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My apologies if the picture is deceiving, however the article is not about the lions. As most 
people have headed back to work for the start of 2019, things have continued unabated in the 
bush; a place where the wildlife knows no year or date or even time. The only things out here 
are seasons, daylight or night, hot or cold. And the animals react accordingly.

Fortunately in our air-conditioned offices we can find some form of protection from the fierce 
heat outside or the pelting rain that falls every now and then, and while we do so we can enjoy 
another year of abundance of sightings on Mabula Lions, lions, lions have been the call this 
week, as the Madjuma pride have taken down a wildebeest, a zebra, feasted on a kudu. Although 
summer isn’t normally too conducive to great lion viewing, as the heat of the day drives them 
into the shade early on, the cloudy weather we have been experiencing has kept temperatures 
low and the pride on the move. Long may it continue, as well as the rain that the clouds have 
been releasing intermittently? The rest of the usual Safari Plains cast have been taking advantage 
of the cooler weather to be out and about.
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The African lion, the fiercest and most magnanimous of the four footed beasts. This definitely 
rings true with these magnificent felines! It is quite clear that lions are fascinating creatures, and 
here we get to know them a bit better by looking at some interesting facts about them.

African lions have a wide habitat, and can live almost everywhere – from open woodlands, thick 
bush, scrub and grass complexes, even penetrating deep into deserts along watercourses – 
though don’t expect to find them in rainforests. Globally, lions exist in Asia and in sub-Saharan 
Africa; though history shows that a long time ago lions also inhabited parts of southwest Asia and 
North Africa.

Upon closer inspection you will see that lions have round pupils, instead of vertical slits that are 
found in domestic cats. Having pupils that are vertical slits are handy for cats that are on the 
prowl for small prey and need to be able to focus clearly on the small stuff. However, larger 
felines such as lions generally hunt larger prey, so there is unlikely to be a significant advantage 
to having slit pupils. Having round pupils also allows more light to filter into the eye at night, 
giving the lion better night vision.
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On the subject of eyes, lion cubs are born with blue eyes that change to amber or brown when 
around the age of two to three months. Lions are the most sociable member of the cat family 
and can be found living in prides of up to 25 individuals. The size of the pride depends on the 
area and prey availability. A pride will usually consist of 1-4 adult males, several adult females (one 
dominant), and a number of sub-adults and cubs. All pride’s lionesses are related. Female lions 
typically stay in the pride as they grow up whereas young males eventually leave the pride and 
attempt to establish their own prides.

Young male lions ousted from prides often wander large distances in search of other ousted 
males, to form coalitions and attempt to take over a group headed by another male(s). New pride 
males will often kill the cubs in the pride and then mate with the females, to ensure that their 
genes prevail in the pride. When it comes to hunting, lion prides will have different preferences to 
what prey species they favour, but due to their opportunistic nature, lions hunt a wide variety of 
game. Lions mostly target large-sized ungulates (buffalo, wildebeest, zebra and gemsbok). 
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However, they don’t stop there, lions are known to take on larger mammals such as young 
elephants and hippos and will also scavenge and chase off other predators such as hyenas or 
wild dogs from their kills. Hunting takes place mostly from dusk until dawn, and during the cooler 
hours of the day. Most of the time the females will hunt, and then the males (who patrol the 
territory and protect the pride) will eat first. The cubs compete for what remains once the adults 
finish. The only way to secure food is to fight for it, which is why you will often see displays of 
aggression amongst pride members when it comes to feeding time.

Lions will gorge themselves into a food coma when there is plenty of food available, and on days 
like this an average male lion will swallow around 30% of their body weight. There is no fixed 
breeding season for lions, though pride females will often synchronise the timing of breeding, 
especially after a pride takeover by new dominant males, to ensure maximum food and maternal 
care available to cubs. 

Lions will mate roughly every fifteen minutes (each mating lasting for around 20 seconds) for five 
days… nonstop! This is to ensure fertilisation during the female’s oestrus period so that the cubs 
will be born as soon as possible, allowing for longer protection under the pride male. A litter of 
1-4 (sometimes up to 6) cubs are born after 110 days of gestation. Cubs suckle regularly for the 
first 6-7 months, and then the frequency will decline after that. Cubs remain with their mother for 
two years or longer – at 11 months they begin hunting.

Lions have one of the most complex communication behaviours of any of the cats. They can 
make a variety of calls which include roars, grunts, moans, growls, snarls, meows, purrs, hums, 
puffs and woofs. That said, it’s shouldn’t be a surprise to know that the lion is the king of the roar 
– it is the loudest of any big cat and can be heard up to 8km away! Lions roar for a number of 
reasons, from advertising territorial ownership and intimidating rivals, to locating other members 
of the pride and assisting in social cohesion. Another advantage to roaring is that female lions 
can recognise the roar of a male who belongs in their pride to that of an outsider – this helps the 
females keep a safe distance from outsiders who would most likely try to harm their cubs.
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This wildebeest will likely – we hope – prove to be one of many hunting successes they 
experience over the rest of the summer. With cloudy nights and windy conditions having been 
the norm for the past 10 days or so, their usual less-than-20%-chance of catching something has 
soared. The darker the night, the better for lions on the hunt.

We at Safari Plains wish you all the best for a prosperous and happy 2019
From Isaiah Banda and Mabula family
Bushveld Greetings


