
almondblossoms onthebreeze.
Where and when: Andaluciais theirsole
stomping ground -these solitary
creatures prowl, mostly atnight,inthe
CotoDofianaNational Park, southwest

IF YOU'RE LUCKY, YOU
MIGHT SEE ORCAS AND
THENORTHERNLIGHTS

of Seville,and onthe slopes of the
nearby SierraMorena. Theirnocturnal
habits make winterthebesttimetosee
themasthenights arelongerandtheir
preyis scarcer,sothey’re outmore often.
How: Naturetrek (01962733051, nature
trek.co.uk) has afive-night trip from
£995pp, fullboard, with flights, withan
80 per centsighting successrate.
Inside track: Ittakes, onaverage, 30 to
40hours (over severaldays) spent
withinalynx habitatto see one
individual, sobe very patient —and
steady withthose binoculars.
Nextbestthing: Track downthe
nearly-as-rare Scottish wildcat with
Wild Highland Tours (01972 510270,
wildhighlandtours.co.uk). The company
usesthermalimaging andnight-vision
equipmentinits four-hourevening
expedition (£90pp).

Reindeer

Thethrill: Observingmalereindeerfight
andrace each otherasthey skirtthe
Arctic,over snowy peaksandgrassy
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valleys, allinabid to woo the comeliest
females. You'llhearthe clashing of their
enormous hornslongbefore yousee
theirdeceptively doe-y eyes.

Where and when: Most so-called
‘reindeer safaris’ are tripstofarms,
where the animals stand around
looking confused, waiting for slaughter.
It's as excitingas seeinga cow. Butin
northernNorway, you cangetclose
ashundredstraversetheislands,
sometimes swimming,insearch

ofthe greenestgrassesinsummer.
How: Taber Holidays (01274 875199,
taberhols.co.uk) has fournights at
LyngenLodge, Norway, from £1,645pp,
fullboard, includingflights, car hire and
adaytriptotheisland of Uleya,home
tohundreds of migratingreindeer.
Inside track: The rutting season for
reindeeris frommid-Augustto October.
If youspotanythen, stay wellback as
it'snotunheard of forahumanto get
caught —and gored —inthe crossfire.
Nextbest thing: Watch the death-
defying Europeanibex, a curly-horned
mountain goat, scale the near-vertical
heights of the Gran Paradiso National
Parkintheltalian Alps. Alpine Treks
(02081334810, alpinetreks.co.uk)

has aseven-night guidedtrek from
£850pp, half board, excludingflights.
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