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6 • Introduction Introduction • 7

This book looks at some of the most amazing, 
arduous and downright clever migrations of creatures 
ranging from birds to mammals, insects to fish, and even 
some plants. Creatures migrate from one part of the planet 
to another mainly to find food or warmth, or to reproduce, 
or sometimes for some other mysterious reason we’re yet  
to discover. 

Their journeys range from treks of thousands of kilometres across 
continents and oceans, to crossing the road (which might sound simple 
to us, but is an ordeal in itself if you’re a snake or a toad, and the road is 
packed with speeding cars (see pages 88 and 136). In the case of the painted 
lady and monarch butterflies (pages 54 and 108), migration can take up to five 
generations, as parent gets replaced by child then grandchild and so on, as the 
journey continues. 

Migration seems to be written into the genes of animals, so that they know when to  
travel and where to. Without the sat navs we lucky humans have, creatures use a variety 
of methods to navigate their routes, including magnetic fields, temperature and light. 
One study found that some birds seem to use the stars to navigate, just like sailors of old. 
In the book, we have also mapped some of the most amazing migrations, showing the 
approximate routes. Not all of the migrations in this book have been mapped and those 
that are may sometimes have diversions from the journeys we’ve shown, but we wanted  
to give a sense of how stunning many of these migrations really are.

We all know that nature is an amazing thing, but just read some of these stories and you’ll 
be stunned by the stamina, strength and smartness of these creatures and the lengths they 
go to in their migrations. And once you’ve seen what these animals and plants go through,  
I hope you won’t start complaining next time your trip to the shops takes longer than usual!

Introduction
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12 • Wildebeest

This is the blue wildebeest, although if you’d like you can simply call it the gnu. 
It’s no wonder its name translates to “wild beast”. As far as antelope go, this 
guy looks rather intimidating, with two sharp, curved horns jutting out of its 
massive head and a dark, shaggy mane running down its hunched back. It grazes 
constantly on Africa’s grassy plains, munching away through the day and night. 

Living in such a hot place means the wildebeest relies on rainfall for enough grass to 
eat, and changes in the weather push it to migrate in a massive, clockwise loop each 
year. It sets off with hearty numbers of zebra, gazelle and impala, but the wildebeest 
is undoubtedly the star of this show. 

As the wet season ends around May or June, some 1.5 million hungry and thirsty 
wildebeest put on a mind-blowing performance, chasing the rain north around the 
Serengeti towards Masai Mara. They form a big clan, as up to 500,000 of their 
calves are born just months before this event. Unlike human babies 
that flail around on their backs for months, wildebeest calves can 
walk within minutes of being born! It’s a good job too, as they 
need to be able to keep up with the herd. The wildebeest charge 
together in a chaotic, swirling mass of muscle, pelt and pure drive, 
thundering over the land on a dangerous journey. Although their 
huge numbers provide them with some safety, this doesn’t stop 
many of them from dying along the way. Each year more than 
250,000 gnu are taken out by predators like lions and hyenas, 
or caught by cattle fences that are popping up more and more 
across Africa. 

Many will also drown or be pulled down into water by lurking crocodiles as they 
attempt to cross the Mara River. This is one of the most incredible parts of the 
wildebeest’s journey. The herd moves in unison, scoping out and crossing the river 
all as one. This kind of teamwork is known as “swarm intelligence”, and helps them 
tackle the obstacle more efficiently. Even though thousands of them won’t survive 
these croc-infested waters, the wildebeest cross the Mara anyway. The sight of 
distant rainstorms promising lots of fresh grass is just too tempting. They will have 
to do it all again as they follow the rain back towards Tanzania around November. 
Altogether, their mighty loop covers almost 650km.

Wildebeest
Connochaetes taurinus 
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AOAM_INT.indd   14-15AOAM_INT.indd   14-15 25/05/2021   08:0025/05/2021   08:00




