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F

rom a pouncing puma to the cutest kitty, cats 

are amongst the most intriguing and much-loved 

mammals on the planet. They live in the wild on all 

continents except Oceania and Antarctica. 

Wild cats can be found living in snowy 

mountains and sweltering jungles. Some are 

expert climbers or swimmers, others rely on 

their sheer power or speed to catch their prey. 

ROARSOME AND AWESOME

There are 40 species of different cats, 

ranging from wild cats smaller than 

the domestic pet cats found in many 

homes to large, powerful beasts like 

lions, tigers and jaguars.
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Found in southern Africa, the tiny black-footed 

cat weighs just a third of a domestic cat and cannot 

climb well. Despite this, it’s the most efficient cat 

hunter, catching 60 per cent of its intended prey. 

 It can eat up to 14 small creatures – from locusts 

 to gerbils – each night. 

Pampas cats’ habitats include the 

woodlands and grasslands of South 

America. There, they hunt small 

mammals. They’ve even been 

observed stealing penguin eggs.

Pampas cat

The black-footed cat can leap 

up to 1.4 m into the air to catch 

a bird in mid-flight. 

Beautiful clouded leopards live in 

Nepal, India, China and south-east 

Asia. They are expert climbers and 

can even hang upside-down beneath 

large branches. 

The clouded leopard 

eats deer, porcupines 

and monkeys.
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PREHISTORIC CATS

T

he story of cats begins more than 25-33 million years ago when 

the first cat-like species are thought to have evolved. Fossils of 

many early species, like 

Proailurus

, were small – around one-and-

a-half to two times the size of a modern domestic cat. 

Pseudaelurus, however, was 

bigger, weighing up to 30 kg 

or so. Fossils of this cat have 

been found in Europe, North 

America and Asia.

Species of sabre-toothed cats with giant canine teeth evolved later. 

The most famous are the three species of Smilodon that lived from 

2.58 million years up until 11,200 years ago. The largest, S. populator, 

stood around 120 cm high and may have weighed over 400 kg – 

that’s the weight of a large tiger PLUS two adult people. 

Pseudaelurus

Smilodon populator

Smilodon’s top two canine teeth were up to 25 cm long and curved wickedly. Experts think that it would 

plunge them deep into a creature’s neck or body, cutting blood vessels and causing a severe wound.

Smilodon fatalis

Smilodon gracilis








These big cats roamed the prehistoric forests 

and open woodlands of the Americas. The cat 

was stocky with a muscular neck and short but 

very powerful legs. Scientists think it would 

not have chased prey out in the open; rather, it 

would hide and pounce, using its meaty front 

paws to pin down creatures like tapirs, giant 

ground sloths and woodland bison. 

A Smilodon’s jaw had to open 

extremely wide to make use    

of its giant canine teeth.

Giant ground     

sloth

Tapir
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Smilodon 

populator

Bison
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