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Abstract: A decade of research of the cheetah in the subcontinent has just been completed by the authors. 
It has revealed interesting aspects of the cheetah's history life in the Indian subcontinent some of which 
are summarized. The findings of the research will serve the purpose of offering to the interested scientists 
and others, a part of the vast knowledge that exists in India of the cheetah. 
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A NOTE ON THE CHEETAH (ACINONYX JUBATUS)

BY

DIVYABHANUSINH

(For  the Ind ian Sub-group,  SSC, IUCN meet . ing on 30/3L
J u l y  1 9 9 4 ,  N e w  D e l h i ) .

A decade of  research of  the cheetah in  the subcont inent
has just  been completed by the author .  I t .  has revealed
in te res t i ng  aspec ts  o f  t he  chee tah ' s  l i f e  i n  t he  Ind ian
subcont inent  some of  which are summar ised below :

A search through prehis tor ic  f ind ings,  c lass ica l  Greek
& Lat in ,  Sanskr i t  and Pers ian records have revealed
many in terest ing aspects of  the cheet ,ahs brush wi th
man .

Near ly  2000 years ago Strabo refered to  tame pardal is
walk ing in  royal  process ions in  Ind ia and Claudius
Aelianus refered to tame pantheras being brought to
their King by Indians aloi lgwitfr four horned oryxes
( four  horned ant .e lopes)  .  The references obvious ly  are
to  dapp led  ca ts  i n  bo th  cases .  C laud ius  Ae l i anus  a l so
refers to  b l -ack l ions being used in  Ind ia for  hunt ing
game af ter  be ing tamed.

Whi le  the f i rs t .  two references were in  a l l  probabi l i ty
to  cheetahs,  the 3rd reference was qui te  mixed up as
l ions have never  been used for  hunt ing game in  Ind ia.
wit.h the information of India received often through
secondary sources by t.he ancient. Greeks and Romans had
of  Ind ia of  t .he t imes,  i t  may be that  Claudius Ael inus
was in  fact  re ferr ing to  cheetahs.  However ,  these are
only  probable references and not  cer ta in t . ies.

The Amarakosa,  the ear l - iest  sanskr i t  lex icon bel ieved
to frave neen compiled between 4th and the 6th
cen tu r i es  A .D .  g i ves  d i f f e ren t  names  o f  S imha  ( l i on ,
here t .he word is  used in  a gener ic  sense to  denote
cats)  and i t  l - isLs t ,he var ious animals of  th is  type as
pancanakha (f ive cl-awed) among: which is l isted the
c i t raka f rom which comes the word cheet ,ah.  As there
are no aescr ip t ions of  the animals,  a  def in i te  ident i -
f  i ca t . i on  i s  d i f  f  i cu l t .

Manasol-Iasa t.he encyclopedic work of the L2L}:r century
bt - -The Calukya King Someswara I I I  l - is ts  30 d i f  ferent
types of  deer  hunLs in  addi t ion to  hunts wi th  hounds,
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hawkj-ng and falconry and f ishing. Of the various types
of  deer  hunts one is  wyaghra ja mr iqava which c lear ly
records a King us ing Ci t rakas to  hunt  Krsnasara
(b laekbuck)  .  Th is  is  the f i rs t  Sanskr i t .  record of
hunt ing wi th  cheetahs.

Among the Musl im records,  the Tabaqat- i -Nasi r i  o f  the
13th century g ives a c lear  re ference to  Yuz (Pers ian
for  cheetah)  be ing used for  hunt ing.  Tar ikh- i -F: - roz
Shahi of. the 14th century records that F:-toz Shah
regufar fy  hunted wi th  Yuz and s ivagosh (caracal ) .

The Mughal  reccrds are very wel l  known to just i fy
repetit ion here apart from mentioning t.hat the cheetahs
have been profusely  recorded in  l i teraLure,  ar t ,
carpets  and so on.  Jahangi r  records seeing a whi te
cheet .ah,  the only  such instance recorded,  and he a l -so
notes the b i r th  of  4  cubs at  h is  cour t  which is  the
f i rs t  record,ed insLance of  cheetahs breeding in
capt iv i ty  anywhere.  As is  wel l -  known Akbar  had l - ,000
cheetahs in his menagerie at one t ime and during his
ru le of  50 years,  he is  repor ted to  have co l - lected
O  n n 0  n f  f h a m
J  t  v v

A f t e r  5 0  y e a r s  o f  t h e  B a t t l e  o f  P l a s s y  i . e .  i n  l - 8 0 8 ,
the f i rs t .  work on spor t  in  Ind ia was publ ished by an
engl ish observor  which ment . ions hunt ing wi th  cheetahs.
The main.  hunt ing pursui ts  of  the Br i t ish were large
mammal-s  such as t igers,  e lephanLs,  94I ,  rh ino,  eLc.
The Br i t . ish as a ru le  d id  not .  apprec iate the ar t  o f
cours ing wi th  cheet ,ahs e i ther .  Though they were numer-
ous in the l8th cent.ury cheetahs were becoming rarer in
t.he 19t.h and t.he last credibl-e records of cheetah
sight ings are of  the l -950s.  An analys j -s  of  Br i t ish and
subsequent records has revealed that about L25 cheet.ahs
were shot . /  speared/encountered/  def in i te ly  repor ted
between L799 and 1958.  This  survey is  extensi r re  but
not  exhaust ive.  Secondly  t .he J ion in  Ind ia d isappeared
(except  the Gir )  about  ha l f  a  century ear l - ier .  Dur ing
the same period though the l ion was confined to areas
above the Narbada, the cheetah on the ot,her hand was
found as far  east  as Or issa and souLh as Mysore.

The Brit ish and princely records reveal- t .hat the chee-
tah in  t ,he f ina l  phase of  i ts  ex is tence in  Ind ia was
found at  the edges of  jungtes and not  in  i ts  most
preferred habi ta t .  Among the causes of  i t .s  ext inct ion
was the st.eady growth of human population from the
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Mughal t. imes itself and the consequent conversion of

g i ; ; ; i " "a"  in to Agr icu l tura l  lands 'which was not  the

6"=t  habi ta t  for  Lhe cheetah to  hunt  i ts  preY'  -AIso
the prey base of the cheet,ah was far narrower in India

than in  Afr ica and i t  had to  subsis t  on less preferred

pi .v  at  the edge of  the jungle.  For  near ly  a thousand

i r . . l "  and poss lnfy  more,  cheetahs were Syst .emat ica l ly

taptured fbr royai sport which depteted their numbers

in the i r  natura l  habi la t  and a lso made i t  d i f f icu l t  for

the i r  young ones to  surv ive as the females were being

captured too.

No ser ious at tempt  for  re in t roducLion of  the cheetah

has been made in  ind ia so far  but  i t  would be poss ib le

to  do  so  i f  t he re  i s  po l i t i ca l  w i l l  t o  res to re  g rass -

lands and protecL exi i t ing prey base in t 'hem prior to

such a re in t roducLion at tempL .  Dr .M.  K.  Ranj  i ts in t r  l t "
suggested Khadi r  bet  in  the Rann of  Kuch as a su i tab le

locat ion for  re in t roduct ion,  however ,  no sLeps have

been t .aken in  that  d i rect ion-

The content . ious issue of  subspeci f ic  d i f ferences of

cheetahs from Africa and Asia has been examined on the

basis  of  the l imi ted avai lab le mater ia l  0n the chee-

tahs f rom Asia. The st 'udy has shown very minor

d i f ferent ia t ion which could have been because of  local

env i ronmenta l  var ia t ions.  One d i f ference noted in

India ear l ier  (e lsewhere la ter )  was t 'hat  a  cheet 'ah f rom

India was more l ike ly  to  have a predominant ly  b lack

t ipped ta i l  whereas a Lheetah f rom Afr ica was l ike ly  to

fraib a pred.ominantly white t ipped tai l  '

In  Ind ia i tse l f ,  reg ional  var ia t ions in  cheetahs were

not. iced and were recorded by Pers j-an and English

sources.  The cheetah of  the Deccan was smal ler  than

the cheetah from Gujarat ' .vhich was considered to be

larger  and the best  ior  cours ing.  One Pers ian Source

d i f i e ren t i a tes  be tween  chee tahs  o f ' t he  dese r t s  ( i .  e '

p la ins)  against  cheetahs of  the mounta ins,  the former

; ; t ;g  
' l ig [ rer  

and rhe lar rer  be ing darker  in  co lour ,

the iormei  be ing larger  and bet ter  to  hunt  wi th  because

the laLter  d id  not  course ef fect ive ly  as i t .  was not

used to do so in  uneven ter ra in  in  the mounta ins.

Because of  a  very long t rad i t ion in  Ind ia of  hunt ing

with cheetahs, th-e .rarious sources examined reveal that
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the met.hod of trapping, training and hunting with

cheetahs was developEd in to a f ine ar t .  In  addi t ion to

that, over 30 different ai lments of cheetahs were known

alongwi th the i r  t . reatmenLs.  By far  the_ most  in terest -

i"g i :-"Oing was that breeding 
'of 

cheetahs in captivity

was known.to Indians and one document detai ls some of

the proceedures involved.

The ear l iest  known instance of  a  cheetah f rom Afr ica in

Ind ia is  Lhat  o f  1-890.  However  cheetah impor ts  on a

continuing basis was a devetopmenL of Lhe post world

Wai  f  pe i ioa.  Accord ing to  the author 's  est imate 2O0

cheetahs were import,ed into India betvreen l9t9 and

t i+1.  In  the posl  independence per iod a to ta l  o f  29

cheetahs have blen imported between 1947 and 1994.

The f indings of the research wiII serve the purpose of

of fer ing Eo the in terest .ed sc ient is ts  and others,  a

part. of the vast knowledge that exists in India of the

cheetah. It  may well become useful- i f  the animal is

ever  re in t roduced.




