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Built For Speed
     The name “cheetah” is derived from a Hindi word 
meaning “the spotted one.” Three thousand years ago 
Sumerians domesticated the cheetah as a hunting com-
panion. Egyptian pharaohs, Mongolian emperors, Persian 
princes, French kings, and Austrian emperors continued 
the tradition. When Marco Polo vis-
ited Kublai Khan in the 13th century 
the Khan had 1000 cheetahs in his 
possession. Genghis Khan and Char-
lemagne kept them as pets.
     Today there are less than 10 thou-
sand cheetahs left in the wild. All of 
them are in Sub-Saharan Africa except 
a remnant population of about 100 in 
northern Iran. Fossil records tell us 
that they haven’t changed much in 5 
million years. Supremely adapted for speed, their large 
nostrils, lungs, and heart course oxygen through their 
slender bodies. With a top speed of 70 mph and 75 during 
short bursts, they are fifty percent swifter than the next 
fastest land animal. In comparison, the quickest human 
sprinter in the world can just muster 27 mph. Only our 
machines can compete. The cheetah, with a 0 to 60 mph 

time of 3.0 seconds off the line, is faster than a Ferrari Enzo 
and slightly slower than a Lingenfelter Corvette or Viper 
Hennessey Venom 1000 TT.
    Cheetahs can maintain top speeds for just one minute. 
After a chase and/or kill, they must rest for a half hour 

to avoid overheating before eating or 
continuing to hunt. One of only four 
cat species whose claws are semi-re-
tractable, they use them for traction 
while on a chase. Their long tails act as 
rudders when outflanking darting an-
telope. A blurred swipe of a paw trips 
up their speed disadvantaged quarry 
before they clamp down with their jaws 
on the underside of the neck, suffocat-
ing their prey. Smallest of the big cats, 

50% of the time cheetahs lose their kills to other preda-
tors such as lions or hyenas. With a kill ratio of half, the 
cheetahs’ fleetness is an attribute with a resulting meal a 
respectable one in four attempts.

Dave Gibson is a photographer & writer focusing on the natu-
ral world around us.  His imagery can be found on his web site 
at www.davegibsonimages.com
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