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You wouldn’t want to bump into one on your own, but tracking brown bears with an 
expert team in Slovakia’s High Tatras can be thrillingly tense

by�FLEmmicH�WEbb
The guardian

It 
keeps you on your toes this bear watching. “Female 
with cub in the trees,” whispered our guide, David 
Guthrie, rocketing off through the flower-strewn 
meadow for a better view. Our seven-strong group 
tried to keep up, desperate for a first close-up of a 

European brown bear. By the time I arrived, panting, at the forest 
edge, our prey had vanished into the trees. “Did you see them?” 
my fellow trackers asked. “No,” I muttered grumpily, scanning the 
mountainside forlornly with my binoculars.

We were in Slovakia in the High Tatras — the highest part of the 
Carpathian mountain range, which stretches in a bow shape from the 
Czech Republic in the west to Romania in the southeast — on a bear-
tracking holiday. Helping us was the fleet-footed Guthrie, a Briton whoGuthrie, a Briton who, a Briton who 
has worked as a safari guide in Tanzania and helped set up Project 
Bear in October last year with the aim of carrying out the first study of 
the population in the area.

No one knows for sure how many bears live in the Tatras, but 
current estimates suggest about 800. Thanks to enlightened protection 
policies in the 1930s and the creation of Tatra national park in 1948, 
the bears here have survived the hunting that decimated other 
populations in Europe.

When bears attack

A few days earlier we had landed in Krakow, Poland, and driven 200km 
to the romantic Grand Castle hotel in Liptovsky Hradok, Slovakia — a 
Renaissance manor house built next to a ruined Gothic castle.

At breakfast, the talk soon strayed to what to do if a bear comes 
running towards you, a fate that a week earlier had befallen a local 
man who narrowly survived an attack by a female defending her cub.

“Don’t worry, there hasn’t been a fatal bear attack in Slovakia for 
100 years,” says Guthrie, keen to dispel our concerns that we wereGuthrie, keen to dispel our concerns that we were, keen to dispel our concerns that we were 
about to become the main course at a bears’ picnic. “If a bear does 
charge at you, tell it a story — speak nice and calmly, and walk away 
slowly. If it still comes for you, throw down your rucksack to distract 
it — but do not run.”

Sound advice when you consider that a full-grown male bear can 
move at up to 60kph, weighs 300kg to 350kg and is about 3m tall when 
standing. As we headed off to the mountains for two nights in a rangers’ 
hut, I hoped bears weren’t too keen on celebrating centenaries.

The advantage of having the Project Bear team as guides soon 
became apparent. Not only were we allowed to walk in areas of the 
national park otherwise closed to the public and stay in remote park 
staff huts, the guides also had an uncanny ability to spot wildlife 
among the trees, rocks and bushes that scatter the mountainside.

One cloudy morning, keen to make up for my earlier missed 
sighting, I trained my binoculars on a dark shape high up on the slope. 
After two minutes, it hadn’t moved. “Nothing there, just another bush,” 
I announced confidently, and turned my attention elsewhere. Seconds 

later, Guthrie pointed out an adolescent male bear — the “bush” I hadGuthrie pointed out an adolescent male bear — the “bush” I had pointed out an adolescent male bear — the “bush” I had 
been gazing at earlier.

I blamed my poor eyesight on Slivovica, a fierce Slovakian plum 
brandy I had sampled the night before. But the realization that I was 
no David Attenborough did not detract from the wonder of seeing 
these magnificent beasts, living wild so close to home.

There are other places in Europe where you can see bears 
— Bulgaria, Romania and Finland, for example — but, as GuthrieGuthrie 
explained, tour leaders there often use food to lure them to hides to 
guarantee tourists photographs. This practice changes the behavior of 
the bears, which get to know that actually there is such a thing as free 
lunch and adjust their living patterns accordingly.

On this trip, we were in the bears’ territory, following them on 
their terms, and it was all the more exciting for that. “This is such a 
sensory experience,” said Richard, a social worker from Newport, 
as we walked through the forest. “The feel of the rain on your skin, 
the birdsong, the anticipation that at any time we might come across 
a bear.” He was right; there was something almost primeval about 
creeping silently through these ancient forests and meadows.

conservation trail

The holiday soon settled into a gentle rhythm. We got up early in the 
mornings to drive past the steep, avalanche-prone slopes that are 
good places to see bears grazing in early summer (although they are 
most visible in September when they are gorging on berries before 
hibernation). We spotted a golden eagle, and red and roe deer. After 
breakfast, we took packed lunches and walked through buttercups, 
bellflowers, yellow mountain saxifrage, orchids and forget-me-nots, 
stopping now and again to scan the limestone cliffs and mountainsides 
for wildlife. In the forest, Guthrie pointed out a nesting hole made byGuthrie pointed out a nesting hole made by pointed out a nesting hole made by 
a three-toed woodpecker, bear footprints in the mud, and trees where 
bears had scratched and bitten the bark to mark their territories.

Halfway through the week, just as limbs were beginning to tire, 
we drove to Spisska Sobota for a comfortable bed, a hearty meal 
and a visit to AquaCity, an award-winning eco-spa complex in 
nearby Poprad.

On our final walk, Project Bear co-director Peter Lapsansky told 
us: “We want to educate people about this fantastic wildlife resource 
on their doorsteps. We still face a powerful hunting lobby in Slovakia, 
so one of our main aims is to try to change the public’s attitude to 
conservation.”

As we reflected on our trip over a drink in Krakow’s market 
square, we agreed that although it was disappointing not to get closer 
to the bears, the excitement of tracking them in the wild and the 
unpredictably of each walk really had made up for it. 

Bear tracking in the Tatras can be booked through The Adventure 
Company at adventurecompany.co.uk.
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