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Abstract: Only the super-optimist would preach hope for the cheetah, says Andrew Lowry. Here
he gives glimpses of his study on the Etosha cheetah- probably the safest of the species. The
article is about a female cheetah with her four cubs - he followed and observed them for six
months. Cheetah in Ethosha do not appear to have a distinct breeding season, small cubs being
observed throughout the year.



Countdown?

Only the super-optimist
would preach hope for
the cheetah, says Andrew
Lowry. Here he gives
glimpses of his study on
the Etosha cheetah —
probably the safest of the
species. Andrew was a
Wildlife Society Bursary
Winner.

I found Duma and her four cubs at
about 8 o' clock one Sunday morning,
ambling along the gravel airsirip near
Furt Namutoni. I juined the end of the
procession and awaited developments.
After about an hour as the mother led
her family through a patch of scrubtoa
small open plain, one of the cubs
flushed a sleeping African Wildcat.
The cat ran out into the open, but the
young cheetahs easily outdistanced and
surrounded it. They were already
showing an impressive turn of speed.
Then followed a half hour interlude of
spitting, growling and moaning, mostly
from the frightened wildcat. How-
ever, the cheetahs made no attempt 1o
harm their tiny relative.

The wildcat's ordeal lasted undl the
cubs noticed their mother chasing a
herd of grazing springbuck, and they
trotted off to see the result. The chase
was unsuccessful, and the whole family
retired to a shady tree. After awhile the
female cheetah again began to stalk the
springhok, but before she could come
within striking distance, one alert indi-
vidual noticed her, and she lost interest
in the hunt.

At this stage Duma was several
hundred metres from the cubs, and
with a series of high pitched yelps she
called them to her, As they walked 1o
wards their mother a group of wilde-
beest bulls detached themselves from a
larger herd and galloped towards the
cubs, who disconcerted curled their
tails between their legs and ran o their
muother for protecuon,

The {amily moved on until they
reached another small clearing with a
grazing herd of springbok, zebra and
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hita, Duma, Eshinga, Hlosi,

The habitat ranges from open grassland to dense woodland and the chestahs
adapt their hunting technigues to each situation,

wildebeest. Using the bush at the edge
of the plain as cover, Duma begaa
another stalk. T positioned myself and
waited. After 30 minutes a band of
wildebeest raced out of the scrub, dis-
turbed by the hunting cheetah, and as
the confused springbok milled about,
the cheetah started her run, Before the
springbok knew that danger was
threatening, Duma was amongst them,
bowling over a lamb.

She strangled the animal and carried it
to the shade of a nearby tree where she
waited for the cubs to join her, Once
again they responded t her calls and
trotted across 1o the kill. and once again
a group of wildebeest galloped after
themn. This time, however, one cub had
had encugh, and he urned and
charged, scattering the wildebeest inall
directions.

Over the next two hours the cheetah
family ate the springbok. and then they
reluxed in the shade. While they were
lving there a small pack of banded
mongrose, came scurrying by. Two
carvied kittens in their mouths, but
when they came upon the cheetily, they
let them drop to the ground, The
cheetli cubs trotted over W investigate
the squealing kittens, and the adul
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mongoose took fright and ran off, leav-
ing their helpless young, At this stage 1
decided that impartal science should
sublimate itself in favour of humanity.
The inquisitive cheetah could harm the
tiny mongooses, so | climbed out of the
truck and walked towards them, The
cheetah moved away, and the adult
mongoose returned to carry their
offspring to safety.

I must warn budding cheetah re-
searchers that this was an exceptional
day. Compare it with anather one,
some months ago, when the tempera-
ture soared into the thirties while 1 sat
in my truck and watched my hive
cheetah sleep for fourteen hours! And
as [ sitwriting this article the same fam-
ily have managed to elude me for overa
week. We have known both excitement
and frustration during the year my
wife and I have spent at the Etosha
National Park.

It was no mere coincidence that led us
to South West Africa in search of
cheetah. Although there isa difference
ol opinien on the pumber of cheetah in
this territory, there is no doubt that it
bousts one of the largest Free-living
populations in the world, The South
West Alrican Division of Nawre Con-
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servation and Tourism is determined
that this situation be maintained, and
so readily agreed to host a study at
Erosha. 5

The facilities of their Ecological Inst-
tute at the administrative camp,
Okaukuejn, were made available, and
we have enjoyed the interest and co-
operation not only of the research staff
of the Division, but of many other offi-
cials. Predator conservation is no easy
task in a stock farming country like
South West, but the awareness and
concern of the authorities, coupled
with information from field invesuga-
tions such as this, can only serve o en-
sure the survival of this spectacular
animal.

i the areainwhich Lhave centred my |
study the habitat ranges from bare pan,
through open grasslands to dense
woodland. Yet the cheetah can adapt
their hunting technique to each situa-
tion. Watching their high speed chases
is of course one of the highlights of my
study, and so far | have seen abourt go,
from initiation to climax, marvelling at
the variety of tactics available to the
hunting cheetah.

During the springbok lambing season
Duma will often walk towards a nursery
herd, making no attempt at conceal-
ment. Initally the herd will take to
flight but without a chase they soon
become inquisitive and rewrn to stare
at the cheetah. Some inexperienced
lamb mav eventually relax its vigilance,
perhaps even lying down. This is the
signal for the cheetah to use her
phenomenal acceleration to reach the
unwary animal.

Once Duma was leading her cubs,
Guepardus. Hlosi, Intermedius and
Jabatus along the periphery of alarge
plain bordered with thick acacia scrub,
Seeing a small group of grazing
springbok Boo metres distant, and not
10 metres from the scrub, she left her
cubs and ran into the bush. In 2 matter
of minutes she had covered the dis-
tance, unobserved, and emerged upan
the unsuspecting springbok. carching
one within a few metres.

Perhaps | should explain my chnice of
names for the study animals. For ease
of recording in the field [ have allo-
cated each animal a letter of the al-
phabet, and have then given them a
name meaning cheetah which begins
with the same letter.

Duma is the Swahili word for cheetah.
Others are Chita (the original Hindu
word meaning “spotted one”) Eshinga
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Latin specics name). And let’s not
forget Intermedius. Acinonyx inter-
medis is an extinet species of cheetah
which ranged Europe and Asia duning
the middle Pleistocene,

‘The cheetah has of late enjoyed wide-
spread publicity and so 1 probably do
not need to enter into too much detail
on its basic life history. One aspect of its

biology which 1 have been investigaung \

i< the role of the female animal. She has
tremendous pressures on her. After
mating the male cheetah leaves her to
fend for herself during a three month
pregnancy. When the blind and help-
less cubs are born she is forced to leave
them unattended while she hunts for
herselfand later she is the sole provider
for both them and herself. Finally sheis
respansible for teaching her cubs the
vital art of hunting,

We watched one pregnant cheetah, |

Acinonvx, the only female of Duma’s
previous lier, and her full belly definitely

took the edge of f her speed. Even when |
springbok moved to within a few |

metres of her, she didn't have the ac-
celeration to catch her prey. During the
short period we had her under obser-

vation I only saw her caich a hare. —

It is very difficult to determine initial
litter sizes in the wild, and [ have never J
found a female with cubs younger than |
1 14 months. In captivity a litter of eight]
has been recorded, but half this
number is more usual. A strange
cheetah recently appeared in my study
area, accompanied by three 1% month
old cubs. Within three weeks two of
these cubs had disappeared, probably
taken by other predators. L haveat least
five other records during the last year
of cheetahs with only one surviving
youngster. Predation and disease are
the two obvious causes of cub mortality,
but a variety of other factors may also
play a role. Take for example the sea-
son of birth. &
Cheetah in Ethosha do not appear to)
have a distinct breeding season, small |

B

mothers.

Duma has proved to be an exemplary
mother. Not anly does the survival rate
of her liners appear higher than the
Etosha average, but her ofispring are
capable hunters on parung company
with her. We watched Acinonyx and
her two brothers from shortly after
they left Duma. If one of these cheetah
began to initate a hunt, the other two
would perform outflanking stalks on
either side of the potental prey animal.
A more efficient trio 1 have yet to
watch.

Compare this group with another
brother and sister pair named Felis and
Eshinga. About the same age as A, B
and C when they arrived in the study
area, these two had a lean time for sev-
eral months. They did not co-operate,
one often interfering with the other’s
hunting activities, or else making no
attempt at concealment and so alerting
the animal being stalked. On the few
occasions they did come within striking
range they lacked the speed or techni-
que to pull down a springhok. One in-
cident comes to mind, The pair of
cheetah lay hidden in a bush while a
small herd of springbok moved to
within five metres of them. Yet they
could not make a kill. 1 suspect that the
reason for their poor showing was a
premature separation from their
mother. Happily they have now im-
proved their tactics and Eshinga re-
cently produced her first litter.

1 have mentioned springbok when re-
ferring to prey species of cheetah at
Etosha. Springbok certainly constitute
the major part of the diet but steenbok
and hares are also taken. Young wil-
debeest and gemshok have been re-
corded killed by cheetah, and I have no
doubt that hartebeest young are also
caught when the opportunity arises.
The Namutoni area of Etosha also
supports small numbers of black-faced
impala, and we therefore have the uni-
que situation in which one threatened
species (cheetah) occasionally preys on

cubs being observed throughout the
vear. At the onset of the rains (from | another (black-faced impala), Cheetah
November to March) many springbok | do not Jack courage when attacking
herds migrate away from their dry sea- | larger and sometimes dangerous prey.
<on haunts, and female cheetah with | Thaveseena series of photographs de-

cubs too young to follow may have dif-
ficulty in obtaining food. Any decline
in the condition of a nursing mother
will have a detrimental effect on her
offspring. Cubs born during the wet
season may be susceptible 10 diseases
such as pneumonia, 2 known killer of
captive-born cheetah. 7
On the other hand the wel season
heralds the springbok lambing season,
and a ready supply of easy prey. A
hunting mother should be away from
her helpless young for as short a ime as
possible. The smaller, softer bones of
springbok lambs are at this time availa-
ble to growing cheetah, who are often
prone to rickets. Cubs old enough 1o be
tutored in the arts of hunting are prob-
ably better trained when young spring-
bk are available for “practice”, and s
a result will he more eanahle of sun-

picting such an attack on a young

| gemsbok, with the cow attempting to

defend her calf. The two attacking

| cheetah proved to be far too agile and

while one dodged the horns of the
adult gemsbok, the other worried the
calf, until the tenacious cats were suc-
cessful.

My study at Etosha will continue for
another six months. During this time I
expect that Duma's cubs will take leave
of their mother, and she might pro-
duce another litter. | hope that Eshinga
will give me the opportunity of compar-
ing her efficiency as a maother with
those other female cheetah 1 have

‘aiudied. And then of course 1sull have

letters and names from L through to 2
fur any new chectahs whio might move
into my study area, Roll on Latotse
Tewanal and Cn I3





