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CHAPTER ONE

David and his group

The dry season is beginning, and it is a very, very 
hot day. We are in the savannah – a huge open 
place with dry grass and small trees – in Senegal, 
in West Africa. A small group of  chimpanzees 
are walking through the trees. They are looking 
for food. They look calm, but there are tensions 
that we cannot easily see in this group of  animals.

The most important male in a group of  
chimpanzees is the alpha male. In this group, 
the alpha male’s name is David. Alpha males like 
David can get the three most important things 
in any male chimpanzee’s life before the other 
males. These three important things are food, 
water and females that he can mate with. But 
it is not easy to be a king, and David knows that 
he must be careful. Many of  the other males in 
the group are not his friends. They all want to 
become the alpha male, too, and get all the good 
things that come with the job.
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Things change all the time in any group of  
chimpanzees. Animals become friends or 
enemies quickly, and this can change in a few 
hours. We know that, one day, one of  the other 
males will try to take David’s place in the group. 
If  a new male f ights David and becomes the alpha 
male, David will have to leave the group. He will 
probably be hurt, and he may die. Life is never 
easy for an alpha male like David.

David has been the alpha male for three years. 
Three years ago, he pushed the old alpha male 
out of  the group, and David’s brother, Mamadou, 
helped him. Later, David often needed to f ight 
other male chimpanzees, and Mamadou always 
fought for his brother. The two brothers worked 
together very well, and it was easy for David to 
stay at the top. But one day Mamadou was not 
there, and nobody saw him again.

Without Mamadou, things became more dif f icult 
for David. The other males saw that Mamadou 
was not there, and David had to show them that 
he was the strongest male all the time. He needed 
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David is the alpha male in the group.
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to do this to stay at the top of  the group, but it 
was hard work. 

But David does not just want to be the alpha 
male. He wants to have an alpha-male son, and 
he needs to have children at the time that he is 
the alpha male. Then, after he dies, one of  his 
sons can become the alpha male in the group. 
Children are very important for an alpha male.
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Two males in the group are a big threat to David. 
First there is Jumkin. Jumkin is about the same 
age as David, and knows him well. David knows 
that Jumkin wants to be the alpha male. There is 
also a younger chimpanzee called Luthor. Luthor 
will be a big threat in the next few months. At the 
moment, things are calm in the group, but they 
will not be calm for long. David has to watch the 
other males carefully all day, every day.

DAVID AND HIS GROUP
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Chimpanzees need to live in groups, and they 
usually live in large groups of  males and females 
called communities. The scientist Jane Goodall 
studied a lot of  chimpanzee communities in the 
Gombe National Park in north-west Tanzania. 
She discovered that most communities in the park 
had between six and eight males in them, with 
twelve to sixteen females, and their children. 

David’s community of  thirty-two chimpanzees is 
dif ferent to other communities in two important 
ways. 

First, his community has more males than females. 
In David’s group, there are twelve males and only 
seven females. There are too many males, and 
there is usually a lot of  tension between them. 
And there are not many females in the group for 
the males to mate with. This makes the tension 
much worse, and there is always a danger that the 
males will start to f ight. 

CHAPTER TWO

Life in the community
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