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Tiny Churchill in
northern Canada 
is invaded every
year by hungry
polar bears. Now
wildlife fans are
flocking to see 
the spectacle, 
writes Mike
MacEacheran

Clockwise from left: a curious 
polar bear comes face to face 
with the driver of the Tundra 
Buggy; a mother and her two cubs
appear to check out the humans; 
an ursine neighbour drops by to
borrow a cup of kelp

So who’s for

Every October, the town of
Churchill and nearby
Wapusk National Park are
invaded by hungry polar

bears. As they make their way to
Hudson Bay, with voracious
appetites, the bears’ presence makes
the town the scene of one of the
world’s most spectacular wildlife
dramas.

This northern outpost of
Manitoba in the Canadian
sub-Arctic – with a human
population of 923 and a polar bear
population of more than 1,000 –
knows the routine well. 

As soon as enough sea ice has
formed on the bay, the bears march
in hypnotic procession across the ice
shelf hunting for seals, which bask in
the icy waters farther north. When
spring arrives, the bears will return
to the mainland to den down for
summer. But for now, this outpost is
the kingdom of the ice bear. And as I
fly in from the provincial capital,
Winnipeg, the polar bears are still
awaiting the big freeze.

I had heard about Churchill’s
great polar bear migration for years,
and I had always dreamed of
travelling here. But few people get
the privilege of coming face to face
with polar bears in their natural
habitat and, in a few generations’
time, this opportunity may vanish
altogether. Sea ice is shrinking at an
unprecedented rate, affecting how
many seals the bears can eat before
their metabolism slows down in the
warmer months. It’s a vicious circle:
without enough food, mating is less
successful and fewer healthy cubs
are born. 

A new study by Canada’s leading
wildlife authorities says the polar
bear population could fall by 30 per
cent by next year. So I decided to see
them in the wild while I still had the
chance. 

Only moments from Churchill’s
airport, with temperatures nudging
minus 15 degrees Celsius, tour guide
and resident Paul Ratson points out
the town’s most famous building:
the polar bear jail. With his frozen
beard and whiskers, which bristle as
he puffs through the cold, Ratson
looks like a frost-bitten walrus. 

“The polar bear jail came into
being to control the number of
nuisance bears wandering through

town,” he says. “There are only 29
cells, but in jail right now there are
22 or 23 bears. It’s getting kind of
busy.” 

As it costs C$2,000 (HK$16,000)
every time a bear needs to be
sedated and flown out of town by
helicopter, it’s more cost-effective
locking them up.

Despite its fame, Churchill
remains a remote outpost, linked to
the rest of Canada by rail, air and the
occasional ship. There are no roads
in or out, and the only real
connection with civilisation is the
daily flights to Winnipeg. It is fitting,
then, that there is more than just the
one reason to visit this haven of
solitude and serenity. You can go
husky sledding with Manitoba’s best
rider (who lives in the nearby boreal
forests) and experience the aurora
borealis, the kaleidoscopic Northern

Lights. One moment it is salmon
pink; the next, violent orange. This
natural light show allows Churchill’s
visitors to be spoiled with not one,
but two, once-in-a-lifetime
experiences.

I choose to stay at the aptly
named Tundra Lodge, a rustic inn
pampered with antique furnishings.
The bedrooms are decorated in pale
floral shades, with puffy sofas and
thick duvets, which seem to have
been stuffed with feathers from an
entire family of Canada geese. 

Another memorable way to
experience the polar bears of
Churchill is to stay at the mobile
Tundra Buggy Lodges. A refuge from
the staid image of a chalet holiday,
they offer guests solitude, silence,
great air quality and a real sense of
life amid nature. From morning to
the endless nights of winter, the
lodges offer round-the-clock bear
viewing – the very rarest of luxuries.

The following morning, I join my
group tour in the company of polar

My guests never ask
me, ‘Can we not get a
little closer?’
HAYLEY SHEPHARD
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Many guests reach the Tschuggen
Grand in Arosa after one of the
world’s more impressive rail
journeys, in the bright red carriages
of the Rhaetian Railway, heading
into the heart of the Swiss Alps via
winding tunnels and spectacular rail
bridges over huge chasms.

The 80-year-old Grand, set
beside emerald alpine meadows,
keeps the visual extravaganza going,
not least if you arrive in the evening
to see the hotel’s magnificent spa in
all its floodlit splendour. 

Entering the lobby to the most
effusive of welcomes, you take the
lift to your room. Each floor has its
own colour scheme to create a
harmonious effect which, especially
after a long journey, helps you relax
before you even enter your room.

Indeed, the Tschuggen Grand
achieves the almost impossible by
creating a mellow atmosphere
within a constantly busy and
bustling hotel where guests vary
from keen outdoor types, eager to
hit the local ski slopes and walking
trails, to couples looking to chill out
in the mountains, and even children
dashing between playrooms. 

The rooms were recently
redesigned by renowned Swiss
interior designer Carlo Rampazzi,
famed for his creativity in colour,
pattern and light, and they enjoy a
restful feel that sits well with the
impressive views of the mighty
Grisons Alps. Combined with
spacious bathrooms featuring local
granite and slate, the ensemble
encourages you to spend far too
much time in self-indulgence and
relaxation – unless, that is, your
room looks out across the hotel’s
“bergoase”, or spa.

This is the centrepiece of the
Tschuggen Grand, a 5,000 square
metre oasis of pampering over four
floors and designed by Switzerland’s
leading architect Mario Botta. The
design is minimal, with local granite,
light maple wood and glass being
the only building materials used.
The open plan nature of the spa
means that guests on the fourth
floor can see all the way down to the
ground floor.

Among the raft of features are
beautifully lit indoor and outdoor
swimming, relaxation and hydro-
massage pools, a large sauna
(including a women only area), a
steam room, 12 individually
furnished treatment rooms
featuring sauna, steam room and

Wonder spa will have you
feeling on top of the world
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Alf Alderson
lifestyle@scmp.com

The alpine vista from the Tschuggen Grand in Arosa, Switzerland

REVIEW TSCHUGGEN GRAND

jacuzzi, and a state-of-the-art gym if
the surrounding mountains are
unable to provide you with a tough
enough workout.

The bergoase offers a range of
massages, the best of which is
probably the “Five in One”
treatment for 230 Swiss francs
(HK$2,220). This 75-minute
pamperfest is a mixture of aroma oil,
face, feet, Swedish and hot stone
massages. For weary skiers and
hikers, it’s the perfect conclusion to
a day in the mountains.

The Tschuggen Grand’s location
beneath the towering mountains
that loom over Arosa means that,
until recently, it has focused on
alpine skiing – indeed, the hotel
boasts its own private “Tschuggen
Express” monorail ski lift, which will
have you up on the slopes in only
two minutes. But summer is equally
enticing and increasingly popular to
visit if you’re an outdoor type.

Easy walking trails lead from
outside the hotel into the hills and
mountains, while more adventurous
guests have everything from
mountain biking, strenuous day
hikes, rock climbing and Nordic
walking to test their stamina – and
give them an excuse to head for the
spa before dinner. And that’s not
forgetting the highest 18-hole golf
course in Europe at an altitude of
2,000 metres.

You’re also well catered for, with
a choice of five restaurants when the
mountain and spa action is over for
the day. These vary from the elegant
Grand Restaurant featuring
contemporary international cuisine
to the traditional, wood-panelled
Bündnerstube, which serves local
specialities such as fondue and
raclette (go on, you can indulge in all
that melted cheese after a hard day
on the hills) and, perhaps
surprisingly for a country not noted
for its wines, some rather fine locally
produced Grisons.

Tschuggen Grand Hotel 
Sonnenbergstrasse
Arosa, Switzerland 
Tel: +4181378 99 99 
www.tschuggen.ch 

Rooms cost from 225 Swiss francs
(HK$2,069) to 1,585 Swiss francs 

Flights to Zurich on Cathay Pacific
start at HK$9,580 return

WHERE AND HOW

bear expert Hayley Shephard. A
pioneer of wildlife trips to
Greenland, Norway and the
Northwest Passage, Shephard has
studied her maps and planned a
two-day tracking mission. Of course,
adventures like this bring out only
the finest in society: on board with
me are a real estate director, a
London barrister and a misguided
philanthropist who keeps asking
where the penguins are.

Beyond the town’s outskirts, it
remains a hostile but epic
environment. The skies are vast,
the sunrise evangelical and the
remote wilderness is nothing short
of inspiring. Abounding with 
natural marvels and largely
untouched by human ambition, 
it strikes me as a land of endless
prospect. Despite nomadic Arctic
and Inuit tribes having lived and
hunted in northern Manitoba for
4,000 years, it wasn’t until 1717 that
the Hudson’s Bay Company built
Churchill’s first permanent
settlement – a lonely log fort and
trading post – to capitalise on the
North American fur trade. This is the
wild Canada I had imagined since I
was a child.

Coloured by these thoughts, I
climb aboard the tundra buggy –
engineered as a cross between a
Soviet tank and a Nasa moon
explorer – and head out into the
void. Out on the chalk-marked
tundra, the willow bushes are dusted
in fresh snow and look like small
animals. There is a solitary grazing
caribou – either lost or antisocial –
and the scuttling shadows of arctic
foxes and arctic hares. 

Next to me, Shephard peers
through her binoculars. Focusing,
she turns from side to side and
gasps: “Polar bear at one o’clock.”
After an hour of searching, we have
found our quarry on the coastal
road, scratching its belly as though it
has just devoured an entire all-you-
can-eat buffet. He gracefully turns to
watch us, raises his snout to the
wind and makes a bear line for us.
My heart skips a beat.

From the open-top rear section
of the buggy, the polar bear eyeballs
the group from afar. Then, with
childlike curiosity, it plods forward
to meet us head on. 

Although polar bears are the
world’s largest land carnivore, as 
I stand almost nose to nose with 
an inquisitive one, I feel oddly at
ease. Within seconds, a second
smudged white bear appears 
with two baby cubs in tow. And 
then there’s another. Momentarily,
we are surrounded by nosey bears. 

“This is the only type of guiding I
ever do when my guests never ask
me, ‘Can we not get a little closer?’”
says Shephard, laughing. My
chapped lips break into a smile. 

The next day, as our twin-engine
plane ascends above Hudson Bay to
return to Winnipeg, I see an
incredible sight. Dozens of cream-
coloured bears are returning to their
winter home on the bay, grasping
for kelp on the seashore with paws
the size of dinner plates. 

It is only a fleeting glimpse, but
the view from my porthole captures
the migration in all its serene,
timeless beauty. 
lifestylepost.com

dinner?
Organiser: Frontiers North
www.frontiersnorth.com

Frontiers North also operates the
Tundra Buggy tours
www.tundrabuggy.com

Manitoba Tourist Board
www.travelmanitoba.com

Flights to Vancouver and Toronto
(with onward connections to
Winnipeg) are available on Cathay
Pacific and Air Canada

When to go: Churchill’s polar bear
season takes place in October and
November

HOW, WHEN TO GO


