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When you think of a lion, what comes to mind? Strength, power and ferocity are three words that describe lions. Lions have been used as characters in movies and books to represent kingliness and nobility. That is why the magnificent African lion is called ‘the king of beasts.’ In Swahili, a language spoken in Africa, the word for king is Simba and that is the name of the hero in ‘The Lion King.’ In ‘The Chronicles of Narnia,’ the lion’s name is Aslan, the Turkish word for lion. Each time you watch a movie produced by MGM Studios, you see and hear a roaring lion. Yes, lions are admired everywhere for their regal look. But what are lions really like? Well, come along and learn some interesting facts about the mighty lion!



		Several countries use lions to represent them, including Belgium, Bulgaria, England, Ethiopia, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Singapore.
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Among the big cats, only the tiger is larger than the lion. One way that lions differ from other members of the genus Panthera is the fact that male lions are much larger than females and have thick, long manes of hair. The mane not only impresses female lions; it also protects the lion’s neck from the slashing claws and tearing bite of other male lions when they get into a fight. The colour, size, and amount of hair in the mane is different from one individual to another. It is also an indication of age: the darker the mane, the older the lion.



		Even though a lion’s pupil is three times the size of a human’s, it can’t easily move its eyes from side to side. Instead, it moves its whole head.
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The Big Cat



		
Male lions usually weigh around 330 to 550 pounds, which is about the combined weight of four average-sized men. The females are quite a bit smaller, weighing around 300 pounds or the combined weight of two men. In Kenya, one male lion was recorded to weigh slightly under 600 pounds. The largest female ever recorded came from South Africa and weighed 335 pounds. Although the female was much smaller than the male, she still weighed about the same as 50 pet cats!



		The black spots at the base of each whisker on a lion’s face make a pattern that is as individual as your own fingerprints.



		The only member of the cat family that has a tasselled tail is the lion. The tassel on the end of the tail first appears when a cub is five to seven months old. It is one of the ways of communicating that lions use to get messages across to other members of the pride.
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Interbreeding



		An interesting thing about lions is that they can interbreed with other big cat species. This usually only happens in captivity. If a lioness breeds with a male leopard, the baby is called a leopon. The cub’s head will look like a lion’s and its body will look more like a leopard’s. If a lioness mates with a male jaguar, the cub is a jaglion. When a lioness breeds with a male tiger, the hybrid is a tigon. Maybe you’ve heard of a liger. That’s the baby produced by a male lion and a tigress.



		Lions can be one of many different colours. These include tan, brown, yellow and red.
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Inside A Lion’s Mouth



		A lion has three types of teeth. The smallest teeth at the front of the mouth are called incisors and are used for gripping and tearing meat. The four largest teeth on the sides of the incisors are the canines. These teeth rip skin and tear away meat. The sharp back teeth are called carnassial teeth. They act like scissors to cut meat.



		A lion’s tongue is so rough that it can scrape meat from bones. If a lion were to lick the back of your hand even a few times, he could tear the skin right off.
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Family Structure



		Lions are the only big cats that live in families, called prides. A single pride can include up to 30 lions. Each pride usually has up to three males and about a dozen females plus their cubs or babies. If a lot of food and water is available, the prides will be large, but if resources are scarce, the pride is smaller. It is unusual for fully grown male animals to live together like lions do.



		Both male and female lions communicate with each other by roaring. Their powerful roar can be heard five miles away!
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The family structure of the pride means that males and females have different roles to play. The males mostly spend their time taking care of the cubs and protecting their territory. They mark their boundaries with urine and chase off intruders that ignore their warning roars. Keeping other lions out of their territory sometimes involves fights, which makes their manes useful for protecting their necks and throats.



		Male lions spend 18 to 20 hours a day snoozing, while females get 15 to 18 hours of shuteye. They sleep on their backs or up in trees. They are very affectionate toward each other, too, grooming other members of the pride or rubbing heads together.
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Reproduction



		Females have two or three cubs at a time. It’s quite usual for two or more lionesses to have their babies at the same time. The mums share duties of feeding the babies, raising them together in a group called a ‘crèche.’ Female cubs stay with the pride after they reach adulthood at about two years of age, but male cubs are forced out. The males live together in bachelor groups until the young lions are old enough and strong enough to challenge the males of other prides. About every three years the males in a pride will change as the younger males drive out the older ones.



		Cubs born in a pride are twice as likely to survive as cubs born to a lioness on her own. But sometimes when a new male takes over a pride, he kills all the cubs.
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Baby lions aren’t only called cubs. Sometimes they are called whelps, which is any young member of a carnivorous (meat-eating) species, or lionets, which means ‘small lion.’ The females live together for life, never leaving the pride except to have their babies. The cubs are born in the privacy of some bushes or in caves, where they are protected from other lions for about six weeks. Then mum and babies re-join the pride where they become part of the family and where the cubs are cared for by all the lions.



		Lion cubs learn the skills they’ll need when they are adults by play-fighting with their siblings. They often leap upon each other’s backs and pretend to be hunting. They are also forming strong family bonds through this play.
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How Long Do Lions Live?



		
Wild male lions can live to be about 12 years old. Females generally live a little longer, to about age 15. However, in captivity, they can live to be quite a bit older, up to about age 25. At the age of three or four, lions are old enough to mate and produce cubs. A female usually mates only once every two years. Females tend to choose to mate with males who have the longest, darkest manes.



		Sometimes, lions will live apart from a pride. They are called nomads and are generally young males, although females are occasionally nomadic, too.
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Lions’ Habitat



		Although lions are known as ‘kings of the jungle,’ lions, in fact, live in what we call a savannah. It is an area where long grasses grow but there are few trees. The climate is hot and dry during most of the year, but it has a short rainy season, too. When water is scarce, lions can go for up to five days without drinking water. During that time, lions get the moisture they need from eating their prey.



		The lion’s hunting technique is more successful in tall grasses where the lion can sneak up on its prey. Hiding in the grass allows the big cats to get close to the animal they are hunting before they spring forward to kill.
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Since the males are stay-at-home dads, the females do all of the hunting for the family. The females are smaller and more agile than the males, but they’re not particularly fast in comparison to their prey. So they form packs to hunt together and bring down their quarry. Although they hunt mostly at night or in the early mornings, lions will go after prey any time it is available, even in the middle of the hottest day. Since their prey is usually much faster than them, they have developed other means to kill an animal besides outrunning it.



		Animals are mostly afraid of lions when they can’t see them. As long as the lion is in sight, they’re not too worried. Almost all animals can run faster than lions.



	


		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				
					
				
			

		

		
Hunting Strategy



		Lions have two main hunting techniques. Sometimes the lion stalks from cover to cover, sneaking up close enough to rush upon its prey before the animal can react. It can be rather amusing to watch a lion who has been spotted by its prey. Knowing that the animal can outrun it, the lion will sit up and stare off into the distance, pretending that it wasn’t really hunting at all. The other way is to find a bush or tree close to water and then wait for the prey to come for a drink.



		Lions don’t seem to take the wind into account when hunting. They hunt as often downwind where the prey can smell them as they do upwind, where they can’t be smelled.
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Lions’ Menu



		
African lions have a varied diet. They eat just about any animal they can catch and kill and are not above stealing another animal’s kill. They will even eat spoiled meat if given the chance. Their prey consists of impalas, antelope, buffalo, zebras, wildebeests and warthogs. Occasionally, they will kill young giraffes, hippos or even elephants. They do not hesitate to even go after crocodiles and sometimes dig warthogs out of their shallow burrows.



		Lions have no natural enemies. The only animal they fear is the porcupine, because spines in the face hurt!
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An Unusual Story



		
There is a true story about unusual lion behaviour in the wild. A 12-year-old girl was kidnapped from her home in Kenya. Her kidnappers fled when three lions approached them, but the lions didn’t hurt the girl at all. They simply kept all other animals away. When the authorities found her, the lions simply walked away. Lions are usually dangerous and will attack humans if hungry or threatened. This story is highly unusual.



		Though terrifying, lion attacks on humans are rare, numbering less than 100 per year in Africa.
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Lions As Symbols



		
Lions play an important role in African symbolism. The lion stands for royalty, strength, conquest, valour, pride, wisdom, authority, courage and protection. The lioness represents the moon, femininity and fierce motherhood. Throughout the world, various kings and political figures who have been famous for their courage or fierceness were given the title ‘the lion,’ including thirteen popes (the leader of the Catholic Church) who took the name Leo, which means lion.



		Lion statues are often placed beside doors or staircases. They symbolise honour, respect and power and are seen all over the world, even in Paris and New York.
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Do Lions Have Enemies?



		
Although lions have no natural predators, they are learning to be afraid of humans. Humans are smaller and slower than lions, but they have guns and can shoot lions from a distance. The lions learn from each other that humans can be dangerous. They now live in what is called ‘a landscape of fear.’ The fear that helps prey animals survive by always being on the lookout for predators is now part of the way the lion perceives his world. As the lions’ natural habitat shrinks, they run into humans more often.



		
Lion cubs do not naturally fear man. They are extremely curious and will approach if not warned away by the adult lions.
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Are Lions Now in Trouble?



		
According to conservationists, the answer is yes. The only place African lions are found in the wild is on protected reserves. At one time, it was legal to hunt lions, but now most African countries do not allow the hunting of these magnificent cats. There are still some places, though, that do allow safaris to hunt lions. This is called ‘trophy hunting,’ since people do not eat the meat of lions. And in some places, the area designated for lions is too small, and rangers put the females on birth control so that they won’t have too many cubs. Ranchers sometimes poison lions if they are eating their livestock.



		The lion is the only big cat species not on the endangered species list. People who want to hunt them are trying to prevent them from being added to the list.
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How Can We Help Them?



		Kids can help keep lions from going extinct. Some of the things you can do to help include setting up a display about lions at your school or library. Use posters and other artwork to explain how few lions are left in the wild. Your class could ‘adopt’ the lion as a project and put on a play at your school to tell others about the problems lions face. You can also write a letter to a newspaper to present your ideas about why lions should be protected. And of course, you can go online and join some of the wildlife protection groups that help conserve wild lions.



		Wild lions living in Africa have shrunk from 200,000 a century ago to just about 20,000 today. In 26 African countries, lions are already extinct. We need to help raise awareness before this magnificent beast is gone forever.
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    var S = Math.round(Math.min(13, H / 4));  // small: inside the padding, never over the text
    function paint() {
      var c = colours(panel);
      box.style.setProperty('--pt-fill', c.fill);
      box.style.setProperty('--pt-edge', c.edge);
    }
    paint();
    document.addEventListener('pt-theme', paint);  // the reader picked another text background (switch menu)
    panel.style.setProperty('--pt-s', S + 'px');
    panel.classList.add('pt-dogear');
    fold.style.transformOrigin = (L + W / 2) + 'px ' + (Tp + H / 2) + 'px';
    for (j = 0; j < more.length; j++)
      more[j].style.transformOrigin = (lead.left - at[j].left + L + W / 2) + 'px ' + (lead.top - at[j].top + Tp + H / 2) + 'px';
    var folds = [fold].concat(more);
    function each(fn) { for (var q = 0; q < folds.length; q++) fn(folds[q]); }
    var flap = el('span', 'pt-flap');  // the folded-over corner: paper underside, a little darker
    flap.setAttribute('aria-hidden', 'true');
    flap.style.width = flap.style.height = S + 'px';
    flap.style.left = (L + W - S) + 'px';
    flap.style.top = (Tp + H - S) + 'px';
    flap.style.background = 'linear-gradient(to bottom right, rgba(255,255,255,.95) 0%, var(--pt-fill) 30%, ' +
      'color-mix(in srgb, var(--pt-fill) 82%, #6b5a45) 49.5%, transparent 50%)';
    panel.parentNode.insertBefore(flap, panel.nextSibling);
    var hit = control('pt-hit', 'Hide text');
    var tab = control('pt-tab', 'Show text');
    for (var k = 0; k < 3; k++) tab.appendChild(el('i'));
    hit.style.left = (L + W - S / 2 - HIT / 2) + 'px';
    hit.style.top = (Tp + H - S / 2 - HIT / 2) + 'px';
    tab.style.left = (L + W / 2 - TW / 2) + 'px';
    tab.style.top = (Tp + H / 2 - TH / 2) + 'px';
    box.appendChild(hit);
    box.appendChild(tab);
    var busy = false;
    function collapse() {
      if (busy || fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) return;
      busy = true;
      hit.style.visibility = 'hidden';
      each(function (f) { f.classList.add('pt-closing'); });
      setTimeout(function () { tab.classList.add('pt-on'); }, T * 0.7);
      each(function (f) { after(f, 'pt-closing', function () { f.classList.add('pt-collapsed'); }); });
      setTimeout(function () { busy = false; }, T + 130);
    }
    function expand() {
      if (busy || !fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) return;
      busy = true;
      tab.classList.remove('pt-on');
      tab.classList.add('pt-off');
      setTimeout(function () { tab.classList.remove('pt-off'); }, 160);
      each(function (f) { f.classList.remove('pt-collapsed'); f.classList.add('pt-opening'); after(f, 'pt-opening'); });
      setTimeout(function () { busy = false; hit.style.visibility = ''; }, T + 130);
    }
    hit.addEventListener('click', function (ev) { ev.preventDefault(); ev.stopPropagation(); collapse(); });
    tab.addEventListener('click', function (ev) { ev.preventDefault(); ev.stopPropagation(); expand(); });
    // read-aloud: a box collapsed before the reading reached it opens when its first word is read;
    // a box the reader closes while it is being read stays closed (they chose to look at the picture)
    var reading = false, keepClosed = false;
    hit.addEventListener('click', function () { if (reading) keepClosed = true; });
    tab.addEventListener('click', function () { keepClosed = false; });
    if (window.MutationObserver) {
      var mo = new MutationObserver(function () {
        var now = false;
        each(function (f) { if (f.getElementsByClassName(ACTIVE).length) now = true; });
        if (now && !reading && !keepClosed && fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) expand();
        if (!now && reading) keepClosed = false;
        reading = now;
      });
      each(function (f) { mo.observe(f, { subtree: true, attributes: true, attributeFilter: ['class'] }); });
    }
  }
  function run() {
    var panels = document.querySelectorAll('.pt-panel:not(.pt-extra)');
    if (!panels.length || document.querySelector('.pt-hit')) return;
    css();
    for (var i = 0; i < panels.length; i++) setup(panels[i].parentNode, panels[i]);
  }
  if (document.readyState === 'loading') document.addEventListener('DOMContentLoaded', run); else run();
})();
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