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Serengeti National Park, Tanzania – During the past four days I have had the pleasure of viewing thousands of wild animals here in one of the premier regions of Africa where a visitor has the ability to get up close and personal with wildlife.   We have seen prides of lions, towers of giraffes, schools of hippos, herds of cape buffaloes, troops of baboons, parades of elephants, herds of wildebeests, clans of hyenas, dazzles of zebras, coalitions of cheetahs, herds of hartebeests, ranks of impalas, leaps of leopards, and sounders of warthogs.  I mention all these rarely used group names, not to impress that I have familiarity with the terms , but to share some of my new-found knowledge (perhaps useful only in a game of trivia!)......I looked them up in our guide’s (Richie) book of animals as we were on one of our twice-daily drives through the Serengeti.
It is impossible for me to rank the animals we have seen in terms of which was the best experience.   For excitement we have seen a pride of lions stalking, then chasing and killing young warthogs.  Apparently everyone here likes pork.  But their hunt was not always successful.  Sometimes the warthogs were able to zigzag to safety using their quickness.  Often the lions would not continue the chase once their initial approach was unsuccessful.  What I found interesting was watching the lions lying in a group of two to five, always with a watchful eye for any approaching, and unsuspecting, prey.  Once they make a decision to attempt to catch the animal, at least one of the lions will get up, go into a crouch and creep slowly toward it.  When the lion feels that it can pounce, it rises quickly and uses a burst of speed to run down its prey.  If the lion reaches the animal, it is all over.  Using its powerful paws and sharp teeth, the prey is quickly immobilized for the kill.  The other lions sometimes join the chase, but always come running to attempt to gather a share of the prize.  The female lions are usually the ones which do the hunting; the male often simply waits until he hears the cry of the prey, then shows up to claim first dibs on the meal.   We did see a pair of magnificent looking twin male lions lounging near three females - all taking an afternoon siesta as we inched our “bush limo” (Toyota Land Cruiser) within 10 yards of them.   On one morning drive we saw two female lions enjoying a breakfast of a topi, a medium size antelope type of animal.  Although we did not witness the kill, our guide, Lube (pronounced loo-bay), surmised that the kill had taken place in the darkness of early morning and that the male had already eaten his share before surrendering the remains to the two females.  As always here in the Serengeti, vultures and other scavengers were patiently waiting their turn to eat whatever is left behind.
In terms of sheer awe, the sight of a single-file column of at least 300 Cape buffalo being led by an alpha male on a trek was perhaps the best.  The large male walked about 30 yards in front of the nearly endless line of females and youngsters.  Two other alpha males were in the rear to ensure the safety of the herd.  The column stretched at least one half mile in length and continued to move slowly at deliberate speed.  Even these large animals with dangerous horns are not safe in the Serengeti.  Less than 15 minutes later we saw another pride of female lions, this one consisting of at least 12 females on their own trek.   Lube told us that if they encountered the buffalo herd, they might decide to launch a group attack on one of the younger ones or even an adult.  I doubt that this happened on this morning because the lions stopped at a group of trees which several climbed to take a nap while sprawling on large horizontal branches with the others resting on the ground below.
For majesty and grace, I found the hundreds, if not thousands, of giraffes that we have viewed as special.  Watching these immense creatures gliding through fields and then pausing to eat leaves and branches of trees was a uniquely satisfying experience.   Often they crossed the dirt road directly in front of our vehicle to begin munching on the top of a different tree.  Even the young giraffes have this graceful movement as they scramble to keep up.
The opposite of grace were the movements of schools of hippos lounging in the muddy waters of the Grumeti River or in small ponds in the Ngorongoro Crater. We saw at least 30 in one collection - all jammed together, sometimes on top of each other as they snorted and bounced about trying to keep their skins wet.  Occasionally they would roll totally over, or raise their monstrously large heads to yawn.  The hippos are incredibly dangerous if one is foolish enough to approach.  One bite will kill you instantly.  We stayed in our bush limo!!!
We have also had the pleasure of being surrounded by a large parade of elephants.  They all seemed content to eat enormous quantities of grass and tree limbs with little regard for the vehicles full of us tourist types taking nearly continuous photos and videos (and selfies).  Eating 600 pounds of food each day apparently requires intense focus and time management.
We also saw three cheetahs lying under a nearby tree, a panther perched on a branch in a tree just off one of the very rough dirt roads here, troops of baboons and monkeys interacting, and hundreds of topis, red hartebeests, hyenas, impalas, gazelles, and many more types of other smaller mammals of the Serengeti.  And I have not even mentioned the birds!!!  What a place to visit.....make plans now.  And bring several cameras!
I thought you might like to know.
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