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After growing up with a human, an 
orphaned baby wildcat returns home

Get to Know moto
Never heard of a serval? 

Don’t worry —here are a  
few more facts about this 
wildcat.

Scientific name:  
Leptailurus serval

appearance: Medium-size 
(23-40 inches long, 20-40 
pounds) with a long, thick 
tail. Servals have large ears 
and a tan or yellowish coat 
with black spots. 

Special feature: For their 
size, servals have very long 
legs. Their legs allow them 
to hunt in tall grasses and 
pounce on prey. 

Habitat: Marshes, 
grasslands, and woodlands  
of sub-Saharan Africa 

Diet: Rodents, small birds, 
reptiles, frogs, fish, insects

life Span: Up to 20 years

Yum! Suzi 
feeds me milk like 
my mother would. 

a country in eastern Africa. 

After the fire, two tourists 

stumbled across an abandoned 

serval (SUR-vuhl), a type of 

wildcat. It was the size of a 

squirrel and covered with fleas. 

The cat huddled in the ashes. 

The tourists turned the 

serval over to a park ranger. 

Soon, the cat landed in the 

arms of an American wildlife 

photographer named Suzi 

Eszterhas. She named him 

Moto, the local word for “fire.”

Suzi did her best to make 

Moto feel safe and loved just as 

his mother would have done. 

Over the next six weeks, she 

brought him everywhere with 

her. Suzi carried him against 

her body in a sling made from a 

pillowcase. It looked like a 

kangaroo pouch. Moto fit 

inside perfectly. At night, they 

snuggled together in Suzi’s tent.

m
om, where are 
you? Please 
come back! I’m 
surrounded 
by fire. The 

flames are hot and the smoke 
is burning my lungs and eyes. 
Help me!

Things go dark. I wake up 
confused. Where am I? 

My stomach is growling 
with hunger. A human brings a 
plastic object filled with a milky 
mixture up to my lips. I quickly 
gulp it down. Five minutes later, 
I’m falling asleep in her arms. 

Maybe everything will be  
all right . . .” 

a furry find
In 2005, a wildfire burned 

through grasslands in Masai 

Mara Reserve. The reserve is a 

national wildlife park in Kenya, 
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Ah! A toothbrush feels 

like my mom licking me 

with her scratchy tongue. 

Here we go. 
Suzi carries me 
everywhere in a 
sling made from an 
old pillowcase. It 
makes me feel safe.

born to 
be wild

Hi! My name is 

Moto. I was rescued 

when I was only a 

couple of weeks old. 

A human named Suzi 

takes care of me.
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bonding time
“Spending time with the 

human is fun! She takes me 
everywhere and feeds me 
milk like my mom used to do. 
Sometimes I go with her when 
she takes pictures in the park. 
I get spooked when bigger 
animals get too close. But Suzi’s 
always there to protect me. 

My favorite activity is 
when she brushes me with a 
toothbrush. I close my eyes. 
It almost feels like my mom is 
cleaning me with her scratchy 
tongue. Almost.” 

Getting Stronger
After a few weeks, Moto 

started gaining weight. Suzi 

weaned him off milk, and 

started giving him solid 

foods like raw chicken and 

dead rats. This helped build 

his strength and gave him 

Grrr! Attacking my 
toy duck is practice for 
catching real prey.

©
S

U
ZI

 E
S

ZT
ER

H
A

S
/M

IN
D

EN
 P

IC
TU

R
ES

 (
A

LL
)

S e p t e m b e r  2 0 1 2    7

Playtime. This looks 

like play, but Suzi is letting 

me work on moves that I’ll 

need to survive on my own.

Gotcha! I finally 
nab my first meal. Does 
this mean I’m ready to 
go out on my own? 
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explore. This is my favorite time. 
In the grassland, there’s so much 
to see, smell, and discover. 

I want to meet other servals 
and hunt on my own. I think it’s 
time to leave Suzi. But I’ll never 
forget her.” 

call of the wild
One morning, Moto didn’t 

come back from his nightly 

hunt. Although Suzi was sad, 

she wasn’t surprised. After 

being with her for a total of six 

months, Moto needed to strike 

out on his own. He was always 

wild at heart, and the wild is 

where he belongs.

—Alexis Burling 

energy. Young servals eat a 

similar diet in the wild.

Suzi wanted to keep Moto 

close forever. But she knew he’d 

grow up and would have to 

return to the wild, where he’d 

be happiest. 

To prepare Moto, Suzi 

taught him important 

survival skills. She took 

him on walks so he 

could learn about his 

surroundings. They 

played games in the tall 

grass. Moto scrambled 

up and down rocks and 

hid behind bushes. 

These behaviors are 

important for hunting. 

As a carnivore, Moto 

had to learn how to kill 

his own meals.

Hunting lessons
“At first, hunting 

was hard. When Suzi 

dropped a live rat in front of 
me, I wanted to pounce on it 
and eat it. But I didn’t know 
how to kill it! I hissed as loud 
as I could, but that didn’t seem 
to do anything. Flinging the rat 
around didn’t work either. 

Finally, after a lot of practice, 
I killed my first live prey. 
Hunting has been a piece of 
cake ever since. I bet I could kill 
a rabbit! (But maybe I’ll stick to 
rats and frogs for now.) 

Suzi has been leaving the tent 
open at night so I can go out and 

wean—to get a young mammal 
used to foods other than milk 
(usually from its mother) 

diet—the foods eaten by a 
particular animal or group of 
animals

carnivore—an animal that eats 
only meat

prey—an animal that is hunted 
by other animals for food

Road trip. 
Suzi takes me with 
her on photography 
assignments in the 
wilderness. 

Go fish. Suzi 

sets up a small 

“pond” to help 

me learn to fish.


