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Afrikaans Swartwildebees 

German Weisschwanz gnu 

French Gnou à queue blanche 

isiZulu  Inkonkoni 

isiXhosa Inqu 

Sesotho Pudumo 

Tswana Pudomô 

Shona  Mbutuma 

Khoi-khoi Gnu 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo:  Sam Bash,  

adult black wildebeest bull 

 

IUCN Conservation Status: 

Lower Risk, least concern (LR/lc). 
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This odd animal is certainly the most bizarre living antelope with the mane and tail of a 

horse, the face of a steer and the delicate legs of a buck.  Its appearance is matched by its 

freaky behaviour.  A phrase by W Cornwallis Harris (1840), read as follows,  “A more 

whimsical compound than the Gnoo could scarcely have been thrown together, or a monster 

imagined of more fantastical and anomalous exterior”.  The name ‘black” is misleading as 

the animal is a dark brown, while the name “white-tailed gnou”, which refers to the cream-

white tail, is more relevant.   “Gnu” is a Khoi-khoi word named after the animals’ alarm snort, 

a “ger-nu”. 

 

 

Taxonomy Kingdom:  ANIMALIA 

  Phylum:  CORDATA 

  Class:   MAMMALIA 

  Supercohort:  LAURASIATHERIA 

Cohort:  FERUNGULATA 

Superorder:  CETARTIODACTYLA 

Order:   RUMINANTIA 

Suborder:  PECORA 

Superfamily:  Bovoidea 

Family:  Bovidae  

Subfamily:  Antilopinae 

Tribe:   Alcelaphini 

Genus:  Connochaetes 

Species:  gnou 

 

The tribe Alcelaphini evolved in Africa about 6 million years BP and includes the three 

genera Connochaetus or wildebeest, Damaliscus the blesbok and tsessebe and Alcelaphus 

the hartebeest.  The black wildebeest belongs to the genus Connochaetes and has two 

species  

 

 Connochaetes gnou the black wildebeest without subspecies 

 Connochaetes taurinus the blue wildebeest with four subspecies 

 C.t. taurinus the southern brindled gnu 

 C.t. cooksoni the Nyassa or Luangwa valley brindled gnu 

 C.t. johnstoni the Mozambique brindled gnu 

 C.t. albojubatus the East African white-bearded gnu. 

The black wildebeest evolved from the blue wildebeest, the genetic split was slow and 

happened over an extended period from approximately 1,2 million years ago (Brink 2005, 
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2016). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Genetic split (origin) of black wildebeest from blue wildebeest commenced around 1 

million years ago and proceeded until the typical black wildebeest form around 

10 000 years ago, as from fossil studies (Brink 2005 & 2016).  Blue wildebeest evolved 

around 1,5 million years ago. 

 

Black wildebeest fossils found at Cornelia in the Free State dates back to more >8000 000 

years.  Also, black wildebeest horns was escavated from sand near Hermanus on the 

seashore, indicating the species distribution most likely to have inhabited the (now 

submerged under the ocean) Agulhas Bank of greater than 7 million ha savannah plains 

(Furstenburg & Currie 2019). 

 

Hystorically the distribution of the two species overlapped, but in the past hybridisation may 

have been prevented by the presence of abundant species-specific mates and the absence 

of restrictions to migration (NZG 2012).  The present black wildebeest faces a serious threat 

of hybridisation mostly through artificial management of small population size, fences and 

the absence of species-specific mates.  The hybrids are fertile and produce fertile offspring, 

and as a result of a significant proportion of the extant national black wildebeest population 
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are contaminated and carries a proportion of blue wildebeest genetic material.  The National 

Zoo engaged research defining genetic markers to distinguish purity of both species. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A genetic hybrid cross between a black and blue wildebeest, having the body and 

facial composition of a black wildebeest and the horn development of a blue 

wildebeest (Photo: National Zoological Gardens NZG 2012) 

 

 

Distribution 

The black wildebeest is endemic to South Africa and never existed elsewhere.  Hundreds 

of thousands once roamed the open grasslands of the Free State and the Northern Cape 

Provinces, and lesser numbers in the central grasslands of most other provinces.  The most 

southern distribution of black wildebeest was recorded at Somerset East and along the Kei 

River in the Eastern Cape.  The northern boundary was 80 km north of the Vaal River 

following its course into the southern Kalahari, an area formerly known as Gordonia.  They 

were found as far west as Namaqualand where they were once closely associated with the 

extinct quagga Equus quagga.  Seasonal migrations occurred between the drier south-

western regions of their distribution range and the eastern highlands bordering Lesotho.  

These must have been as impressive as the well known, massive white-bearded gnu 

migration on the Serengeti plains of Tanzania. 

 

The black wildebeest survived near extinction and consequent genetic bottlenecks in the 

late 1800s (when only a few small herds restricted to only two farms in the Free State 

remained) and again in the 1930s.  Exploitive hunting and agricultural development forced 

the black wildebeest to the brink of extinction and by the mid 1890’s only 550 living animals 
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remained.  In 1866, a firm in Kroonstad exported 157 000 hides from black wildebeest and 

blesbok to Europe, and in 1870, 500 000 hides of black wildebeest, blesbok, zebra and 

quagga were shipped from Durban in a single year.  Most of these were hunted in the Free 

State which gave the province the gruesome Dutch name “Riemland” referring to a land of 

hides.  Similarly the name “Vlekpoort“, an area of 144 km2 in the Eastern Cape, refers to 

the raw hides spread over rocks for drying before being transported.  These slaughters were 

followed by an immense mange epidemic in the early 1900s that killed more black 

wildebeest.  Only a few animals survived on two private farms in the Free State.  Thanks to 

the intervention of these owners and later conservation initiatives by the Free State 

authorities and the South African National Parks, the black wildebeest was saved from 

extinction.  Since then black wildebeest numbers have risen to 1 048 in 1945, 1 808 in 1965, 

3 120 in 1970, 6 500 in 1980, 7 680 in 1985 and 17 513 by 1991.  The latter number consists 

of 9 498 black wildebeest from the Free State, 4 048 from the Cape provinces, 3 308 in the 

provinces to the north of the Vaal River and 659 from KwaZulu-Natal.  By 1991 the South 

African distribution of black wildebeest exceeded that of the blue wildebeest.  Present 

estimates are more than 20 000 black wildebeest, of which approximately 80% are 

managed by Game Ranchers and Farmers on privately owned land. 
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Description 

The stiff, straight mane of long, pale-cream hair tipped with brown, the long white, horse-

like tail and the brush of brown, curly hair on the muzzle are distinctive characteristics of the 

black wildebeest.  This differs from the blue wildebeest which has a short, flat mane, black 

tail and straight black hairs on the muzzle.  Compared to the silver-grey colour of blue 

wildebeest, the black wildebeest have a dark yellow-brown body that appears black from a 

distance.  The face of both species is darker in colour than the body.  Calves are a cream 

to light-brown at birth that continues to darken until an age of 18 months. 

 

The black wildebeest has a long mane stretching from the throat and across the centre of 

the breast to the navel.  This is absent in blue wildebeest.  The back of the black wildebeest 

slopes downwards towards the rear and the front quarters are heavier than the hindquarters.  

The buttocks of the black wildebeest rise above the spine forming two lobes.  Adult bulls 

have a mass of 147-193 kg and cows, 120-160 kg with a mean of 120 and 110 cm 

respectively.  The mass is 60 kg lighter and the shoulder height 30 cm lower than that of 

the blue wildebeest. 

 

 

Spoor 

The print of the front hoof is 9x6 cm and the hind, 8x5.5 cm, the front hooves being larger 

as they must support the heavier front quarters.  The spoor is round at the rear and sharply 

tapered towards the front. 
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Information table 

 
Black Wildebeest information table 

Characteristic Bull Cow 

Adult body weight kg 147 - 193 120 - 160 

Adult shoulder height cm 120 110 

Sexual maturity age months 16 16 

Social maturity age (1st mating) years 3 1,5 

Gestation period  days  255 

1st Calf born at age  years  2,4 

Calving interval  months  12 

Rutting season Feb – Apr 

Calving season   Nov – Jan 

Weaning age months  4 – 5 

Gender ratio:  entire population  (natural) 1 1,8 

Gender ratio:  entire population (production) 1 4 

Mating ratio:  adults (natural) 1 3 

Mating ratio:  adults (production) 1 6  10 

Calf birth ratio 1 1 

Maximum lifespan years 16 18 

Home range ha 400 200 - 500 

Territory range ha 2 – 6 (non static) None 

Large stock grazing unit  (adult) LSU 0,35 per animal  

(93% of diet) 

0,35 per animal 

(93% of diet) 

Browsing unit  (adult) BU 1,11 per animal 

(7% of diet) 

1,11 per animal 

(7% of diet) 

Maximum stocking load 100 animals per 1 000 ha  at a rainfall of 450 – 550 mm 

Minimum habitat size required ha 400 

Annual population growth 28  37% (mean 32%)  

 

 

 

Trophy 

Both genders have well-developed horns that have their origins in a thickened boss on the 

head and then extend forwards in a deep, downwards curve.  The anterior halves of the 

horns are straight and then project vertically upwards with the tips bent slightly backwards.  

The horns of cows are thinner than those of the bulls and are thus lighter.  Horn development 

is relatively rapid and trophy status may be reached at 2.5 years of age.  In common with 

the rhino, red hartebeest and warthog, the best trophy is not necessarily found on the oldest 

bull, but is rather found earlier when the bull is in its prime.  This is due to the constant 

weathering of the horn during adulthood.  Generally black wildebeest reach their maximum 

trophy status at an age of about 3.5 years. 
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Black Wildebeest trophy records 

Rowland Ward (XXIX edition 2014) 

Minimum qualifying value = 227/8" (58.10 cm)                                                       Measuring method 13 

Rank Inch cm Locality Year Source 

1st 307/8" 78.42 Bethlehem, Free State, RSA  2004 Anders larsan 

2nd  293/8" 74.61 Free State, RSA  1977 J.L. L’Ecuyer 

3rd 291/4" 74.30 Eastern Cape, RSA 1997 Julian L. Palmer 

4th 29" 73.66 Standerton, Mpumalanga, RSA 2009 Vincent de Kock 

5th 283/4" 73.03 KwaZulu-Natal, RSA 1993 B.C. Brecher 

6th 283/4" 73.03 Standerton, Mpumalanga, RSA 1998 E. O’kelley 

7th 283/4" 73.03 Lady Greay E. Cape, RSA 2005 Paul Bothma 

8th 281/4" 71.76 Willowmore, E. Cape, RSA 2011 Danie Matthee 

9th 281/4" 71.76 Bloemhof, Free State, RSA 1999 Bruce K. Ratcliffe 

10th 281/4" 71.76 Bronkhorstspruit, Mpumalanga, RSA 2009 Hennie van der Walt 

Safari Club International S.C.I. (2007) 

Minimum qualifying value = 72" (182.88)                                                               Measuring method 11 

1st 951/2"   1984 R. Willenborg 

Confederation of Hunters Associations of South Africa CHASA (2007) 

Minimum qualifying value = 25" (63.5 cm)                                                             Measuring method (A) 

1st 321/2" 82.55 Wakkerstroom, Mpumalanga, RSA 1971 K.W. Kohrs 

 

 

Habitat requirement 

Black wildebeest are short-grass grazers that prefer open, grassy plains without trees and 

shrubs.  The grass composition may be either a sweet or a mixed veld type but preferably 

not exclusively sour.  Highveld areas and mountain plateaux’s are favoured, and the optimal 

annual rainfall is 400-700 mm.  Semi-arid and desert conditions and sub-tropical or tropical 

habitats are unsuitable for black wildebeest.  Forests, thickets, closed woodland, bushveld 

and wooded drainage lines are also generally avoided.  Open plains are suitable as black 

wildebeest rely mainly on sight to detect danger.  In contrast, the blue wildebeest requires 

wooded, savannah habitats. 

 

If located in a habitat that is not optimal, black wildebeest will transform the structure of the 

herbaceous vegetation destructively by ploughing the soil with the horns and front hooves.  

Tall grass is not tolerated but new growth on recently burnt veld is a major attraction.  If not 

restrained by fences, black wildebeest often migrate backwards and forwards over burnt 

areas.  Surface water for daily drinking is essential. 

 

 

Behaviour 

Black wildebeest are predominantly diurnal in their activities.  They are known to tolerate 

the presence of other social game species such as zebra, chacma baboon, waterbuck and 
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springbok.  Such associations provide increased safety due to the combined senses of the 

species.  In general, black wildebeest maintain a safe distance of between 100-300 m from 

potential danger.  When fleeing, the animal runs in a series of short, frequent, directionless 

spurts.  They are not fast and groups tend to break up into 2-3 single rows of individuals as 

they run.  They pursue each other for a short distance after which they reunite in frenzied 

mass.  If pursued, they repeatedly run around and end where they began, staying in an area 

with a radius of 70-400 m.  Black wildebeest are generally very active, constantly moving 

around within the group and frequently jumping to either side for no apparent reason. 

 

Black wildebeest are area bound and will remain in the same home range as long as the 

veld condition remains suitable and sufficient.  Daily movements are minimal, usually falling 

within a range of 2-4 km.  Groups are thus found at the same locality for extended periods. 

 

Both male and female black wildebeest are stubborn and very aggressive, attacking from 

frustration or uncertainty if the danger is unidentifiable.  In captivity, they are extremely 

unreliable and cannot be trusted.  One must be constantly alert when approaching a bull, 

as its mood can change instantly.  Instances have been reported of farmers being fiercely 

attacked by black wildebeest bulls while crossing and inspecting their land. 

 

Feeding & Nutrition 

Most feeding takes place during the cooler daylight hours of the early morning and late 

afternoon.  Hot midday hours are spend lying in open sunlight ruminating.  Black wildebeest 

are exclusively grazers and are highly selective of both the species of grass and its 

vegetative part.  Although they are selective feeders they must have roughage in the diet.  

Artificial licks and supplementary, concentrated pellets are not easily accepted and the 

animals need to be gently familiarized with supplements over a long period before 

acceptance.  However, both dry and fresh lucerne are taken.  The natural diet consists of 

between 63-93% short grasses of both sweet and sour species, 3-34% karroid dwarf shrubs 

and brush and 3% dicot forbs.  The preferred grazing height is below 6 cm, while grasses 

above 12 cm are marginal to unsuitable. 

 

The preferred grasses include dropseed Sporobulus spp, red grass Themeda triandra and 

couch grass Cynodon dactylon.   

 

When the veld type is mixed and not sour, black wildebeest can tolerate severe cold and 

survive in snowline habitats.  Due to their selection of short grasses, black wildebeest have 

a highly destructive impact on veld and cause serious degradation, particularly if the animal 

density increases to over 15 individuals per group. 
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Territory & Home range  

In their natural environment black wildebeest are area bound within a season but between 

seasons are migratory and travel long distances.  Their present confinement to nature 

reserves, private farms and ranches has forced them to adapt to non-migratory behaviour.  

Historical migrations were stimulated by climate change with its accompanying habitat and 

fodder-flow alterations.  Although the size of past, natural, home range are not known, black 

wildebeest perform well at densities of 40-60 individuals per herd per 400-600 ha of confined 

habitat. 

 

Territorial behaviour is only exhibited by socially mature bulls and is not related to mating 

behaviour alone.  However, some males maintain it throughout the year.  Territory sizes 

vary from 2-6 ha depending on the available fodder and animal density.  Territories of 

different bulls are found within the perimeters of the home range of a herd.  Black wildebeest 

have a high impact because they clear their territories with their hooves and plough up the 

soil with their horns.  This is part of the dominance display.  Territories are aggressively 

defended and are marked by defecating in shallow holes in the ground dug with the hooves 

and topped with urine.  Cows are not territorial and cross all the territories of an entire home 

range. 

 

 

Social structure 

Black wildebeest are social animals.  The structure of a population consists of 

 

 family groups of 10-60 individuals consisting of  adult cows, heifers, post-mature 

cows and calves of both sexes 

 bachelor groups of 10-30 individuals including sub-adult bulls of 1-3 years and non-

dominant adult bulls 

 territorial breeding bulls which are dominant and mostly solitary. 

 

Adult cows maintain a hierarchy of female dominance in the family group that is mostly age 

related.  The highest ranked female automatically acts as group leader.  Family bonds 

between cows and their female offspring are very tight and can last for life.  Male calves of 

12-14 months are chased from the herd by the dominant bulls as the herd moves through 

their territories.  They then join a bachelor groups that range on the periphery of the home 

range of the family group.  No hierarchy of dominance exists within a bachelor group but on 

reaching an age of 3 years, the bulls become socially mature and leave the bachelor group 

to claim their own territory.  Fierce bull fights are rare as most fighting displays consist of a 

series of minor knocks and bumps with the head while standing or kneeling.  Displays of 

dominance by territorial bulls include kneeling, rolling onto their backs, scraping the soil with 

the front hooves and horns, short jumps on stiffened legs and frequent “ger-nu” sounds. 
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Post-mature bulls cast out from the herd usually reunite with bachelor groups.  Members of 

a family group are usually found in close association.  In absence of competition by 

developing bulls, a single territorial bull in an area will often attack heifers and calves 

aggressively out of frustration.  To prevent this, a minimum of three adult, territorial bulls 

are required to maintain a population. 

 

 

Reproduction 

Family groups regularly cross the full extent of their home range and pass through several 

bull territories.  A passing bull will attempt to confine a family group to his territory for as 

long as possible and during this time continuously tests the cows for their readiness to mate.  

Mating is strictly seasonal and varies in different regions. In the Free State Province, mating 

occurs between mid-February and mid-April.  Gestation lasts 8.5 months and calving takes 

place for a maximum period of 3 weeks between the end of November and mid-January.  

The calf is not concealed after birth and stands up after a few minutes to follow its mother 

and the herd.  The mother eats the after-birth to avoid attracting predators.  In contrast to 

most of the larger bovids that generally have four teats, black wildebeest cows have only 

two.  The calves wean between 3.5 and 5 months age depending on the climate and veld 

condition.  The adult body size is reached at 2 years. 

 

 

Production 

Black wildebeest heifers account for 19% of a natural population.  Of these 83% conceive 

at 16 months, a figure that is extremely high in relation to other large antelopes.  They give 

birth to their first calf at 24 months.  Bulls reach trophy status within 2.5 years and gain 

social maturity at 3 years.  Due to its early maturity the black wildebeest can sustain a high 

production rate if the ratio of competing adult bulls is kept low, at about 1 bull to 10 cows.  

In the wild the mating ratio is 1:3 which results in damage to the habitat due to the larger 

number of territorial bulls.  In the past, this deterioration in veld condition was one of the 

factors that stimulated migrations. 

 

Although data is not available, there is consensus that black wildebeest calf mortalities are 

less than those of the blue wildebeest.  In the wild 48% of blue wildebeest calves die before 

the age of 2 months.  In 2000, a black wildebeest population of 680 increased by 38% in a 

year on an 8 000 ha reserve in the Eastern Cape with a rainfall of 740 mm.  Another well 

documented population in the Free State had a mean annual population growth of 32%, 

ranging from 28-38% over 20 years, on a 500 ha reserve with a mean annual rainfall of 450 

mm. 
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As black and blue wildebeest crossbreed successfully, the two species should not be kept 

together on small management units or within the same habitat.  In the wild however, the 

two species rarely interact due to their different habitat preferences.  A manager must be 

constantly aware of the potential risk of crossbreeding.  Nature Conservation authorities do 

not issue permits for keeping both species on the same management unit.  Crossbreeds 

are known commercially as red wildebeest.  Red wildebeest hybrids must not be confused 

with the recent commercially bred golden wildebeest, which is not a genetic hybrid but a 

colour variation of the blue wildebeest. 

 

An adult black wildebeest is the equivalent of 0.35 large stock units (LSU), but its social 

behaviour results in a high impact on veld condition.  In order to prevent serious degradation, 

a minimum of 10-15 ha must be allocated per adult in optimal habitat at an annual rainfall 

of 450-550 mm.  The carrying capacity for black wildebeest is dependent on the annual 

rainfall, the degree of palatability and digestibility of the fodder and the sweetness of the 

veld type.  With less rain, an additional 5 ha must be added per adult for every 100 mm 

decrease giving 20-25 ha/animal at a rainfall of 350 mm.  With an increase of rainfall, the 

area can be reduced by 3 ha for every 100 mm increase, as long as the veld does not turn 

sour.  Thus a black wildebeest stocking of 6.5 ha/animal may be successfully sustained on 

sweet-mixed veld at a rainfall of 600-700 mm and 11 ha/animal on sour-mixed veld at 600-

700 mm. 

 

 

Diseases 

Black wildebeest are commonly resistant to the majority of diseases.  Exceptions are the 

larvae of the nasal butt-flies Kirkioestrus minentus and Oestrus variolosus, ocular-vascular 

myiasis caused by the larvae of the fly Gidoelstia sp. and malignant catarrhal fever.  As the 

latter two diseases are highly contagious in domestic livestock, especially in cattle, both 

black and blue wildebeest must be separated from them by a corridor of at least 1 km.  

Wildebeest may live with cattle for many years without contamination but when disease 

breaks out it can eliminate the entire cattle herd within a few weeks.  However malignant 

catarrhal fever is more commonly found in blue wildebeest with their sub-tropical origin, 

than in black wildebeest from the cooler temperate regions.  Exposing black wildebeest to 

either blue wildebeest or to warmer sub-tropical conditions increases the risk of infection. 

 

 

The Hunter 

The best age for harvesting black wildebeest for biltong and venison is 2.5 years, while the 

best age for trophy-hunting is 3.5-4.5 years.  Territorial bulls that are usually the trophy 

animals, tend to hide in the centre of a herd amongst the cows and rarely stand still.  They 

can often be detected from the group by the mud clinging to their horns.  Black wildebeest 
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have excellent vision and can detect an approaching hunter to a distance of 2.5 km.  Due 

to the open nature of their preferred grassland habitat, a hunter must stalk black wildebeest 

over long distances without cover.  A quality telescope and experienced long-distance 

shooting skills are thus necessary.  In open plains without structures or trees as a reference 

point for height, the stiff upright mane of the black wildebeest creates the illusion of a larger 

animal.  As a consequence hunters tend to aim too high up the shoulder and often shoot 

either through the mane or over the body.  A well experienced professional hunter, A 

McDonald, once wrote:  “When I was hunting professionally and came to black wildebeest 

day, I used to break out in cold sweat”.... “My faithful tracker often developed severe 

toothache and took himself off to the dentist”. 

 

Mean age related growth rate for Black Wildebeest 

Age Live body mass  

(kg) 

Horn length  

(cm) 

Birth 12 0 

6 months 60 – 70 5 

12 months 100 – 120 18 

17 months 130 – 150 35 

2 years 140 – 160 >55 

2.5 years 150 – 190 Trophy status 
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Photo:  Sam Bash, adult black wildebeest bull 
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