WILDLIFE
ENCOUNTERS

Snorkelling with orcas. Hand-feeding
hyenas. Wild beasts can be beauties
up close — Chris Allsop can't wait
'tilhe sees the whites of their eyes...
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Otter-spotting
Shetlandlsles, UK

unter:Notcontentwith
taking over YouTube — stealing
the limelightfromkittens and
their cute antics — otters and their
squeaky offspringhave been
quietly reconquering Britain’s
rivers and coasts. Asyou'llsee
if youheadnorthtothecraggy
Shetlandlsles,hometothe
highestdensity of Eurasian otters
inthe country.How close canyou
get? Local guide-spotter Brydon
Thomasonhas hadthem clamber
over his shoes (unwittingly, as
they're noteagle-eyed; that said,
othersensesarerazor sharp,and
acamera-click willsendthem
scurrying). Summer may be the
bestseason forthe Shetlands,
butnotuntilautumnand winter
domothers startteachingtheir
young cubs life skills —including
howto gettheirinternetbreak.

Afterspying
onthe otters, explore Shetland's
shores by kayak, paddlingits
subterraneanmarine passagesas
yourwhoops echo off sheer cliffs,
andnavigatingrock stacksasyou
scanthehorizonforsealsaswell
asthe extraordinary birdlife of this
sub-arcticarchipelago. Family-
run SeaKayak Shetland (01595
840272, seakayakshetland.co.uk)
has day tours for £80pp, all
equipmentandtuitionincluded.

ShetlandNature
(01957710000, shetlandnature.
net) has guided day tours for £245
fortwo, andholiday packages
thanotter-trackingday and
ptoaseabirdcolony) such
five-night'Shetland Spring
ence LongWeekend'
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Tracking wolf packs
Yellowstone, Wyoming, USA

Swimming with sharks
- Ningaloo Reef, Western Australia

I 'r:Banish thoughts
offreezmg insomehidelikein
awildlife-documentary, eyes
peeledinvainforaglimpse of grey
fur. Think, rather, reality TV, only
withwolves.Here,in9,000sgkm
of Yellowstone National Park,

you are guided by biologists and
volunteers engagedinwolf-
monitoring year-round, who can
fillyouinonthe quirks of those
lupineresidents as youadvance
throughthe wilderness. Time
avisitforwinter, whenthe
creatures aremore visible
againstthe snow (you canexpect
crowdsinsummer) —and when
you'realsolikely to see grizzly
bears, eagles andelks.

‘Limagic: Afterthe
groundtour hopinahelicopter
andsoaroverherds of buffaloes,

thousands strong, gawping
inamazementatthundering
waterfalls and the peaks of the
Tetonmountains. Rocky Mountain
Rotors (001406 579 9312,
rockymountainrotors.com) has
heli-tours from £640 per hour
(uptothree passengers); book
fourweeksinadvanceforlate
springor summer dates.

eithappen: National Park-
approved prov1ders the Wild Side
(001406223 6634, wolftracker.
com) offers wildlife excursions
(£512fortwo people per day).
Virgin Atlantic (virginatlantic.com)
andDelta (delta.com) fly to
Bozeman, with connections
through SaltLake City; fares from
£554.Hireacabinat Yellowstone
RiverLodge (yellowstoneriver

lodgemt.com; from £116 pernight).

¢ ‘e Towatchthis
speckled monsterlanguidly
propellingits bus-lengthbody
through the ocean gloomis, for
many, the definitive underwater
prize. You canswimwiththese,
theworld'slargestfish,intropical
waters aroundthe world, but
Ningaloo Reef — partof Western
Australia's Coral Coast —is
tantalisingly accessible, especially
forfamilies, deliveringbalmy
mid-20s sunshine during UK
summer holidays, too. Afew
hundred metres offshore lies
fringingreef, wherefishin
kaleidoscope colours gather
year-round, alongwithmantarays
and dugongs. Beherebetween
March andJuly to witness the
whale sharks nonchalantly steal
the show, swanninginto the clear
turquoise watersto feed onkrill.

it cic:Charteralive-
aboard and you'llaccess dive sites
allyourown, with enough parrot
fish, giantclams and seaturtles
toguarantee aday's snorkelling.
Then, asyourfingersde-prune
back onboard, sip Australian Sauv,
while the chef cooks your freshly
caughtdinner. SailNingaloo
(sailningaloo.com.au) hasthree,
five,and nine-nightlive-aboard
trips, from £1,104pp; flights extra.

keithappen: Exmouth's Sea
Breeze Resort (006189949
1800, seabreezeresort.com.au)
has afive-day 'Complete Whale
Shark Package'from £1,365,B&B,
forafamily of four with car; flights
excluded. Qantas (qantas.com.au)
hasreturnflightsinthe summer
fromHeathrow to Exmouth, via
DubaiandPerth, from £891.»
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Polar bear safari on foot
Churchill, Manitoba, Canada

The encounter: They're almost
three metres tall, weigh nearly
atonne,and sprintat40kman
hour —no wonder walking safaris
insearchof polarbearsarerare.
Butthatdoesn'tdeter Churchill
Wild (churchillwild.com),
operating out of remote Nanuk
PolarBear Lodgein Manitoba
province, onHudson Bay. You get
cosy, stripped-down comfort,
juicy caribou steaks for dinner, and
anon-footpolarbear safari with
experts. The two main viewing
periodsinManitobaare July/
Augustand October/November
— Octoberbeingyourbestbet,

whenit'salittle colderand the
world’slargest carnivore is more
active. Toseetheminthe flesh

is so extraordinary thatthe
pyrotechnics of the Northern
Lights arereduced to a sideshow.

More animal magic: Savourthe
unique and wonderful shock of
bubbles agitating the base of your
sea-kayak as, peering over the
side, youcome face-to-face with
aghostly white whale drifting
below. Churchill (aka ‘the Polar
Bear Capital of the World’) also
moonlights as the ‘Beluga Whale
Capital of the World". A waterproof

video cameraonastickisan
essentialaccessory asyou
navigate yourvesselamong
these playfulcanoe-length
cetaceans, whichmass here,
inthe local estuary, in their
thousands (seanorthtours.com).

Makeithappen: Frontier Canada
(0208776 87009, frontier-canada.
co.uk) offers Churchill Wild's
‘HudsonBay Odyssey’ and Sea
North Tours'‘Kayaking with
BelugaWhales' onaseven-day
package, from £6,649pp, with
Heathrow flights to Winnipeg,
viaToronto, and most meals. »
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Harar, Ethiopia

Feeding hyenas

1e e Asthesunsets
red over the Ethiopian city of Harar,
adolefulhowlingstartsup.It'sthe
sound of the hyenamen — Harari
—who summonthe wild hyenas
tofeed, asadistraction for
passers-by.Peacefulhuman
co-existence withhyenas
stretchesback centurieshere, as
evidencedbythe hyenaholes —
think massive cat-flaps builtinto
the walls of this labyrinthine
Unesco World Heritage Site. The
daredevilways of thehyenamen
are said by sometobe aharvest
ritual. Others claim thatit deters
the hyenasfromdevouringthe
locals. Thegoodnewsisthatyou
canjoinin—thebesttimeisduring
ourwintertime (whenhereit's
20°Canddry), afterafewjars of
thelocally brewed Hakim Stout.
It'sanervybutmemorable
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experience, havingawild hyena
snatchmeatfromthe stick
you'reholdinginyourmouth.
Don'tforgetyourvaccinations.

Meetthe
hyenamenonal2-day African
wildlife tour.Begininthe
biodiverse Rift Valley lakes.
Explorethe windsweptplateau
andlichen-veiledforestofthe
Bale Mountains National Park and
the AwashNational Park. Finally
arrive atHarar. Expectto see
antelopes, baboons, warthogs,
andtheveryrare Ethiopian wolf.

Rainbow Tours
(02076661250, rainbowtours.co.
uk) has a12-day 'Ethiopia Wolves
&Hyenas Tour' from £4,350pp,
includingflights,aguide,a4WD
vehicle,andmostmeals.

~ Snorkelling with orcas
. Tromse, Norway

Everyyear,some
350km abovethe Arctic Circle,
refuge-seekingherrings surge
fromthe oceaninto the gun-metal
depths of northernNorway's
dramaticfjords. The herringdraw
hundreds of killer whales (orcas)
—intelligentmammals that
over-winterheretogorge on
themillions of tonnes of easy
pickings. Thisis one of the most
reliable placesinthe worldforan
orcasighting, so expecttourist
boatsamongthe Norwegian
trawlers.Inadry suityouplunge
into the frigid waters, your
eyes adjustingto the piebald
constellation of anorcapod
lingeringinthe depths below.

Swimwith
anorcaandkissawolf?It'san
entirely feasible — and survivable

—doubledare. Simply drive for
three hoursthroughthe fjords
southtothe PolarPark (polarpark.
no). The world's most northerly
wildlife park has aresidential pack
of socialised Eurasian wolves and
thekiss —whichinvolves buckets
of slobber —isn'tjustastunt.
Witness the wolves happily fall
inline as your group wanders
deeperinto their snowy
enclosure.Forover-18sonly.

The Mighty Fine
Company (03338002033,
mightyfinecompany.com) tailors
itineraries thatinclude snorkelling
with orcas andkissingwolves,
from £1,295pp, for four nights,
halfboard, including flights from
Gatwick. The orcas appeararound
Tromso between late November
andearly February.m
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