
Fun Facts Friday: In Honor of Mother's Day, The Making of a Matriarch 

In wild elephant families, matriarchs are shaped over many years. Younger females grow up 
within a close network of mothers, sisters, aunts, and other females, learning by watching the 
older elephants around them. 

They see how experienced females care for calves, guide movement, maintain bonds, and 
respond to changing conditions, social tension, and danger. This extended period of learning 
helps prepare future leaders to make the decisions that keep a family together. 

Young females begin taking part in calf care and group movement as early as adolescence, 
gradually building the social knowledge and relationships that leadership requires. 

When a matriarch dies or can no longer lead, her eldest daughter often succeeds, but succession 
is not automatic. In families with several mature females, leadership may shift toward the female 
whose experience and judgment make her the one others consistently follow and rely on. 

That kind of trust is not inherited. It is built. 

Photo: Echo, the well-known Amboseli matriarch, became leader of her family at just 23. 
Although her older sister, Ella, was also matriarch Emily’s daughter, Echo was the one the family 
followed. 

 

 

 


