
Size: HBT 350 cm / 138" (male), 
275 cm / 108" (female); SH 120 cm / 48" 
(male), 100 cm / 39" (female) .

Gestation: 15 weeks .

Recognition: a large, sandy-coloured 
cat whose tail ends in a hairy tuft .  
Adult males are significantly larger  
than females and exhibit the bushy mane 
for which the species is famous .

Habits: typically active during the cooler 
hours, especially at night, and tends to 
spend much of the day sleeping and 
grooming . However, hunting during the 
middle of the day is not uncommon, 
especially when food is abundant such as 
during the Wildebeest migration .

Where to find: savanna and open plains, 
rarely forest .

Feeds on: a variety of herbivores ranging 
in size from hares and young gazelle to 
Cape Buffalo and Maasai Giraffe . In the 
Serengeti, Wildebeest and Plains Zebra 
are most frequently taken .

Among the most popular of all animals 
likely to be encountered in the Serengeti, 
the Lion is easy to identify. But it is the 
behaviour of this creature that is most 
fascinating and our understanding of it 
continues to increase with new studies 
and observations. Most importantly, this is 
the most sociable of all African cats, living 
in prides of related females (often 3–6) 

and their offspring that are dominated by 
an unrelated male, or collective of males 
(usually brothers or father-son groups) 
known as a coalition. Some prides may 
number as many as 40 animals though this 
is rare. When numbers reach a high level 
the pride usually breaks up, particularly 
when food becomes scarce within their 
territory, or pride area. The norm is for 
males to be ejected from the maternal pride 
when they reach 2–3 years old, which is 
when their manes start to become visibly 
bushy. Such males become nomads until 
they mature, when they then compete with 
other males for the privilege of heading 
their own pride. Until that point, males, 
and occasionally females, will roam across 
an area without a pride, known as a range. 
The main reason that all males are forced 
to move on is to avoid them breeding 
with related females.  It can be a tough life 
for a young male Lion but, once he has 
matured and taken over a pride, he can 
enjoy a wonderful life. He can mate with 
all pride females and, although he may 
take the ‘Lion’s share’ on kills, is rarely 
required to take part in hunting, which is 
the preserve of the quicker and more agile 
females. Males will usually dominate a 
pride for 3–5 years, during which time they 
may sire many litters of cubs and defend 
the pride against other males. Typically 
around the age of ten, and after years of 
sustained fighting with rival males, he may 
be defeated by a fitter and stronger male, 

 Lion  Panthera leo Swa:  Simba   Maa:  Olngatuny

Male

Everyone knows that Lions and Spotted Hyena do not get along though once I watched 
these two enemies feeding together on the floor of the Ngorongoro Crater. The Lioness 
had caught a fully-grown Wildebeest but struggled to bring down the animal. Suddenly 
a Spotted Hyena came from behind and started to tear open the rear of the animal and 
start eating it, at which point the Wildebeest surrendered. The Lioness moved to the rear 
of the animal and started eating the torn end so the Hyena moved to the front and they 
continued to feed together.  Mudy
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The Lion, the ‘King of the Jungle’, is a keystone 
species, its populations reflecting the general 
health of the environment .  To those with the 
power, please take care of them .

One  
of the  
BIG 5

Male
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or coalition of males, and toppled from 
the pride. This is often the end of his era 
as he is unlikely to find another pride to 
dominate. With his strength and speed 
diminished and being unlikely to be able 
to make successful kills alone, he may 
eventually starve.
Female Lion, or Lioness, are longer-lived, 
frequently reaching 15 years or more.  
They are the day-to-day hunters of the 
pride and will often stalk prey together, 
although each has her own skills and 
preferred place in the hunt. Once prey has 
been located, the Lionesses will encircle 
it and stalk to within 20 m or so before 
running at great speed and bringing the 
prey down. Lion lack stamina and rarely 
chase prey far, frequently giving up the 
chase once they are beaten. Their key to 
success is to get as close to the prey as 
possible without being noticed – which  
is probably why most hunts take place  
at night. Once prey has been brought down 

it is quickly strangled with a sustained 
biting grip to the throat, or a suffocating 
grip over the mouth and nostrils. Due to  
the abundance of male coalitions in the 
Serengeti-Mara ecosystem, it is quite 
common to encounter them on a self- 
made kill, often on large and dangerous 
species such as Hippopotamus. Lion are  
not above scavenging either and take prey 
from other predators, given the chance.  
It is most common to encounter a pride of 
Lion sleeping or resting under a shady tree, 
and these huge felines indulge in restful 
activities for around 20 hours a day.  
An important activity you may encounter is 
mating, which can occur at any time of year 
as long as females are actively fertile, or in 
oestrus. Bouts of mating continue for 5–8 
days during which time the ‘honeymoon 
couple’ may mate 2–3 times per hour, every 
hour, leaving no time (or energy!) for other 
activities such as hunting and eating. Each 
mating session generally lasts for between 

The Moru kopjes area, which is not very big, holds five different prides of Lion – many of 
which are expert tree climbers. While guiding one afternoon, we witnessed a nomadic 
Lioness walking close to the females of the Jiwe Chapati pride. Four of them decided to 
chase her and there was serious fighting until she was actually killed. To me this was very 
strange behaviour. I have also noticed that these prides have at least two pride males and 
not just one.  Patena
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5–10 seconds, so if you want to photograph 
it you need to be ready with your camera.
Three and a half months later, a litter of 
1–4 blind and heavily spotted cubs is born 
in a well-hidden den, away from the pride. 
Their eyes open after a week and, at three 
weeks, the cubs are mobile, curious and 
very playful – but in danger from predators 
such as Spotted Hyena, Leopard and eagles. 
However, the biggest threat to the new 
generation is from a new male Lion who 
has taken over the pride. Infanticide among 
Lion is surprisingly common and, although 
very disturbing, ensures that the new pride 
male sires his own offspring. Females losing 
their cubs in this way will be induced into 
oestrus again within a few weeks and the 
cycle starts all over again.
Only about 25% of Lion cubs reach two 
years of age but those that do are showered 
with affection by their mothers and warmly 
received into the pride by other females. 
Social grooming takes numerous forms, 
including head rubbing and licking, 

and there are few sights as magical as a 
harmonious pride taking time to enjoy life 
and each other. Other communications 
include the famous roar which is usually 
given when night falls as a proclamation 
of territory. Males are the loudest and 
can be heard as far as 8 km / 5 miles away, 
though females also roar. Scent marking 
is also common, with males urinating 
on prominent bushes and rocks being a 
frequent sight.
Although Lion are apex predators  
(i.e. they are at the top of the food chain), 
their numbers have decreased significantly 
in Africa over the past 60 years, from an 
estimated 400,000 in the 1950s to just 
20,000 today. Much of their former habitat 
has been lost to an expanding human 
population and agricultural development, 
while many thousands are still killed 
each year as a result of predator-livestock 
conflicts, including some within the NCA 
and the surrounding  
hinterland.

Female or Lioness
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