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A Motherõs Gift 

by Barbara Fleming 

I  t was early morning and the light was soft as we 

drove along the "Seven Hills Road" in the Serengeti 

National Park in Tanzania.  We had come in search of a 

lioness with a litter of four newborn cubs that we heard 

about the evening before. As we crested the last of the 

hills, we saw two enormous, beautiful male lions, one 

with a blond mane the other with a black one. As we 

were finding a place to park, we heard a huge ROAR as 

one of the males began attacking a female who was 

wearing a research collar.  There was another female 

amongst them as well though she and the blond-

mane male were quietly observing the two in conflict.  All had blood on their faces and legs however and I 

was quite nervous...nervous that one of the females was the one that we had come to see.   As you may 

know, male lions will commit infanticide if they are taking over a pride or come across isolated females with 

cubs that are not theirs.  If there are enough females in the group they will successfully chase off the males 

who come close to the cubs. But these two isolated females were another story. What could they possibly do 

to protect the cubs?  The dark mane boy certainly seemed to be on a kill mission.  Had these bad boys of the 

Serengeti succeed in killing the cubs?  I was worried.  While the lions were all gloriously healthy and beautiful, 

the tension in the air was enormous, and the blood suggested a bad outcome!  As I anxiously checked out the 

females, the male lion roared again.. and the collared female kept putting herself in harmôs way.               

What was happening? 

As we sat and watched the lions, the story began to unfold (as we interpreted it anyway).  The dark-mane 

male was being pursued by the collared female.  She was pretending to be in estrus, trying to lure the male 

away from the area where the cubs were hiding.  We 

think she was pregnant which makes sense as females 

quite often have litters close in time to each 

other.  She very well may have been the sister or half-

sister of the lioness with cubs.  Anyway, she kept putting 

herself in the line of fire as the male continued to attack 

her as she displayed herself to him; he was having none 

of it. As an aside, I had read that dark-mane male 

lions tend to be more dominate than the males with a 

blond-mane [For more on mane color and dominance of 

the Serengeti lions read Craig Packer's research].  


