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– Cameras Follow a Pod of Hippos and Its Head Male Along the Luangwa River in Zambia –
A hippopotamus cannot swim. 
This may seem an unremarkable fact, except that hippos spend most of their lives in, next to or — even more to their liking — under water. And when the dry season comes, shrinking the rivers along which pods of hippos typically make their homes, life becomes contentious for a large assortment of animals sharing the riverbanks.

NATURE invites viewers to sample the attractions of “Hippo Beach” when an encore presentation airs Sunday, September 16, 2007, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET on PBS. Actor Mark Hamill narrates.
“The hippo is one of the most surprising creatures, related more closely to dolphins and whales than to land mammals,” observes Fred Kaufman, executive producer of NATURE. “It’s easy to make false assumptions about them based on their size and ungainly appearance, which is part of what makes this film such an enjoyably revealing adventure.”
Hippo beach, speaking conceptually, should not be confused with party beach. Life can be tough along the Luangwa River in Zambia, where over the course of a year cameras follow the challenges confronting a pod of hippos and its head male — the “beachmaster,” as he is called in the film.  
Although adult males have no predators to fear, they spend much of their time in violent combat with one another over territory and choice of mates. For adult females, the main challenge is to protect the young, who are vulnerable to a number of fierce predators, especially crocodiles and lions.  
The role of the hippo in the river ecology is one of the film’s many surprises. Despite their huge size, powerful jaws, teeth up to six inches long and less-than-sunny dispositions, hippos are not at the top of the food chain. Rarely consuming meat or fish, they prefer grasses and fruits, but they contribute significantly to other life forms by spreading seeds and allowing smaller creatures to scavenge off their skin and teeth. 
There are occasional exceptions, however, to the hippo’s herbivore preferences. In one tense scene, the beachmaster, perhaps too much under the influence of his machismo, decides to tempt fate by challenging a lion for a share of its buffalo feast.
Another of the surprises of “Hippo Beach” is the quantity of footage shot underwater for this film. Although they do not actually swim, hippos are capable of holding their breath for up to six minutes at a time and seem perfectly at home beneath the surface. In fact, they are much more graceful walking along the river bottom than navigating on land.  
On the other hand, it can prove to be a deadly mistake to assume that a three-ton male hippo is just a lumbering creature when out of water, because he can suddenly sprint at speeds of up to 20 miles an hour.
Although hippos generally rule along the banks of the Luangwa, they share the scene with a variety of creatures, affording viewers a look at hyenas, baboons, an assortment of birds and of course, the ever-dangerous crocs and lions. 
NATURE has won more than 400 honors from the television industry, parent groups, the international wildlife film community and environmental organizations, including eight Emmys, two Peabodys and the first award given to a television program by the Sierra Club. Most recently, “The Queen of Trees” (2006) won a Peabody and the NHK President’s Prize, which recognizes excellence in high-definition programming, at the Banff World Television Festival.   
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