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  For every child who has ever pressed their nose against a car window

  and whispered “I see one!”


  And for every creature who has never stopped being wonderful

  simply because it has always been there.






  About This Book

  The savanna is one of the most extraordinary places on Earth — a wide, golden world where the sky goes on forever and the animals are so magnificent they take your breath away. It is a place where a lion cub can stand at the edge of the grass, look out at the whole enormous world, and feel the first stirring of adventure in their chest.

  That is exactly how Leo’s Big Safari Day begins.

  Leo is small. The savanna is large. The animals he meets along the way are tall, wrinkled, spotty, stripy, and spectacular. And by the end of the day, Leo has learned something that every explorer eventually discovers: the world is far bigger and more wonderful than you imagined — and that is the best possible news.

  This book includes real fun facts about the animals Leo meets, so the adventure continues even after the last page.

  Read-Aloud Tip: Try making the animal sounds! A deep rumble for the elephants, a dramatic whoooosh for the waterfall, and a very impressive STOMP for the wildebeest. Your child will love joining in.

  [Illustration: A wide golden savanna at sunrise, grass blowing, distant acacia trees, a small lion cub paw-print trail leading toward the horizon]






  Good Morning, Leo!

  The sun came up big and golden over the tall, waving grass of the savanna, turning everything the colour of honey and warm toast. The sky went from deep purple to rose to the most brilliant, blazing blue you have ever seen, and all across the plains, the day was beginning.

  Leo the lion cub stretched his tiny paws out in front of him — as far as they would go, right to the very tips of his claws — and yawned a great big yawn that showed all his little teeth. Then he blinked his amber eyes open, one at a time, and looked out at the world.

  It was a very good world. Warm. Golden. Full of interesting smells and rustling sounds and the distant call of a bird that Leo did not yet know the name of.

  “Today,” announced Leo, sitting up very straight and trying to look as tall as possible, “I am going on a safari!”

  His mama, who was lying nearby with her eyes still closed, smiled the slow smile of a mama who has heard this announcement before and knows it is going to be a very long day. “Be brave, be kind, and be back before the stars come out,” she said, without opening her eyes.

  Leo nodded seriously. He was going to be all three. He was going to be the bravest, kindest, most punctual lion cub the savanna had ever seen.

  He set off into the grass.

  [Illustration: Leo stretching on a warm golden rock at sunrise, mouth open in an enormous yawn, mama lion stretched out behind him, the savanna glowing amber ahead]






  The Tall, Tall Giraffe

  Leo had not been walking for very long when he heard a sound from somewhere above his head — a munching, crunching, deeply satisfied sound, like someone eating the best possible breakfast.

  He stopped and looked up. There was nothing there.

  He looked up a bit more. Still nothing.

  He tilted his head all the way back until his chin was pointing at the sky — and there, way, way up in the very top of an acacia tree, was a giraffe.

  The giraffe had the longest neck Leo had ever seen. It disappeared up through the branches like a golden tower. Her coat was covered in beautiful brown patches, each one unique, each one perfect. She had long-lashed dark eyes and small knobby horns called ossicones, and she was absolutely enormous.

  “Hello down there!” called the giraffe cheerfully, spotting Leo’s tiny upturned face. “I’m Grace! I eat breakfast from the very top of trees. The leaves up here are absolutely delicious — much better than the ones at the bottom.”

  “I wish I could reach that high,” said Leo, feeling very small indeed.

  Grace laughed — a gentle, rumbling laugh that vibrated all the way down her long neck. “One day, little lion. One day! And in the meantime, you can reach things I never could. Everything has its own kind of tall.”

  [Illustration: Leo staring straight up at Grace the giraffe, whose patterned neck stretches up through acacia leaves, Leo’s chin tipped all the way back, eyes wide with amazement]






  The Muddy Elephants

  Leo walked on through the warm morning, the grass brushing his ears and the sun climbing higher in the sky. He was following the sound of water — a splashing, squishing, thoroughly joyful sound that grew louder with every step.

  He pushed through a stand of tall reeds and found the waterhole.

  Three enormous elephants were in it.

  They were rolling. They were splashing. They were filling their trunks with muddy brown water and spraying it at each other with tremendous enthusiasm. The smallest elephant — who was still about four times the size of Leo — spotted Leo on the bank and trumpeted a welcome that sent birds scattering from the reeds in every direction.

  “Come in!” she trumpeted, and Leo could see she was grinning. “The mud is wonderfully squelchy and it keeps the flies away and it feels absolutely marvellous! My name is Ellie and these are my aunties and I think you should definitely get in.”

  Leo looked at the mud. It was very muddy. It was the colour of chocolate and it smelled of earth and water and something ancient and good.

  He dipped one paw in. Squeeelch. He giggled despite himself, and dipped in the other.

  By the time he climbed out, Leo and Ellie were the muddiest, happiest, most thoroughly squelched friends on the whole savanna, and Leo had learned that mud baths are one of the great underrated pleasures of the natural world.

  [Illustration: Leo and Ellie side by side in a muddy waterhole, both completely brown with mud, wide grins, splashes of water everywhere, two larger elephants spraying each other in the background]






  Stripes and Spots

  After drying off in the warm sun — which took quite a while, because the mud had got into places Leo had not expected — he trotted on across the plain and came upon a remarkable argument.

  Two animals were standing beside a thorn bush, facing each other with the particular expression of creatures who have been disagreeing about something for quite some time and have no intention of stopping.

  On the left: Zara the zebra, with the most magnificent bold black-and-white stripes, each one crisp and clear as a freshly painted fence.

  On the right: Chester the cheetah, with golden fur covered in perfect round black spots, so elegant they looked like they had been placed there by someone with very good taste.

  “Stripes are obviously better,” Zara was saying. “They are dramatic. They are eye-catching. Every zebra in the herd has a completely unique pattern. We are like walking fingerprints.”

  “Spots,” said Chester firmly, “are clearly superior. They are refined. They are elegant. Mine help me blend into the dappled light of the long grass when I am hunting. Form and function, Zara. Form and function.”

  Leo looked at his own plain, smooth, golden-tawny fur. No stripes. No spots. Just lion-coloured lion.

  He started to laugh. “You’re both beautiful,” he said. “And you’re both different. That’s exactly what makes the savanna so worth looking at.”

  Zara and Chester stopped arguing. They looked at each other. Then they both looked at Leo. Then they all laughed together, and the argument dissolved into the warm afternoon air like it had never existed at all.

  [Illustration: Zara the zebra and Chester the cheetah standing beside each other, Leo between them grinning, the contrast between stripes and spots shown beautifully against the golden grass]






  The River Crossing

  By midday, with the sun blazing overhead and the shadows hiding underneath the thorn trees, Leo reached the wide, glittering river.

  It was beautiful. The water caught the light in a thousand places at once, and tiny silver fish darted through the shallows, and a pair of kingfishers sat on a low branch watching the water with bright, focused eyes.

  But the river was also deep. And fast. And Leo was small.

  He stood at the bank for a long time, watching the current, thinking about it. He could go back. He could find another way. He could sit down in the shade and eat the small piece of dried meat his mama had tucked into his pack and decide that this was far enough for one day.

  Or he could find a way across.

  “Need a ride, little cub?” said a slow, deep, rumbling voice from very nearby.

  Leo spun round. Floating just a few metres from the bank, broad and grey and steady as an island, was the most enormous hippopotamus Leo had ever seen. He had small eyes and enormous nostrils and a mouth that, if it opened, could probably fit Leo in it entirely — though he looked in no hurry to demonstrate this.

  “Henry,” said the hippopotamus, by way of introduction. “I’ve been crossing this river for forty years. Climb on. Mind the ears.”

  Leo climbed on. The hippopotamus was warm and solid and moved through the water with complete and unhurried confidence. Fish jumped around them. A heron watched from a rock. And Leo sat up straight on Henry’s broad grey back and felt, for the first time that day, properly and entirely brave.

  [Illustration: Leo perched on Henry the hippo’s broad back, crossing a sparkling river, fish leaping in arcs around them, a heron watching from a nearby rock, Leo sitting very upright and proud]



