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Abstract: In 1927, Pocock published the official description of the king cheetah (Acinonyx rex). In
1980, Hills and Smithers published a list of 13 known skins and a near equal number of visual
records. In 1978-79 their findings were extended by the couple Bottriell, who established clearly
that king cheetahs have never been plentiful and that they derive exclusively from adjoining
portions of Zimbabwe, eastern Botswana, and the northern and eastern Transvaal of South Africa
(resumed in a map).
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South African cheetah Actnonyx jubatus jubatus
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n ancient prophet is said
to have compared the
prospect of reforming hu-
man behavior to that of a
leapard changing its spots. Had he
lived in 1926 he may have found en-
couragement from the discovery in
southern Rhodesta of a cheetah skin
having stripes and blotches in place
of the usual spot pattern. This un-
usual specimen had been purchased
by a farmer from native hunters and
then donated to the Queen Victoria
Memorial Library and Museum in
Salisbury. Museum authorities, how-
ever, seemed unaware of the skin's
sighificance until a military officer,
Major A.C. Cooper, opined that it
might be evidence of hybridization
between leopards and cheetahs,

It was Major Cooper's inquisitive-
ness which sparked an investigation
of this unusual skin. He had heard
the legend told for many years by Af-
ricans to white hunters, of the nsui-
fsi, alarge cat that preyed on the
kyaals at night that was "neither lion,
leopard, nor cheetah," Upon learning
that the Queen Victorla specimen
had come from the Macheke District
of Zimbabwe, where the legend of
nsuthsi was particularly strong,
Cooper asked colonial officers
throughout the country to notify him
of any further evidence of its exis-
tence. This effort paid off when the
Native Commissioner at Bikita, in the
southern part of the country, sent
photographs of two unusual skins
from cheetahs killed in his district.

Meanwhile. Cooper had persuaded
the Queen Victoria Museum to send
the Macheke skin to Reginald Po-

cock, world renowned curator of
WHEN CHEETAHS iitimic.
Londen, for an opinien. From a pho-

tograph sent to him eatlier, Pocock
had dismissed Cooper's find as an
ARE KINGS aberrant leopard. but when he exam-
ined the foot pads and claws of the
museum skin, he knew immediately
that this was indeed a new kind of
cheetah. In the following year {1927)
Pocock published the official descrip-
tion of Acinonyx rex, or king chee-
tah, in the Proceedings of the
Zoological Society of London,
An unfortunate consequence of
the publicity generated by these ef-
forts was to create a demand for king
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ACINONYX REX, SN,

Hlustration by C. §. Swan from R. 1. Pocock’s "Description of
a New Species of Cheetah,” published April 6, 1927 in the trophies in museums and private col-

Proceedings of the Zoological Soctety of London, lections. Pocock himself, for example,

urged Major Cooper to help find a
skin for Lord Rothschild, and the

two Bikita skins were eventually pur-

chased by the London taxidermy
firm, Messrs. Rowland Ward, Ltd.,
who in turn sold them as mounted
specimens to museums in London
and Natal, The number of skins that
have disappeared into the stores of
taxidermists and the hands of pri-
vate collectors will never be known.
But in 1980, Daphne Hills and Reay
Smithers published a list of 13
known skins and a near equal num-
ber of visual records which they con-
sidered to be rellable. Their findings
were extended by Lena and Paul Bot-
triell, who spent roughly two years
in 1978-79 searching by Land-Rover
and hot-air balloon for further signs
of the king's existence. These con-
certed efforts established clearly that

6 ZOORCOZ

king cheetahs have never been plen-
tiful and that they derive exclusively
from adjoining portions of Zim-
babwe, eastern Botswana, and the
northern and eastern Transvaal

of South Africa (see map for dis-
tribution).

The story of the king cheetah took
an interesting turn with the birth of
a Utter of five cubs to a normally
spotted female at the DeWildt Chee-
tah Breeding and Research Centre
near Pretoria in May 1981. One of
the cubs, a male, bore the frregular
blotch and stripe pattern found in
the collected specimens of the king
cheetah, Two days later, a litter of
three, born at Port Elizabeth, con-
tained a king female. Although these
are widely regarded as the first cap-
tive births, Desmond Varaday, who
operates the Loskop Cheetah Sanctu-
ary near Middelburg, South Africa,
has claimed that a litter born there in

Dick Reucasscl. FERES.
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June 1980 contained two king cubs,
Nine kings born at DeWildt be-
tween 1981 and 1984 (the Port Eliza-

beth female parent was a sister of
one of the DeWildt females, and her
progeny is included in this tally) pre-
vided geneticists in South Africa
with an oppertunity to study the in-
heritance of the king coat pattern.
Although Pocock had many years
earlier withdrawn his claim regard-
ing the species status of Actnonyx
rex, the captive births established
unequivocally that the king cheetah
is merely a varlant form of the com-
mon cheetah A. fubatus.

From pedigree analysis of the
DeWildt births it is certain that the
king coat pattern is controlled by a
single gene, occurring in recessive
form, All of the parents of king chee-
tahs have had normal spotted coats.
An offspring born with the king pat-
tern has to recetve the gene from

Dick Rencassel, ER.ES,
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both parents, who carry it in unex- ! A A S ol vk :
pressed or recessive form. By chance, This normally spotted cheetah mother has produced four cubs with the standard pattern
such an event should occur about 25 and one (in the foreground) with the king cheetah coat.

petcent of the time, on the average,
The occurrence of 9 king cubs in lit-
ters numbering 26 individuals at
Dewildt gives a ratio of nearly 1 king
for every 3 cubs born, close enough
in a small sample to be in accordance

with the rules of inheritance for a Live king cheetah at the DeWiidt
Cheetah Research Centte tn a pose that

mimics Swair's ifustration,
. g

trait controlled by a single, recessive
gene,

The genetics of coat variation for
the cat family is actually quite well-
known from extenstve studtes of the
domestic cat Felis domesticus. De-
spite the many variations in the color
characteristics of domestic cats, it
would appear that mutations of only
about ten genes account for this vari-
ation. Of course, domestic cats have
been selectively bred by humans and,
therefore, show color vartation far in
excess of that found in wild felids,
All cat species. however, appear to
have the same complement of genes
for color variation, and one of these,
known as the tabby gene, is respon-
sible for the occurrence of dark
plgment in stripes and spots. In
domestic cats one gets blotched off-
spring from strtped tabbys when a
mutation of the tabby gene occurs.
Geneticlsts now belteve that the re-
markable coat of the king cheetah re-
sults from a mutation of the tabby
gene,

Other kinds of mutant cheetahs
have been recorded. though less fre-
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Of the Zoological Soctety's cheetahs. four have

the possibility of carrying the recessive gene

for the king cheetaht coat pattern. Two from
Pretoriz, 2 female named Jastrd (who recently bred)
and a male named Mashona, are claimed o be in
the king lineage. Ancther from Botswana flls
within the area of distribution for the king cheetah.
According to Desmond Varaday, from whom we
recetved several of our cheetahs, Honkah, seen
befow, is 2 half sibling of a king cheetah, sharing the
same mother. Honkah also has some fused spots on
her tatl—a possible indicatton that she carries the
gene. Her cubs (tight), born by Caesarean section
last spring, are of the normal spotted vartety but
maybe someday Honkah will give birth to 1 "once
and future king."

quently than has the king. Undoubt-
edly, the oldest known record s from
the memoirs of Jahangir, a Mughal
emperor who ruled in India during
the 17th century. Known as a careful
observer of wildlife, Jahangir de-
scribed a white cheetah, having blue
instead of black spots and a bluish
cast to the white background. Ho-
mologous occurrences of these color
characteristics in other cats indicate
that Jahangir's white cheetah was not
an albino, as some have suggested,
but was rather a mutant of the deep
pigmentation gene.

The Proceedings of the Zoological
Society of London for 1877 carry the
description of a cheetah seen in the
Cape Province of South Africa and
covered with "dark fulvous blotches”
on a "pale isabelline” {brownish yel-
low) background. This cheetah is
also said to have lacked the tear line
which is so characteristic of the chee-
tah face. A 1921 photograph of a
specimen shot in Tanzanla portrays a
virtual absence of spots on the neck
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A VERIFIABLE LIST OF KING CHEETAH SKINS COLLECTED SINCE 1925

Provenance

Date of
Record

Circumstances of Collection and Preservation

1

10.

11

12,
13.

14

15

. Macheke, Zimbabwe

. Bikita, Zimbabwe

. Bikita, Zimbabwe

. Seki Reserve, Zimbabwe

. Mt. Selinda, Zimbabwe

. Bikita, Zimbabwe

. Birchenough Bridge,

Zimbabwe

. Messina, Transvaal

. Tjolotjo, Botswana

Tuli, Botswana

' Rastern Botswana
{presumed)

. Rakops, Botswana

. Moiljabana, Botswana

1926

1925

1925

1926

1927

1928

1935

1940

1642

1960

1960
1965
1966

1960s

1671

The holotype of A. rex, this skin was purchased by a
farmer from natives and given to the Queen Victorla
Museum in Salisbury. Destroyed by museum authorities
ca. 1950, due to poor condition.

Originally in possession of NMative Commissioner H.N.
Watters, Later mounted in proportions of a leopard by
Rowland Ward, Ltd. and sold to the British Museum of
Natural History.

A second skin originally owned by Commissioner Wat-
ters. This specimen also found its way to taxidermist
Ward for mounting and is now on display at the Natal
Museum in South Africa.

Photograph published by Major A.C. Cooper of a skin in
possession of a Mr. Lacey, who reportedly purchased it
from native hunters. Present whereabouts unknown,

A flat skin obtained by Major Cooper for the private col-
lection of Lord Rothschild, Now in the British Museum of
Natural History.

A third skin obtained by Commissioner Watters and scld
to the South African Museum in Capetown, where it {5 on
exhibit as a mounted specimen,

Killed by native hunters on a ranch near the Sabf River,
Now in the private collection of Sir Archibald James,
England.

Shot by a rancher {van der Walt) at a llon stakeout, Now
in private collection of . Joubert of Krugersdorp.

Purchased by wife of Native Commissioner N.L. Dacomb
from an African, later sold to the Kaffrarian Museum in
King Willlams Town, where it is now kept.

In the possession of L. van Niekerk, a rancher, who pur-
chased it from a local hawker. A photograph has recently
been published by Lena Bottriell.

These three skins, which are presumed to be from eastern
Botswana, have been in the possession of Messrs. J.R. Ivy,
Curio Dealers, Pretoria, for several years.

Owned by a merchant, Charlie Freeman of Palapye, this
skin was recently photographed by Lena Bottriell. Free-
man claimed to have lost three additional skins to a thief.

Originally owned by Mr. Clark, a dealer in skins, who
donated it to the National Museum of Botswana in
Gaberone,

Ban Diego Zoo: R Garrison



in comparing these cheetahs, readers can decide for
themselves whether the blacker more frregular
pattern of the king cheetah would erhance h tting
abifity. as one theory suggests.

Dick Reucassel, FR.PS.

and shoulders, and unusually small
spots on the rest of the body. Al-
though black s by far the most com-
mon variant for feltds, there is only
one uneguivocal report of a black
cheetah, seen in Kenya in 1925, A
skin from Zambia in the 1930s de-

HOW THE KING CHEETAH GETS ITS COAT

FParents who carry both the normal gene (left)
and the king gene (right) can give either gene to
thefr offspring. Because the king gene Is reces-
sive, or hidden. only those individuals who re-

ceive it from both parents will have the king
coat. The four posstble combinations of pa-
rental genes shown here fllustrate why this
will occur in only one of every four offspring,

scribed as "dirty-whitish grey” and
"profusely covered with black spots”
such that the tawny background
shone through only on the face and
lower legs. is regarded by some as a
second example of a melantstic form,
Less striking, but nevertheless no-
ticeable, variations in spot arrange-
ments and tn color of the tawny
background are often seen, even
among littermates. Other pelage fea-
tures sald to be characteristic of
kings are their longer, stlkier hatr and

OFFSPRING - the ratsed apkpearange of t}llle pig-
-— i o e e mented markings above the tawny
.‘3;\‘:3'\3‘3?;‘:&'\'" background hairs. However, both of
l"‘ - &Q“t‘h!“ . ;“.i. these features occur in normally pig-
—_— 5‘ *. %' :1\{ e :\1 mented cheetahs in our Wild Animal
- E il e g :-‘ L8 %y Park collection. Altogether, avatlable
% Ty L Y ' 'l\_: ‘ evidence suggests that cheetahs are
: ASNlns s 4 as genetically variant as other wild
' ' ' felids in the appearance of the pelage.
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NORMAL SPOTS

Why haven't king cheetahs shown
up more often among captive-born

. , \ ‘-.q offspring? One reason is surely to be
s ey - found in the fact that the gene's prev-
. }‘l‘t‘" - alence has been reduced by the pro-

T ) . pensity of humans to collect their
ﬂ“ :z skins at every opportunity. It is pos-

sible, as well, that natural events af-
fect frequency of expression. Some
authors believe king cheetahs were
more commeon In the early part of the
century and have speculated that
natural fluctuations do occur, as
seems to be the case for South Afri-
ca’s white lions,

But low frequency of the gene in
mutant form s unlikely to be the
sole reason for its rareness in captive
collections. In North American zoos
alone, 113 litters had been born
through 1985, none with kings,
whereas the first king at DeWildt oc-
curred in the 47th litter. It is more
likely that the king's rareness in the
captive North American population is

ZO0N00Z ¢



because the gene has a restricted geo-
graphical distribution in the wild,
and occurs outside the area from
which cheetahs have traditionally
been taken for export. The sire of the
first DeWildt litter was a wild-caught
male from the northern Transvaal,
within the known range of kings.
The dam, on the other hand, was a
captive-born female whose mother
had come from the same area. The
vast majority of North American im-
ports have come either from Namibia
or from East Africa, areas either out-
side the known range of the king
cheetah or at its extreme edge.

The latest indication of king chee-
tahs in the wild is the sighting of a
pair of adolescents in the southern
part of Kruger National Park in 1986,
Lena Bottriell has reported other vis-
ual records from Kruger during the
late 1970s, but the 1986 sighting, like
that of the first king seen in the park
in 1974, is one of very few such re-
ports that is backed up by a photo-
graph. The total absence of any
evidence of king cheetahs in Kruger
National Park prior to 1674 could be
an indication that its historic range is
moving southward, to an area where
it is safe from the southern African
spears known as assegais and from

guns, ZNZ

BEFERENCES

Bottriell, Lena. 1987, King cheetah. Lelden: Brill

Hills. Daphne M. Smithers. Reay H.N. 1950
The "king cheetah," a historical review. Amof-
dia Ztmbabwe 0. 1-23.

Robinson, Roy. 1976, Homelogous genetic varl-
atlon in the Pelfdae. Genetica 46: 1-31.

Van Aarde. .. and Van Dyk, Ann. 1986. Inheri-

tance of the king coat colour patterns in chee-
tahs Acinonyx jubatus. Journal of Zoology
209: 573-578.

Wrogemann, Nan. 1975. Cheetah under the sun.
Johannesburg: MeGraw-HIL.

10 ZOONGOZ

Avyoung mg,

The dots indicate focations where king cheetahs have either been refiably
collected or sighted. (Distilled from Bottrielf Hills and Smithers, and Wrogemann.)
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African legend has long told of the nsuifist, a cat that was “nefther fion, Jeopard
nor cheetah.” The youngster In the foreground bears the matkings of the
Jegendary nsuthst.
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