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Serengeti National Park, Tanzania – During our four day visit to this magnificent park I saw at least 10,000 zebras.  I was told that they all apparently have unique stripes.  I attempted to check this out, by staring from close range.  Each of the 10-15 that I saw did have different striping patterns so perhaps this is not an “African legend” (as opposed to an urban legend!).  The zebras  generally move in herds with their traveling companions, other herbivores including wildebeests, Grant’s and Thomson’s gazelles, and impalas.  I have previously seen lots of zebras, but this was my first introduction to the gazelles, impalas, and wildebeests in the wild.  This latter animal is a black rugged-looking creature with curved horns, shaggy white beards and humped backs.  Their long tails have a bushy ending.  
The zebras and their buddies have a symbiotic relationship.  They do not fight one another and mingle, particularly at water holes.  As with so many of the East African animals, the one constant necessity is water.  All of these creatures are in daily need of something to drink, whether it comes from a pond, lake, river, or water hole.  When they reach water, everyone runs for a drink.  Picture in your mind a relatively small water hole with hundreds of these large animals rushing in for a drink before resuming their walk.
This journey is the annual “Great Migration” which takes millions of these animals on a clock-wise circular route beginning in November in southern Kenya and into, and around, all of the northern half of Tanzania, mostly in the Serengeti.  Estimates of the population of wildebeests making this journey range upward to two million, although no one knows for certain.   Zebras are less, but are probably at least one million.   I have not been told the magnitude of the gazelle herd, but there is certainly no shortage.  All of these animals graze as they travel searching for food while following the weather. The zebras are the navigators.  Apparently they possess, compared to the wildebeests, an innate sense of direction coupled with amazing memories.   One guide told me that the zebras are also very clever.  In the beginning of the migration there is a crossing of a river teeming with hungry crocodiles.  The zebras lead the wildebeests to the river, but do not enter until the crocodiles have gorged themselves on the less savvy wildebeests that have foolishly entered the water.
I can certainly attest to the fact that the wildebeests are not the greatest mothers.  During my time here in Tanzania (February), we watched many female wildebeests lose their newborns at water holes as the mothers rushed in for a drink, then left their babies (who could barely walk) behind as they galloped off to rejoin the pack.  Apparently this happens so frequently that there is always a group of wildebeests walking counter to the herd going back to search for their infants.  It is estimated that due to the predators lurking everywhere along the migration route only 20% of the wildebeest newborns survive to adulthood.  Nonetheless, the wildebeest herd continues to grow.  It was severely reduced to perhaps only 600,000 in the 1970’s due to a virus, but rangers aided by German vets were able to provide curative medicines dumped into water holes which stopped the spread of the virus.  As I traveled north from Arusha to Serengeti, we often saw columns of animals participating in this migration as far as the eye could see.   As they reached a water hole, they would either mill about for a few minutes or immediately rush into the water.  One way or other, they all seemed to drink, then exit to resume their trek.
Danger exists everywhere along their journey.  Lions, hyenas, leopards, and cheetahs - even pythons and baboons - are all waiting at different locations to feast on the weak and the young.  Here in the Serengeti I observed several kills by the always hungry predators.  It is a merciless attack driven by the unrelenting reality of the food chain.
Seeing so many of these migrating animals, I asked our guide whether or not either the zebra or the wildebeest could be domesticated for some useful purpose.  The answer I received was no.  Even attempts to cross breed the zebra, for example, were unsuccessful because of the very weak spine of the zebra.  The wildebeest also has never been successfully domesticated.  Poachers and some of the more remote tribes do kill both for food.  This practice is against Tanzanian law, but it is still carried out - certainly not enough to noticeably reduce the size of these herds.
Having seen this migration of such unimaginable scope, I came away marveling at the mysteries of nature.  Put it on your bucket list to observe this migration.  These magnificent animals will be waiting.
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