              BIG CATS
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These swift and fierce murders, who can watch, follow and catch their victims very well, can be called the luckiest hunters of the wildlife.

There are six species of big cats in nature. Belonging to one kind of cats are a lion, a jaguar, a tiger, a leopard, a snow leopard and a separate kind is a cheetah.

Cats have lived on Earth for more than 25 million years.

One of the early known kinds was a sable-toothed tiger. These beasts hunted for big grass eating animals, killing them with powerful claws. There are many differences between big cats. For example lions, tigers and leopards growl, but jaguars, snow leopards and cheetah do not.

All big cats are carnivorous beasts. Most of them hunt alone, but lions do it in groups. A lion is the only species that lives in groups or prides. The pride includes up to 12 lionesses and 5 or 6 lions. The biggest and the strongest lion becomes the leader and farther of most cubs. They eat practically everything- from zebras and buffalos to mice and snakes. All lionesses can give birth to 3-4 cubs at the same time. They feed and grow them together.
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The largest cat - a tiger
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There are some subspecies of this animal and all of them are on the brink of extinction. One of them, an usuries tiger, is the largest representative of cats in the world, and its weight can reach 300 kg. He lives in cold regions of Russia, and from severe frosts it is saved with a thick layer of hypodermic fat. In those territories to extract meals it is not simple, and in search of food this predator-single is capable to overcome big distances. The thick fur coat of the usuries tiger has reddish-yellow colour and it is frequently lighter, than at its other relatives. White color of its skin helps a tiger to remain imperceptible in the Siberian snows.

The most widespread and known kind is the Indian (Bengalese) tiger. Males jealously protect the territory and usually have a lonely way of life, and peacefully get on with males and others females. 
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Possessing huge force, the tiger is capable to kill an animal, much larger, than himself for example, the Asian buffalo. Having caught and having killed a victim, the tiger wears out it in any secluded place where is starts a meal. If prey is great enough, the tiger will come for food several nights successfully. The tiger buries the remains in dry leaves and protects its prey until it gets hungry. Hunting is tiresome; therefore tigers spend 80 % of day time in passive rest to save a stock of energy. At night they start hunting, being hidden in high grass and imperceptibly creeping to a victim under a cover of darkness. In the mornings and evenings tigers diligently put themselves into order, licking wool as it is done by domestic cats. Unlike them, tigers like water and they don't mind swimming.
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The latent hunters

Leopards are the most widespread species of big cats, and due to it they are obliged to[image: image6.jpg]


 their skill to adapt to inhabitancy and forage. The floppy elastic body of this elegant animal is covered by brilliant and soft spotty fur. The shape of spots at each leopard is unique and consequently it is possible to distinguish each individual correctly. There are leopards with absolutely black fur; they are usually called black panthers. Their skin is spotty too, but spots are not so vivid. More often black panthers live in Southeast Asia, where dark fur hides them perfectly in dim thickets. They are more aggressive, than other leopards.

Leopards are the most hidden of all big cats and it is extremely difficult to track them down. Both males and females leopards are dangerous-murderers, much less fastidious in meal than any others cat's. Their prey can be gazelles, ostriches, jackals and even turtles. The leopard has a long rest having settled on a belly somewhere in a lonely corner. 

The snow leopard lives in cold climatic zones at a height of 3000 up to 4000 meters. In the winter he goes down from mountains to a valley. He hunts at night for most different mammals – beginning with gazelles up to hares. A snow leopard [image: image7.jpg]


has big forepaws, and a powerful thorax which allows it to jump easily on rocks. The long tail helps an animal to save balance.

 The smoky leopard is very similar to big cats in appearance, but is not able to growl at all. It is not a close relative of the leopard, but scientists consider it to be the link between big and small cats.

A jaguar is a very rare and hidden animal living in the jungles of Central and the South America. Brawny and powerful with as beautiful as leopard's spotty fur, he is  created for hunting. However for a long pursuit it does not have enough endurance, therefore it takes his prey by patience and force serve. Other inhabitants of jungle, for example, slothes as forage for it. Special power of catching distinguishes. Rather short jaws are closed by powerful muscles, which allow him to bite through, crack, break off and chew bones and living tissues. Similarly to other big cats, a jaguar hunts in twilight. In search of food it is capable to overcome some kilometers, stopping only before water barrier, and it does not disdain even a fish and turtles.

Cheetah is the fastest overland animal of our p[image: image8.jpg]


lanet. It follows swift-footed gazelles and antelopes at a speed of 80 Km/h, and if it necessary increases it up to 112 km/h. However, a cheetah cannot keep such speed for a long time. If the victim manages to avoid its claws even for 20 seconds, he surrenders and gives up a pursuit. Having caught a victim, the cheetah flies up in a jump and brings it down. To tumble down a large animal, a strong jerk by claws for sacrum or a side is required. The cheetah presses the fallen victim paws to the ground and gnaws through its throat. After that he pulls out meat piece after a piece and eats his prey at once.

Cheetahs eat only that prey which it has caught and killed himself. They neglect the dead, even just killed animals. In spite of this they are shy enough and concede the killed prey to such larger cats as lions and leopards.

Cubs of a cheetah are absolutely defenseless [image: image9.jpg]


and not[image: image10.jpg]


 seldom become victims of lions, leopards and other predators. Danger can proceed even from their own relatives. If ready to coupling male cheetah meets a female, he can take it in the hostage literally. Being in captivity she cannot feed cubs, and that threatens with starvation. Sometimes shouts of hungry kids attract other predators who devour them very quietly. Cheetahs, as well as other big cats, are on the brink of extinction. Now their populations are limited mainly by east and southern savannas of Africa. Cheetahs require spacious hunting grounds. As man destroys their inhabitancy, their number is also reduced.

SMALL CATS

Not so well-known as their large relatives, small cats are found on all continents of the planet, except for Australia and Antarctica, and in the hunting skill will concede [image: image11.jpg]


neither to a lion, nor a tiger.

The small cats who appeared on a planet nearly 50 million years ago, originate from the same ancestors as their large relatives. The cat's family includes 28 or 29 kinds of small cats with their numerous subspecies which have occupied various ecological niches of the planet. Both big, and small cats are born hunters, unsurpassed masters of ambushes, tracings and lightning throws.

Appearance and the general features

Sizes of small cats are rather various. If the body length of the black-paw baby cats does not exceed 35 cm, which is even smaller than our home pets then almost the two-meter puma or the mountain lion does not concede to the leopard in size.

In any of these animals, irrespective of their size, color or painting, it is possible to distinguish correctly the representative of cat's family. These long-tailed and short-legged animals walk on their fingers without stepping the whole paw. They are armed with sharp claws which are absorbed into small pillows by all cats, except flat-headed Sumatra ones. Cats have short muzzles with directly put eyes and well developed ears. Sharp sight and hearing is a basis of their survival.

In the afternoon they see as well as a human-being, but they distinguish colors worse. But at night the cat sees much better owing to a special reflecting layer of a cornea which directs twice more light on receptors of a retina.

As well as all other representatives of the family, small cats catch sound fluctuations at much higher frequencies than a human ear.
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The majority of small cats spend a night way of life. Some of them go hunting not   late at night, but at dawn and in the evening twilight, and one kind - a home or a cane cat - is active in the afternoon. The majority of small cats are inveterate selfish and they search for the company only during the marriage period. A term of pregnancy of different kinds varies from 56 till 96 days, and they give birth to 1-6 kittens in total. Usually 2-4 blind and helpless kids appear. First weeks they are fed by their mother's milk. By this time their eyes begin to see and small kids learn to walk and run. Kittens stay with their mother until they are dependent from them and it does not last for more than several months.

