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Background info:  

Sara (Sahara)- DOB 9/29/00, Oklahoma; holds land speed record for the fastest animal in captivity: 100 m in 5.95 

seconds, 61 mph 

Bravo & Chance- DOB 5/3/04, DeWildt Breeding Facility in South Africa; brother coalition 

Tommy T.- DOB 10/28/08, Mast Farm; brothers are ambassadors for Jack Hanna. Named for keeper at Mast Farm 

Nia- DOB 7/2/09, Mast Farm; same mom as Tommy T., different dads 

Savanna- DOB 6/22/12, Mast Farm; Cathryn Hilker’s 81
st
 birthday, last day of Nat Geo shoot 

 

 

Hello, and welcome to CZBG’s Africa! My name is ……….., and I am so excited to present our 

brand new cheetah exhibit!  With us today is …….., from our Cat Ambassador Program. Make 

sure to catch the Cheetah Encounter Show at 11 & Noon to see our cheetahs run full blast! 

(Change for PM Talk)  

 

In the wild, cheetahs call the savannas of Africa home.  They share their home with many other 

larger predators, including lions and hyenas, so they have many special adaptations that help 

them succeed in their challenging, competitive environment.   

 

Cheetahs are most famous for being the fastest land mammal.  They creep up close to their prey, 

and then like lightening they burst into a run, accelerating from 0-60 miles per hour in as little as 

3.4 seconds- faster than any sports car!  That’s not their top speed though; cheetahs can run about 

70 miles per hour, faster than the speed limit on the highway!  Today, I would like to share 

HOW they reach such incredible speeds.   

 

First, they are light and lean- they typically weigh between 90-120 lbs, and can be about 6 feet 

long.  Almost half of that is their tail!  Cheetahs have the slender body of a sprinter as opposed to 

the heavy muscle of most large cats.  Their deep chest makes room for enlarged lungs and heart, 

in order to support such rapid acceleration.  Think about when you run- what do you feel? 

(answers from audience)  Probably you feel your heart beat faster and you breathe harder.  When 

a cheetah runs, they go from taking 60 breaths a minute to 150 breaths per minute!  

 

They have long thin legs, with large thigh muscles.  Now, can everyone feel their collar bone for 

me?  (Make sure to demonstrate!)  Can you feel how your collar bone connects your ribs to your 

shoulders?  Cheetahs don’t have that- their collar bone is very small and is only connected to 

their shoulders by ligaments. Not having a bony connection helps to lengthen a cheetah’s stride, 

the distance they cover with one step, and acts like a shock absorber while they run. This also 

causes the obvious shoulder motion while cheetahs walk, watch and see! 

 

Cheetahs also have a special spine, which is another shock absorber and makes their stride even 

longer.  Picture a slinky: it can stretch very far, and then springs back to a tight coil.  A cheetah’s 

spine does the same thing!  This helps their legs reach very far as they run- in fact, a cheetah’s 

back feet can come so far forward that they reach in front of their shoulders!  All of this means 

that while running, a cheetah’s stride can be over 23 feet long!  (distance points?) 

 



At full speed, a cheetah’s spring-loaded legs and spine allows them to take about 3 strides a 

second, and their feet will be on the ground less than half the time!  That’s right, a cheetah 

practically flies through the air in what is called a “floating phase.”  Even when their feet do 

touch the ground, often it’s only one at a time.  Hard foot pads and claws that don’t retract grip 

the earth, providing traction, and their long tail acts as a rudder as they hurtle after their prey. 

 

Cheetahs are excellent hunters.  Their favorite foods are gazelle and impala, but they also go for 

small animals like hares.  Cheetahs catch their dinner in a slightly different way than most large 

cats, who often bite the back of their prey’s neck.  Cheetahs go for the front of the throat, 

because they have smaller teeth and less bite force.  Cheetahs have small heads for 

aerodynamics, and having smaller teeth makes room for enlarged nasal passages, the better to 

breathe with while running.   

 

This can create a bit of a disadvantage for a cheetah, however.  Having smaller, less powerful 

teeth and blunt claws means that a cheetah can’t really defend itself or its food from larger 

predators like lions.  When a challenge arises, a cheetah will almost always choose flight over 

fight.   

 

Imagine…  You’ve quietly crept up close to your lunch, because running at top speeds takes so 

much energy that you can only keep up the chase for maybe 30 seconds.  Your heart pounds, 

you’re breathing hard- the thrill of success as you catch your favorite food! However, all it takes 

is a small challenge, even just a vulture, and you know that you have to give it up…  Better to try 

again later than risk injury in a fight and not being able to run after your next meal.  Later might 

be a while, since a cheetah uses so much energy to chase its prey that it usually has to rest for 

about half an hour until it can make its next move.   

 

One of the ways that cheetah try to avoid such struggles is by being diurnal, or hunting during 

the day.  Most other predators on the savanna are crepuscular, active during twilight hours, or 

nocturnal, active at night.   

 

Life may be hard on the savanna, but it’s also sweet.  Cheetah females have litters of 3-6 cubs, 

about every 2 years.  The cubs will stick with mom for about the first year and a half, while she 

teaches them everything that they need to know about how to hunt and succeed on the savanna.  

Cheetahs use a variety of vocalizations to communicate with each other, especially a mother and 

her cubs.  High pitched chirps are used for greeting, sounds called “stutter calls” are used by a 

mother to signal that her cubs should follow her closely, as well as during adult courtship.  

Unlike most big cats, cheetah can purr to signal contentment.  Also, they cannot roar.  These and 

other special differences make the cheetah stand out from the 37 species of cat found throughout 

the world.     

 

I’d like to thank you for joining ……. & me here today at our cheetah exhibit.  I hope that you 

enjoyed learning about our cheetahs, and the things that make them unique!  You’re welcome to 

join me at our Lion exhibit next, and make sure to catch the Cheetah Encounter show at 11 and 

Noon! 


