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Foreword

Families have quarrels. Sometimes, they even have bust-ups and, as a consequence, split forever. Sociologists, had they been observing them at the time, might well have foreseen such ructions, long before the family itself realised what was happening. Animal sociologists – ethologists to give them their proper name – can often do exactly the same thing. Those studying animals that live in families, troops or herds, spend years observing such communities, trying to understand the rules that govern them, and they can, as a consequence, sometimes predict that animals are about to do the same sort of thing. What happens next can be not only dramatic but also very revealing of the nature of the animals themselves. But recording such events would be difficult.

Individual animals are often not as easy for us to identify as individuals of our own species. Sometimes ethologists have to attach radio-tags to the animals they are studying so that they are able to be absolutely certain of their identities. They also give them names so that they can easily describe what is happening – or is about to happen. Usually the names they choose have no similarity to the names we use for our children and friends. They do that in order to avoid being accused of one of the cardinal sins of ethology – anthropomorphism, that is to say, attributing human characteristics and emotions to an animal without adequate justification.

Some degree of anthropomorphism, of course, is justifiable and inevitable. If an elephant, on seeing you, lifts its trunk, flaps its ears and then charges, you are justified, at the very least, in saying that it is angry. That, certainly, is attributing a human emotion to an animal. What other word in our everyday vocabulary do we have to describe its feelings? But suppose you watched an elephant coming across a pile of elephant bones, picking them up with its trunk, one by one, as if caressing them. It would be tempting to say that the animal was mourning the death of a relative – tempting, but unjustified. Even if you know that the bones had belonged to a member of that elephant family, you could not be sure of what was in its mind. Calling this book, and the television series on which it is based Dynasties might in itself seem to be sinfully anthropomorphic. It will, after all, remind many of the famous American television series, Dynasty, which ran for many years about a human oil-rich family in the United States whose interpersonal relationships were so sensational and so fractious. Happily, however, the dictionary legitimises such use, for it says no more than that the word refers to ’a succession of rulers of the same line or family’. Animals have families, just as we do, and that is exactly what this book, like its parent series, is about.
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Sir David Attenborough with the pack of painted wolves, one of Africa’s most sociable animals.
To choose their subjects, the producers consulted ethologists all round the world, asking whether the particular animal group they were studying was itself approaching one of the crises which inevitably overtake even the most amiable and well-established families. From the answers, they selected five, as varied as possible both in the nature of the animals themselves and the sort of dramas that were likely to overtake them. Camera teams then joined the scientists and followed the fortunes of each of those families for up to two and a half years.

It was a risky plan. It could be that in spite of the ethologists’ predictions, nothing dramatic would happen, that the animals concerned, day after day, month after month, would continue doing exactly the same sort of thing, without any radical change. In such a case, even though they were filmed over such a long time, there would be scarcely enough incidents to justify an hour-long programme. It might also be that a crisis would lead not to happier times with a new generation, but a failure of the animals concerned to meet the demands of their new situation. But the producers determined before the series went into production that, once a community had been chosen, the drama would be told exactly as it happened.

You must now be the judge as to whether these varied and extraordinary histories are tragedies or triumphs.

David Attenborough
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Helicopter pilot Gert Uys flew all the aerials of the painted wolves, including some remarkable manoeuvres filming Sir David Attenborough’s introduction.
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SOFT RAIN FALLS across the plains of Kenya’s Masai Mara, soaking trees, grass and every living thing in its path. Little groups of vultures hunch beneath the broad canopies of acacia trees, seeking shelter from the steady downpour. Giraffes and zebras, impalas and gazelles, buffaloes and wildebeest, stand around in loose herds, always alert to any danger. And hidden in the long grass beneath an acacia tree, out of sight of all but the most acute observer, a lion waits patiently for the rain to stop. Her name is Charm, and she is a mature, experienced female, the leader of her pride.

A typical lion pride usually contains between 12 and 15 lions: several adult females (normally sisters or cousins), along with between two and four adult males and their offspring, which range in age from newly born cubs to adolescents between one and three years old. However, some prides may be far bigger, with up to 30 (and in one instance, in South Africa’s Kruger National Park, almost 50) animals in all. Territory size varies too: where food is plentiful, as here in the Masai Mara, it may be as small as 50 square km (20 square miles); but in dry areas it can be as large as 2,000 square km (roughly 800 square miles).

All other big cats are essentially solitary animals, the lion being the only one that habitually lives in a larger social group, whose members help one another both by hunting together and by safeguarding the cubs. So the pride is subject to complex rules, to ensure that it remains stable and sustainable.

Typically, the most mature female – like Charm – leads a lion pride. The younger females, who between them keep the pride fed and look after the cubs, then support her. The males, in turn, keep the females and youngsters safe. So although at first sight the bigger, stronger and more impressive-looking males appear to be in charge, the reality is rather different.

But Charm’s pride was far from typical in that it had no fully mature males. When the team began filming, there were just ten lions in the Marsh Pride, all of which were related to Charm, and so formed part of her dynasty. As well as her cousin Sienna, Charm had four offspring: three-year-old male Tatu, the lion equivalent of a teenage boy, and her eldest daughter Yaya, likewise three years old; and two younger ones – a male, Alan, and a female, Alanis. Sienna also had four: her three-year-old son Red, Tatu’s constant companion; and one younger son and two daughters from a later litter. But none of the males was yet old or experienced enough to do the duties expected of mature males.

Camerawoman Sophie Darlington sums up the role males usually play in the life of the pride – and, more importantly, what they don’t do. “Male lions only come in handy when the pride is under threat, maybe from other lions or a pack of hyenas. They are hopeless at hunting – they’re like giant haystacks, so the prey animals see them easily and run away. They’re also very lazy – or perhaps I should say ‘good at conserving energy’ – and they are incredibly greedy, so whenever the lionesses do make a kill the males take the majority of the food.”

[image: Charm, the matriarch of the Marsh Lions, leads her pride through Musiara Marsh, in Kenya’s Masai Mara.]
Charm, the matriarch of the Marsh Lions, leads her pride through Musiara Marsh, in Kenya’s Masai Mara.
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But there are advantages to social living for the females, too. Often, one of the lionesses will stay behind and look after the smaller cubs while the others go to hunt. Then, if they make a kill that is too big to bring back, they will call the remaining female and the cubs in to feed – that way every member of the pride benefits.

Young males are usually encouraged to leave when they reach the age of two or three, as otherwise their ability to breed would begin to threaten the older males. Once forced out, a young male will, if he is lucky, join up with one or more of his relatives, leading a nomadic existence, until eventually they are ready to take over a pride elsewhere. If he cannot find a companion, he must lead a solitary, paw-to-mouth existence, always wondering where the next meal is coming from.

Likewise, some females are excluded from the pride, either by force or of their own choice. They also become nomadic; sometimes on their own, more often in pairs (again, often joining forces with a sister or cousin in order to improve their chances of survival).

The wandering life is far from easy: if female nomads approach a pride they are usually driven away, and sometimes killed. They will then be forced to live some distance away from other lions. This often means that they have to avoid the best habitats – the more sheltered, wooded areas where they can get plenty of shade during the heat of the day – and instead live out in the open on the unshaded plains.

As programme producer Simon Blakeney points out, another crucial difference between male and female lions is that the females have grown up within the pride, but the males have come in from elsewhere. “I was fascinated by the idea that, from birth, ‘success’ for male and female lion cubs is so different. For males, the successful ones will leave the pride where they were born; whereas for females, success is staying put – inheriting the pride from their mothers.”

[image: Tatu greets his fellow members of the Marsh Pride. Lions are the only sociable member of the cat family, and the deep, strong bonds between the pride members require constant reinforcement.]
Tatu greets his fellow members of the Marsh Pride. Lions are the only sociable member of the cat family, and the deep, strong bonds between the pride members require constant reinforcement.
The leadership of a lion pride passes down the female line, from mother to daughter, for generation after generation. A pride of lions is essentially a matriarchal society – and Charm was the embodiment of a lion matriarch. But she was one with a difference, in that she did not have the support of any mature males. At times her pride was in mortal danger; facing threats from other lions, rival predators, and some of the human residents of this corner of the African savannah. Charm was the latest of her dynasty to rule, stretching back countless generations – but would she be the last?

[image: Two of Charm’s many offspring: Alan and his sister Alanis.]
Two of Charm’s many offspring: Alan and his sister Alanis.
The Marsh Lions

Charm’s pride are known as the Marsh Lions, because for many years they have made their home in the boggy ground near the Mara River. The Marsh Lions have been television stars for more than 20 years, ever since they were featured in the BBC series Big Cat Diary.

When the episode on lions was first mooted, there was never any doubt that the team would follow Charm’s pride. As Sophie Darlington, who has spent more time watching and filming lions than most, points out: “We know the Marsh Lions – we care about them – and we know they are used to people and vehicles, so don’t change their behaviour when they are being filmed.”

Sophie is unstinting in her admiration for Charm. “She really is an incredible lion. When you looked at her face, you could see lines around her eyes like the rings in an old olive tree; she was jowly and saggy, and built like a shot-putter. You could tell she wasn’t young – her back was bowed – and yet she was so strong.”

For Sophie, and the rest of the team, it was this combination of character and unpredictability that made these lions’ story so compelling. They had to accept that they had no idea how things would turn out in the end.

What transpired is the story of how this one lioness battled to bring her pride back from the brink, having almost lost everything. How, through skill, experience, determination – and a certain amount of good fortune – she finally won through.

Ultimately, it is a story played out countless times in the natural world, as the leader of a group of animals fights fearlessly to secure the future of its dynasty.

[image: The Marsh Lions’ two young males, Red and Tatu, relaxing with their fellow members of the pride.]
The Marsh Lions’ two young males, Red and Tatu, relaxing with their fellow members of the pride.
[image: As pride leader, Charm had to be constantly watchful, looking out over the savannah to check for any danger.]
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Charm’s story

This story began shortly after the adult males who had helped protect the pride, and fathered Charm’s cubs, headed away from the marsh to conquer new territories, meet new females and produce more young. In some ways they were the victims of their own success: they had sired so many cubs that many of the breeding lionesses were actually their own daughters, which reduced the number of females they could mate with. Although they returned to the area from time to time, they played no further part in the life of the pride.

Their departure left Charm and her family uniquely vulnerable. She had helped to rule this pride for years, but never without the help and support of big adult males, who had always defended their females and offspring with courage and determination.

And without the help of the males, the pride was more at risk than ever. All around its home range, there were other groups of lions, all with at least two aggressive, territorial males. She and her fellow females – including Sienna – now had to be prepared to fight off intruders, hostile prides that would try to take over their territory. Powerful and experienced Charm may be, but she was facing the biggest challenge of her long – and until then very successful – life. How could she survive without the protection of the males?

There were two likely scenarios: either the males who had recently left would return, or a new set of males would arrive. What no one expected was that the usually unstable situation of a pride without any mature males would continue for so long, as Sophie explains: “We never dreamed that we would film the pride for almost 18 months without any adult males being involved – until right at the end.”

The first thing that struck both Sophie and her colleague, cameraman John Aitchison, as unusual when they arrived on location was the sound or, in this case, the lack of it. “Normally, when you follow a pride, at some point during the day or night you hear lions roaring. But with Charm’s pride, we rarely heard them at all – they hardly ever roared.”

It’s often assumed that only the big males roar, in order to warn other lions to keep away. But as John points out, once the dominant male or males begin, the other members of the pride join in – not just the males but females too, and even the cubs. “Even the littlest cubs sometimes take part – on occasion I’ve seen the tiniest male cubs miaowing as the others roar!”

But, for virtually the whole time, Charm and her pride kept almost silent. This was because the very last thing she wanted to do was to attract attention; with no males in attendance, the likelihood was that if they attracted another male from outside the pride he would kill the cubs.
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Lions and their lives

Being a social animal has both advantages and drawbacks: a lion must share any food it catches; on the other hand, it is more likely to be successful because lions hunt cooperatively.

Male lions are noticeably larger and heavier than females: a typical mature male weighs in at between 150 and 225 kg (330–495 lbs), while an adult female is roughly 20 per cent smaller, at 122–192 kg (268–422 lbs). The largest male lions ever recorded tipped the scales at over 270 kg (595 lbs) – between three and four times the weight of an adult human being.

Lengthwise, including the tail, a fully grown male lion can be up to 3.5 metres (12 feet) long, while a big female can reach a length of almost 3 metres (10 feet). The lion rivals the tiger as the largest of the big cats, and is the biggest carnivore in Africa.

The most obvious difference between the sexes is the huge mane sported by adult male lions, which they use during confrontations with rivals. This is made up of thick, dense fur, which frames the face and covers much of the head, neck, upper back and chest. The colour and extent of a lion’s mane can vary considerably – occasionally even being wholly absent – and in general the larger and darker the mane, the healthier the animal.

Males with the darkest manes are mostly more successful in terms of reproduction and the survival of their cubs, but the drawback is that during hot weather the darker mane is something of a disadvantage, as it retains heat. This may, however, make the male more attractive to females, using the ‘handicap principle’, in which the male shows any potential mates that he is able to sport a large, dark mane and yet still be fit and healthy.

The presence or absence of a mane in a male lion is a good indicator of its age: young males start to develop their mane at about two years old, just before they become sexually mature. However, they are not able to father cubs until they reach full maturity at five years old, by which time the mane is fully grown.

Typically, given the dangers they face from fellow males and human hunters, male lions live for between 10 and 14 years, while females can live longer – up to 20 years, though they usually stop breeding around the age of 15.

[image: Male and female lions often engage in brief but sometimes quite intense scuffles with one another after mating.]
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Finding food

As apex predators, lions are at the very top of the food chain. Virtually all their prey consists of mammals – usually large grazing animals such as wildebeest, buffalo, zebra and antelopes.

The typical size of their victims ranges between 200 and 550 kg (440 to 1,210 lbs), while larger creatures such as elephants, hippos and rhinos are generally avoided. So are giraffes – their long legs can easily smash a lion’s skull with a single blow. However, when the chance presents itself, lions will sometimes hunt giraffes or even young elephants.

Simon Blakeney recalls that after the wildebeest had moved on, especially during the wetter months of the year, the Marsh Pride also hunted a lot of warthogs: “They were the staple that kept them alive through the lean times – if they couldn’t catch them in the open, they sometimes even tried to dig them out of their burrows. This was mostly unsuccessful though – often they just ended up getting a face full of dirt flicked at them by the furious warthog below.”

A lion pride’s mature females, who often work together as a team, carry out most of the hunting. Unlike other carnivores such as hyenas, hunting dogs and cheetahs, which follow their prey and then chase it down, lions are mostly ‘ambush predators’, waiting for their prey to come to them. They will try to identify a likely target – often a young, sick or lame animal – and then manoeuvre themselves into position to attack.

Lions can run at speeds of up to almost 60 kph (37.2 mph) over a maximum of 100 metres, but most chases are carried out over a far shorter distance – usually less than 50 metres – they let the prey get as close as possible to them before they pounce. That’s because if a lion has to run any further than this at full speed it will usually overheat and lose its chance, as lions are built for power over short distances, not stamina. Even so, fewer than one in three of all hunts are successful.

It is often assumed that because lions can hunt communally, they always do so. But recent studies have revealed that roughly half of all hunts involve just one lioness, a fifth involve two, and the remainder (roughly one-third) feature more than two – usually between three and eight but on occasions as many as 14. Males do occasionally take part, but are often more of a hindrance than any help, as their large size and prominent mane make them easily visible to their intended victim. As a result, male lions – whether nomads or part of a pride – virtually never make their own kills; instead they steal food obtained by their fellow lions or other predators.

[image: As leader, Charm was always in the forefront when the pride was under threat from attack – including from one of the biggest dangers they faced, a resident herd of buffaloes.]
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Lions are ambush predators, relying on an ability to get very close to their intended prey by slow and patient stalking, before using a burst of speed to chase and catch their victim.
Usually the matriarch of the pride takes the lead, and unless the intended prey is particularly large she will attack on her own at first, rushing in and leaping onto the target to bring it down to the ground. Victims are strangled, the lioness grabbing her prey by the windpipe and cutting off its air supply. Her support team swiftly follows her, as they seek to neutralise any threat and ensure a quick and clean kill.

Once the animal is brought down, a bite to the throat usually results in a rapid death, though smaller animals such as warthogs and gazelles are sometimes disembowelled and eaten while still (just about) alive.

Having killed their victim, lions open up the belly and feed on the soft tissue inside, then turn their attention to the rest of the carcass. Once they have feasted on the flesh, they leave the bones and skin to the waiting vultures, jackals and hyenas.

Following a successful kill, all the pride members will usually come to feed, the dominant males literally taking the lion’s share – a big male can consume as much as 30–40 kg (66–88 lbs) of meat at a single sitting. Mature females take their turn next, while old and sick animals, and the cubs, feed last.

Females need much less food than males: typically, about 5 kg (11 lbs) of meat a day although, like the males, they will eat far more if it is available, as they can never be certain where the next meal is coming from.

[image: A Marsh Pride lioness bravely brings down an adult male buffalo, which will provide a big meal for her fellow pride members.]
A Marsh Pride lioness bravely brings down an adult male buffalo, which will provide a big meal for her fellow pride members.
If they succeed in killing a large animal such as a buffalo or wildebeest, lions will not normally need to feed again for several days; which is why our typical impression of a lion pride is that activity is at a minimum.

Lions are not the only predator on the African savannah, and must frequently compete with other large carnivores such as hyenas, painted wolves, leopards and cheetahs. Under most circumstances the lions win out, either driving away or occasionally killing their rivals. However, on occasion, a lone lion may be forced to retreat, or even occasionally be killed, by a large group of hyenas.

Lions also keep a close eye for circling flocks of vultures, usually the first indication that there is a dead or dying animal somewhere close by. Like most big cats, lions are also opportunists, and will turn scavenger when the chance arises. Indeed, studies have shown that at times lions will scavenge more than half their prey, often by forcing hyenas off a kill. Yet Charm and her pride rarely attempted this, probably because they lacked the firepower of large, mature males.

But by August and September, the pride had no need to resort to scavenging, for there were plenty of animals to hunt. This time of year sees the peak of the annual wildebeest migration, as vast herds of these mighty grazing animals seek fresh grass on which to feed. In doing so they travel huge distances across the Masai Mara and Serengeti in neighbouring Tanzania. And that meant that they were passing right through the home territory of Charm’s pride.

Wildebeest travel in groups numbering tens of thousands of animals, which affords safety in numbers, and ensures that for any individual animal, the chances of being caught and killed are very small. But from time to time a wildebeest may become separated from the herd: possibly because it is sick or injured, or a newly born youngster that struggles to keep up with the others.

One day, Charm spotted an isolated wildebeest, alone on the wide savannah grassland. But that was where her good fortune ended; for this was no weakling or youngster, but a big, healthy adult bull, weighing almost 300 kg (660 lbs) – more than twice Charm’s own weight.

So the odds were already stacked against her even before she began. If she tried to attack the wildebeest on her own, she might get hurt. And as with any prey animal, the chances of her spooking the wildebeest by making the wrong move were high. Even for an experienced lion like Charm, the majority of hunts end in failure.

Charm patiently stalked her prey, moving forward step by step and using the long grass as cover, until she was close enough to make a surprise attack. She grabbed the wildebeest by the loose skin of its throat with a vice-like grip, using her hind legs to knock it off balance as it struggled to escape.

It worked. Her long years of experience paid off, and despite the bull’s huge strength and weight advantage, she tightened her grip until the animal fell to the ground, unable to breathe. A swift bite to the throat brought its life to an abrupt end.

[image: Charm and the rest of the pride feed hungrily on the remains of a buffalo she has just managed to bring down and kill.]
Charm and the rest of the pride feed hungrily on the remains of a buffalo she has just managed to bring down and kill.
[image: Despite being almost fully grown, Tatu still wanted love and affection from his mother Charm – in the form of grooming his fur.]
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Problems for the pride

The Marsh Lions mostly live, as their name suggests, on or near Musiara Marsh, a fertile area of grass, sedges and reeds close to the Mara River. During the dry season, when areas of standing water are at a premium, the marsh attracts large numbers of grazing animals that come here to drink.

Nevertheless, Charm relied heavily on Sienna – but that presented a problem. Sienna had never been as reliable as her cousin: she was highly unpredictable, wandering away from the pride at crucial times.

And as John Aitchison recalls, another major problem arose. “Soon after we started filming, Sienna was very badly injured, and so really wasn’t able to hunt; in fact, with this huge, gaping wound in her side she spent much of her time isolated from the rest of the pride.”

With Sienna hurt, the whole pride was dependent on Charm to get their food – she pretty much had to hunt on her own. And as John recalls, “because she was so competent she was able to do so, and feed the pride.”

Having watched and filmed so many lion prides over the years, John believes that the lionesses are not all equally suited to catching prey: “I think that some lionesses have a real ability to hunt – a greater inclination – as often the same lionesses are the ones that hunt every time, or at least instigate the chase. Charm often hunted on her own, possibly out of necessity.”

‘For one of their first semi-serious hunts, Tatu and Red chose the wrong target: a big male hippo weighing one-and-a-half-tonnes.’

[image: Tatu took on a fully grown hippo, but realising that he had bitten off more than he could chew, enlisted his cousin Red to help him.]
Tatu took on a fully grown hippo, but realising that he had bitten off more than he could chew, enlisted his cousin Red to help him.
Charm’s and Sienna’s eldest sons, Tatu and Red, were also more of a hindrance than any help. At just three years old, they were still inexperienced adolescents, rather than fully mature males. With their growing manes, they may have started to look mature, but they still had an awful lot to learn before they could be of any real help defending the pride.

“They were like teenagers,” John notes. “Boisterous big boys who could be a bit of a pain! Usually, as soon as a male lion reaches an age when they start to throw their weight around, the pride’s big males push them out but in this case, of course, that didn’t happen. The two younger males soon grew bigger, heavier and stronger than their mothers. So when Charm made a kill, they would muscle in, which could be really dangerous for the other lions in the pride.”

Simon Blakeney recalls Sophie filming a dramatic example of this: “Tatu tried to steal a kill from Charm and literally put his claws in her forehead and tried to pull her backwards away from the kill. Charm looked both furious and surprised!”

But sometimes, their youth revealed itself in more amusing ways: “You’d get these lovely moments when one of the males would come up to his mother and ask her to groom him under his chin; and if she stopped he would put this huge great hairy paw on top of her head as if asking her – or maybe telling her – to carry on.”

[image: Even with Red’s help, the angry male hippo was simply too big for them, and it was he that ended up chasing the lions away.]
Even with Red’s help, the angry male hippo was simply too big for them, and it was he that ended up chasing the lions away.
Like all young lions, Tatu and Red spent much of the time play-fighting with one another, which helped them develop the skills they will need in real conflicts in the future. And, like many young animals, they learned by trying out new experiences. But sometimes this got them into trouble.

For one of their first semi-serious hunts, they chose the wrong target: a big male hippo weighing one-and-a-half-tonnes – almost ten times as heavy as each of them. They approached this huge animal from either side, hoping to cut off his escape route into the nearby river. Sophie remembers watching them, hardly believing they would go through with it.

The hippo turned to face the lions, swaying from side to side, its broad feet splashing across the marshy ground. Then, he did what hippos usually do when provoked: he charged his attackers. From being the hunters, Tatu and Red now became the hunted. Discretion being the better part of valour, they turned and ran – having wisely decided that it was probably not worth the effort, or the risk.

One day – perhaps sooner rather than later – Tatu and Red would leave the pride, to father cubs of their own elsewhere in the Masai Mara. And wherever they would go, they would carry Charm’s and Sienna’s bloodline with them, continuing their dynasty.

[image: Sienna’s son Red (left) and Charm’s son Tatu (right), formed a powerful partnership, eventually leaving the Marsh Pride to seek their fortune elsewhere.]
Sienna’s son Red (left) and Charm’s son Tatu (right), formed a powerful partnership, eventually leaving the Marsh Pride to seek their fortune elsewhere.
Sienna goes missing

Three months after the adult males had decided to leave the Marsh Pride, Sienna disappeared. On the other side of this vast, flat plain, she was in big trouble. We can’t know for sure what happened, but it seems likely that she stumbled across a group of hostile lions from a neighbouring territory. With no males to support her, she had to fight them off on her own, in a long and ferocious battle. Territorial fights among lions can be vicious, and Sienna was lucky to be alive – though she was seriously injured, with deep wounds on both her flanks, leaving her at grave risk of infection.

Following the

[image: At one stage Sienna went missing from the rest of her pride, and possibly in an encounter with members of a rival lion pride, she suffered major and potentially life-threatening injuries.]
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[image: The huge gash in her flanks made it very difficult for Sienna to hunt, as she struggled to reach the speeds she needed to bring down her prey.]
The huge gash in her flanks made it very difficult for Sienna to hunt, as she struggled to reach the speeds she needed to bring down her prey.
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Wildlife cameraman John Aitchison worked closely with field guide Tash Breed to get intimate views of the pride without disturbing their natural behaviour (left). Likewise, Sophie Darlington and field guide Sammy Munene, used a special low-angle camera rig to film Charm as she moved one of her new-born cubs (right).




[image: John Aitchison and Tash Breed filming the Marsh Pride as a storm looms overhead.]
John Aitchison and Tash Breed filming the Marsh Pride as a storm looms overhead.
[image: Charm heads out at night, to hunt under the cover of darkness.]
Charm heads out at night, to hunt under the cover of darkness.
A night hunt





[image: Lions often hunt at night: the temperatures are cooler, and it is much more difficult for their prey to see them approaching.]
Lions often hunt at night: the temperatures are cooler, and it is much more difficult for their prey to see them approaching.


[image: Lions are especially good at hunting after dark, as they have well-developed night vision. On one foray Charm managed to bring down a wildebeest single-handed (top), but she then needed help from her daughter Yaya to defend the kill against hyenas (bottom).]
Lions are especially good at hunting after dark, as they have well-developed night vision. On one foray Charm managed to bring down a wildebeest single-handed (top), but she then needed help from her daughter Yaya to defend the kill against hyenas (bottom).





[image: On one occasion, Sienna’s son Red blundered into the middle of a hyenas’ den, before realising that he was in big trouble.]
On one occasion, Sienna’s son Red blundered into the middle of a hyenas’ den, before realising that he was in big trouble.
Red gets into trouble





[image: Lions may be bigger and stronger than hyenas, but a determined pack can still cause trouble for a lone lion.]
Lions may be bigger and stronger than hyenas, but a determined pack can still cause trouble for a lone lion.


Sienna recovers and returns









[image: Charm’s young son Alan was typically the greediest member of the pride, always staying the longest at a kill.]
Charm’s young son Alan was typically the greediest member of the pride, always staying the longest at a kill.
[image: Although lions do hunt as a team, many hunts and kills are carried out by a lone female.]
Although lions do hunt as a team, many hunts and kills are carried out by a lone female.
Threats to lions








[image: During the lean times, when regular prey such as wildebeest are not around, lions will sometimes resort to stalking much larger animals: in this case, a huge rhino. However, after considering the potentially very dangerous situation, Charm decided to retreat.]
During the lean times, when regular prey such as wildebeest are not around, lions will sometimes resort to stalking much larger animals: in this case, a huge rhino. However, after considering the potentially very dangerous situation, Charm decided to retreat.











[image: Domestic cattle are often easier to catch than wild animals. Across Africa, this has put lions in direct conflict with herdsmen.]
Domestic cattle are often easier to catch than wild animals. Across Africa, this has put lions in direct conflict with herdsmen.





[image: After Alan fed from a poisoned cattle carcass, he became too weak to walk. Although Charm stayed with her son for as long as she could, eventually she had to return to the rest of the pride. Despite the vet’s best efforts, Alan died soon afterwards.]
After Alan fed from a poisoned cattle carcass, he became too weak to walk. Although Charm stayed with her son for as long as she could, eventually she had to return to the rest of the pride. Despite the vet’s best efforts, Alan died soon afterwards.
The young males leave the pride



[image: Charm’s son Tatu and Sienna’s son Red both matured into impressive adult males, and soon afterwards they left the pride.]
    Charm’s son Tatu and Sienna’s son Red (here) both matured into impressive adult males, and soon afterwards they left the pride.
[image: ]
[image: After taking over the Marsh Pride, the two new males sat together looking out over their new territory.]
After taking over the Marsh Pride, the two new males sat together looking out over their new territory.



New males arrive





[image: The new males soon asserted their authority over the pride, dominating all the younger lions.]
The new males soon asserted their authority over the pride, dominating all the younger lions.







[image: The newcomers would not accept Charm’s youngest daughter Alanis, who was not yet ready to have cubs, so she was forced to leave the pride.]
The newcomers would not accept Charm’s youngest daughter Alanis, who was not yet ready to have cubs, so she was forced to leave the pride.
Solitary lions







[image: Bibi – who at 17 was the oldest known lioness in the Masai Mara – carrying her newborn cub, possibly the youngest.]
Bibi – who at 17 was the oldest known lioness in the Masai Mara – carrying her newborn cub, possibly the youngest.
[image: One of the two cubs born to solitary lioness Kabibi, who managed to raise them both against the odds.]
One of the two cubs born to solitary lioness Kabibi, who managed to raise them both against the odds.





[image: Kabibi feeding her two young cubs, while three hungry youngsters from another female try to muscle in. Despite her youth (she was just two-and-a-half years old) Kabibi proved herself to be a natural mother.]
Kabibi feeding her two young cubs, while three hungry youngsters from another female try to muscle in. Despite her youth (she was just two-and-a-half years old) Kabibi proved herself to be a natural mother.



Charm mates with a new male







[image: Charm used all her guile and experience to form close bonds with the two new males, thus ensuring the future of her dynasty.]
Charm used all her guile and experience to form close bonds with the two new males, thus ensuring the future of her dynasty.
[image: Charm carrying one of her two newborn cubs.]
Charm carrying one of her two newborn cubs.
The cubs are born





[image: Charm introduces her cubs to their father – one of the two new males now ruling the Marsh Pride.]
Charm introduces her cubs to their father – one of the two new males now ruling the Marsh Pride.
[image: The Masai Mara at sunset, looking towards the Oloololo Escarpment.]
The Masai Mara at sunset, looking towards the Oloololo Escarpment.





A new generation
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