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Big Cats and Little Cats

Did you know that 10 species of wild cats occur naturally on the Continent of Africa?  Did you know that South Africa is home to 7 of them?  Now that’s special!!

Cities have grown, much land has been given over to farming, hunting has wiped out entire herds, and the times when a herd of springbok could take days to pass through a Karoo town are long past.  Yet, thanks to the foresight of conservationists past and present, South Africa remains blessed with abundant wildlife and amongst this abundant wildlife are the enigmatic cats.
It is unfortunate that so many of our beautiful cats – especially our “Big” cats - are confined almost exclusively to conservation, and all one formidable enemy – humankind.

The lion, leopard and the cheetah are our “Big cats”, while the serval, caracal, African wild cat and the small-spotted cat are our “little cats”.
The BIG Cats
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Lion
The lion is the second-largest living cat after the tiger and live for 10–14 years in the wild, while in captivity they can live longer than 20 years. In the wild, males seldom live longer than 10 years, as injuries sustained from continual fighting with rival males greatly reduce their longevity.  Lions are the only social cat where a pride consists of related females and offspring and a few adult males. Sleeping mainly during the day, lions are primarily nocturnally active in nature.

The lion was a prominent symbol in ancient Mesopotamia where it was strongly associated with kingship.  There are frequent references to lions in the Bible as well.  

Leopard 
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The beautiful leopard survives in large areas, including much of the southern Cape and far north of the country, although numbers are small. 

Although equipped with relatively short legs, they are powerfully built.  Leopards are agile and stealthy predators with a cunning adaptability to a wide variety of habitats. 

The species' success in the wild is in part due to its opportunistic hunting behavior, its ability to run at speeds approaching 58 kilometres per hour and its unequaled ability to climb trees -  even when carrying a heavy carcass.

The leopard is one of our most beautiful cats with it “rosette” marked fur and is often confused with the more stream-lined cheetah, which has definite single spots.

Leopards are largely nocturnal, but are opportunistic and will actively hunt during daylight hours if needs be.  Leopards must compete for food with other large predators such as lions and hyenas and these animals may steal the leopard's kill if the opportunity arises.  Leopards co-exist alongside these other large predators by hunting for different types of prey and by trying to avoid areas frequented by them. Leopards may also retreat up a tree in the face of direct aggression from other large carnivores but leopards have been seen to either kill or prey on competitors such as black-backed jackal, African wild cat and the cubs of lions, cheetahs, hyenas, and wild dogs.
Cheetah

The cheetah is the speed champ! - capable of short dashes of almost 100 kilometres an hour. Its population is comparatively small and confined mostly to the far north (including the Kruger National Park), the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park in the Northern Cape, and reserves in KwaZulu-Natal and North West province.
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Equipped a streamlined body, long thin legs, small head with high-set eyes and long tail (which acts as a rudder) -  every facet of the cheetah's anatomy has evolved to maximise its success in the chase.  It is also is unique among cats in that it does not have retractable claws which enables traction at high speeds.  Black "tear marks" running from the corner of its eyes down the sides of the nose to its mouth keep sunlight out of its eyes and aids in hunting and seeing long distances.  Its main hunting strategy is to run down swift prey such as various buck species.  Due to this specialisation, however, the cheetah is poorly equipped to defend itself against other large predators, with speed being its main means of defense.  Its thin and fragile body makes it well-suited to short bursts of high speed, but not to long-distance running.  Unlike other true big cats, the cheetah can purr as it inhales, but cannot roar.  
Female cheetah are normally solitary (unless accompanied by cubs), whilst the male cheetah often form “brotherhood” groups (or coalitions) of up to 3 members.

The king cheetah is a rare mutation of the cheetah and not a separate species and is characterized by a distinct fur pattern and is seldom seen in the wild, but has been bred in captivity.

The Little Cats
The big cats of Africa, like lions and cheetah, receive much attention through tourism and the fact that they are more easily sighted than their smaller cousins. The small cats form an essential link in our ecosystem, but desperately require the same status as the larger cats. 
Caracal
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The caracal is wine-red, grey or sand coloured with black marks above the eyes and long, tufted back ears.  

The caracal is widespread throughout Southern Africa, but prefers dry woodland and semi-arid areas.  It is largely nocturnal and an opportunistic hunter. Prey comprises hares, hyraxes, birds, lizards, snakes, but is also able to catch small antelope, roosting raptors and domestic livestock. Most moisture obtained from the tissue fluids of prey. 

Caracals are the largest of the small cats and are often classed as 'medium-sized' cats. 

Caracals are capable of tremendous aerial acrobatic jumps. They can leap into the air and knock down 10-12 birds at one time. 

Serval 
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The serval prefers well-watered savannah and is widespread in sub-Saharan Africa except for rainforest, semi-desert and true desert. 

The name Serval is derived from a Portuguese word meaning "deer-like wolf" (cervus = deer). In Africa it is commonly referred to as a 'bush cat', and in Afrikaans it is known as a tierboskat. 

Servals have a combination of spots and stripes on their coats, and they have very large rounded ears for picking up the sounds of prey in long grasses.  

Serval are also opportunistic hunters specialising in rodent species, although they will take other forms of prey, including hares, dassies, lizards, mole rats, frogs, insects, fish and birds. 
The Serval has a very characteristic pouncing technique when hunting rodents. It leaps high into the air and then lands on the prey with its forepaws, stunning the prey in the process.
African Wild Cat
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This mainly nocturnal cat looks very looks similar to a short-haired domestic tabby cat but has relatively longer legs and a long thin, tapering tail.  It is sandy brown or grey with distinctive orange ears and black strips on the tail.  The African Wildcat is the ancestor of domestic cats.
Although African Wildcats are listed as common and widespread in Africa, their genetic integrity is threatened by interbreeding with domestic (feral) cats. It is becoming quite rare to come across a pure bred African Wildcat

This solitary cat feeds primarily on rodents and small mammals, but will also hunt birds, reptiles and insects.  This cat is mainly nocturnal. 

Small Spotted Cat (also known as the Black-Footed Cat) 
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This amazing little cat also happens to be the 2nd smallest wild cat in the world. It originally got its name from the black hair and soles of its feet but, as many cats have black feet, this name was found no longer suitable and changed to the small spotted cat. This cat’s body is marked with dark lines and spots with black bands on the legs and feet have black soles.

This very shy, nocturnal little cat is found in the drier areas of Southern Africa where there is enough open space as well as tall grass and shrubs for shelter.  They are usually solitary, but very occasionally are seen in pairs.
They are opportunistic hunters, feeding mainly on rodents and shrews and birds, also insects, spiders, geckos, snakes.
The small spotted cat is listed as vulnerable on the IUCN Red-data list and is also included on CITES Appendix I and protected by national legislation across most of its range.  Hunting is banned in Botswana and South Africa.  Because of their vulnerability, should you spot one of these gorgeous little kitties on your travels, please report the sighting to ethnologist Beryl Wilson of the McGregor Museum in Kimberley, who is compiling a species distribution map.
Please record the following:

· Date / Time

· Location: either GPS reading or nearest farm or town

· Habitat or situation: description or (if possible) a photo 

· Observer/s name and contact details

· Please record road casualties too

Send information to:
Beryl Wilson
Zoology Department, McGregor Museum
P.O. Box 316, Kimberley, 8300, South Africa 
Email: berylwa@museumsnc.co.za
All our cats, big and small, form an essential link in our eco-systems, and our environment (and us as individuals) will be so much poorer for their absence.  Let’s thank our Creator God for giving us such enigmatic beauty and value that is so special to all our cats!




(Acknowledgements to the Cat Conservation Trust, a non-profit trust that aims to create public awareness of the plight of the small cats through research and education. http://www.karoocats.org/ )
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All things bright and beautiful,


All creatures great and small,


All things wise and wonderful,


The Lord God made them all.
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