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Introduction
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Big cats, little cats, fluffy cats and hairless cats, they’re all adorable. But we know what you’re here for — the big ones!

The term ‘Big Cats’ is used to refer to any of the five cats that are part of the Panthera genus: lions, tigers, jaguars, leopards and snow leopards. 

However, sometimes people include other large cats such as cougars, clouded leopards and cheetahs in the big cats’ category. 

Despite being in the same genus, big cats vary greatly in many ways, including weight, habitat and fur. 

So, let’s find out more about the five big cats! Are you ready? Let’s go.
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Tigers
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The tiger is the largest cat species in the world. Famous for its beautiful orange and black striped fur, tigers have been an important part of many Asian cultures for centuries: the tiger is one of the 12 Chinese Zodiac signs and plays an important part in many Korean, Buddhist and Hindu rituals and mythology. 

So what makes the tiger so fascinating? Let’s find out.
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	Animal Profile

	

	Scientific name:

	Panthera tigris


	Lifespan:

	10-15 years in the wild; up to 22 years in captivity


	Conservation status:

	Endangered


	Location:

	Across Asia, including Sumatra, India, Nepal, China, Siberia and Myanmar.




Tigers are the largest cat species in the world. They are also the third largest carnivore on land, behind polar and brown bears.
• • •
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There are 9 subspecies of tigers, three of which are extinct: Sumatran, Siberian, Indian (or Bengal), South China, Malayan, Indo-Chinese, Bali (extinct), Javan (extinct) and Caspian (extinct).
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The largest subspecies of tiger is the Siberian tiger. An adult male can weigh up to 300 kg (660 lbs).
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The smallest subspecies of tiger is the Sumatran tiger. An adult male weighs between 100 to 140 kg (220 to 310 lb).
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Tigers don’t only have striped fur — their skin is striped too. They are the only truly striped cats.
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No two tigers have the same stripes, and stripes are not symmetrical on both sides of their bodies.
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The stripes on a Sumatran tiger are closer together than on any of the other species.
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Female Bengal tiger

Tigers have tails that are about three feet long; they help them to stay balanced when taking tight corners.
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Wild tigers have a lifespan of around 10-15 years. They generally live longer in captivity (around 16-18 years). The oldest living tiger on record was 26 years old.
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Tiger cubs stay with their mums for around two years before leaving their home range to start their own. 
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Tigers aren’t fully grown until the age of five.
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Tigers mostly hunt at night and alone. However, if an opportunity arises in the daytime to get a meal, they won’t ignore it.
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Tigers are fast! They can reach speeds of 49-65 km/h (30-40 m/ph).
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Only one in 2 to 20 hunts end in a successful kill.
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When tigers hunt, they usually attack their prey’s throat while holding them down.
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Tigers often take their kills to a safe place and bury them under vegetation.
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Tigers can go for two weeks without eating. But when they do eat, they consume up to 34 kg (75 lb) of meat at one time.
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Leopards, which are much smaller, hunt at different times of the day to tigers to avoid competition.
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The gestation period (length of pregnancy) of a tiger is just under 3 months. They usually give birth to two or three cubs.

• • •
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When cubs are born, they are completely blind and helpless. Their mums take care of them for two years, until they are strong enough to fend for themselves.

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: Rare White Tiger]

––––––––
[image: ]


Unlike most cats, tigers are very good swimmers. You can often see them crossing rivers and lakes. They also enjoy playing in the water to stay cool on hot days.

• • •
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Tigers don’t live in prides like lions do. They mostly like to be on their own, but do establish home ranges, that they stick to when roaming and hunting.

• • •
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When tigers do form groups, they are called ‘streaks’.
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Tigers have two types of roars: a ‘true’ roar and a ‘coughing’ roar. The true roar is longer, and the coughing roar is sharper and shorter, with their teeth exposed.
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You can hear a tiger’s ‘true’ roar from up to 3km (1.9 mi) away.
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Tigers’ hind legs are longer than their front legs. This gives them the amazing ability to leap up to 10 m (33 ft).

• • •
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Tigers have padded feet, which help them stay silent while stalking their prey. 

• • •
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The front pads of male tigers are usually larger than females, which helps other tigers know which gender they are when they spot tracks.
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Tigers aren’t too fussy about what they eat, but their favourite meals include antelope, deer, wild boar and buffalo.
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Tigers have white spots on the backs of their ears, which some scientists believe are used as fake ‘eyes’ to scare off predators, which are behind them. Others believe they are used to help tiger cubs follow their mums in tall grass.

• • •
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There are white tigers, however, they are rare. They usually have beautiful blue eyes.

• • •
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Tigers have round pupils, unlike domestic cats, which have slitted pupils. This is because domestic cats are nocturnal, whereas tigers are crepuscular (they are most active in the mornings and evenings).

• • •
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Tigers wee, which they use to mark their territory, smells like buttered popcorn. 

• • •
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Tigers cannot purr. Instead, they squint or close their eyes to show they are happy. 

• • •
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One swipe from a tiger’s front paw is enough to break a bear’s skull or back.

• • •
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Three species of tigers have gone extinct over the last 80 years. Tigers have been listed as an endangered species since 1986 and we need to protect them.

• • •
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Tiger numbers are dropping fast. The global wild tiger population was estimated to be between 3,062 and 3,948 mature individuals, down from around 100,000 at the start of the 20th century.

• • •
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Female tigers are called tigresses. 
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Lions
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Lions are the mightiest of the big cats and are often called the ‘king of beasts’ with good reason. The lion features heavily in ancient mythology and popular culture as a symbol of courage and strength. 

So let’s learn more about one of the world’s most iconic animals.


	Animal Profile

	

	Scientific name:

	Panthera leo


	Lifespan:

	10-15 years in the wild; 20 years in captivity


	Conservation status:

	Vulnerable


	Location:

	African lions: Sub-Saharan Africa. A small population of Asiatic lions live in and around Gir National Park, western India.



The average male lion weighs between 160-225kg (350-496 lb), depending on where they are from. Southern African lions are the heaviest.
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The average female lion weighs between 110-143kg (240-316 lb). 

• • •
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The heaviest lion ever recorded weighed an incredible 375kg (827 lb).

• • •
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Lions are the second fastest land mammals in Africa — they can reach speeds of up to 81 km/h (50.3 mph), but only in very short bursts.
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The roar of a lion can be heard 8 km (5 miles) away.
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Lions roar mostly at night time and it’s used to let others know they are there.

Lions don’t only roar. They make a range of noises, including purring, bleating, humming and puffing.

• • •
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Most wild lions can be found in southern and eastern Africa, however, their numbers are rapidly decreasing. In the late half of the 20th century, lion numbers decreased by an estimated 30-50%.

• • •
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Researchers estimate there are 16,500 and 47,000 lions living in the wild in Africa today.

• • •
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Unlike other cat species, lions are very sociable. They usually live in prides that include males, females and a few cubs.

• • •
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Lions spend an average of two hours a day walking and 50 minutes eating.

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: image]

A female lion.
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Like the domestic cat, lions spend a lot of time resting — up to 20 hours a day!
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Lions are most active just after dusk. This is when they usually do their hunting.

• • •
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Male lions have distinctive manes, while female lions do not. 
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There might not be any lions living in the wild in Europe, but many European countries have a lion as their national animal, including Bulgaria, Albania, England, Luxembourg, Belgium and the Netherlands.
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In the wild, lions live for around 12-15 years. In captivity, they live for up to 20 years.
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Evidence from cave paintings suggests that lions didn’t always have a mane. In fact, the mane may have evolved 320,000–190,000 years ago.
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Different species within the Panthera genus (which includes the other big cats) have been cross-bred to produce new breeds such as ligers, tigons, leopons and jaglions. Males from hybrid breeds are usually infertile.
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White lions exist, but they are very rare. They have a genetic condition called leucism, which is different from albinism.

• • •
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Lionesses are better hunters than lions, as they can run 30% faster. Male lions protect the pride while the lionesses are out hunting. 

• • •
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As lions can only run short distances quickly, they get as close as possible to their prey before attacking.

• • •
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Young lions don’t start hunting until they are one year old
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