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Spike


Dedicated to:


Preservers, protectors, and conservationists of felines big and small, wild and free, exotic and commonplace, tame and savage, and to the ever wild-at-heart parodoxical Felis catus.




“The greatness of a nation and its moral progress can be judged by the way its animals are treated.”


Mahatma Gandhi (1869–1948)




CONTENTS


Chapter One


THE EVOLUTION OF THE CAT


Chapter Two


CAT BREEDS AND BEHAVIOR


Chapter Three


TRANSLATING CAT


Chapter Four


THE CAT’S OWN AGENDA


Chapter Five


THE PSYCHIC CAT


Chapter Six


TOUCH AND HEALING


Glossary of Popular and Traditional Cat Breeds


Bibliographical Reference


Acknowledgments


Index


[image: images]




CHAPTER ONE


THE EVOLUTION OF THE CAT


“Cats are intended to teach us that not everything in nature has a function."


—Garrison Keillor (1942–)


The origins of what is called the domestic cat are, as is fitting to so esoteric a creature, shrouded in mystery—to this day authorities disagree on her exact classification, and her true ancestry.
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Around 65 million years ago, the dinosaurs, for reasons still surrounded by dissent, became extinct and warm-blooded creatures began their long march to world dominance. Ten million years passed before these first mammals began to specialize into different ecological niches. At this point a split occurred, one branch containing what we think of as more catlike creatures, the other those who were more bear- and doglike. It was to be around another 20 million years before Nimravidae (now extinct), and the fearsome Felidae, direct ancestors of the domestic cat, finally evolved.
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Showing the development of the felidae direct ancestor through millions of years, this is Alan Turner’s hypothesis from The Big Cats and their Fossil Relatives.


How the Cat Family Developed


The Felidae family itself split into two subfamilies. The Machairodontinae, or sabertoothed cats, had enormous, flat, sheared, and elongated canines, ideal for slicing flesh but seemingly far too fragile to seize prey—some researchers believe these cats had to rush at their prey and knock them over before they were able to kill and devour them.
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The skull of the Machairodontinae, the sabertoothed cat.
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The skull of the Felinae, with its conical teeth, inherited by today’s cats.


The second branch, the Felinae, possessed strong conical canines ideal for attacking and seizing prey, as does every cat great and small padding silently over the earth today.


The marvelous and exotic sabertoothed cats, who finally became extinct around one-and-a-half-million years ago, are so familiar to us that it seems strange to imagine that they are not our quick-witted pets’ ancestors. However, all the evidence points to the fact that Felis catus, or the household tiger as many like to think of her, is descended from the Felinae.


Work by Stephen O’Brien, a biologist who uses a system known as the molecular clock (which measures blood serum albumin immunological distances between different species to time the emergence of various cat lineages), demonstrated that the first cats to branch off from the Felinae, around twelve million years ago, were small South American cats. These were followed two to four million years later by ocelots and, finally, the lineage to which Felis catus belongs.


Of these, Pallas’s cat (Felis manu) is the oldest member—she lacks the endogenous retroviral gene RD 114, which all the later members of the Felis catus family possess. Six to eight million years ago she was followed by the Blackfooted cat (Felis nigripes), who is confined to southern Africa; the Jungle cat (Felis chaus), who ranges from Egypt through the near east across to India and down to south-western China; the Sand cat (Felis margarita), desert denizen of northern Africa and the Near East; and Felis bieti, the Chinese desert cat, who actually lives in steppes and mountain terrain. Most recently, the Felis silvestris family developed, which consists of three geographic races: the European wild cat, generally known as Felis silvestris, and her African and Asian cousins, who, when they were named as species were known as Felis libyca and Felis ornata—names which are still often used to denote which wild cat is under discussion. It was to be around another four million years before the pantherine lineage, which includes cats such as the cheetah, diverged, and it was a mere two million years ago that what we term as the big cats—lion, tiger, leopard, and jaguar—first paced the earth.
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Lions, tigers, leopards, and jaguars f irst paced the earth two million years ago.


Adapting to Survive


The appearance of Homo sapiens varies immensely depending on geography and natural climatic habitat. The eyes of the Inuit people are protected by thick fatty folds that insulate the eye against freezing, and protect them from the constant glare of bright light reflected from snow. The skins of humans who originated in hot, humid, equatorial climates are melanin-rich, meaning they contain dark pigment that helps protect their owners from the damaging effects of ultraviolet light. Cats, big and small, are no different.


[image: images]


Lighter than her Siberian counterpart, the Bengal tiger also has shorter fur to cope with the warm Indian weather.


The cats that are currently termed as different species—although it seems all are capable of interbreeding—are in essence geographical races who have evolved specific characteristics, physiological, hormonal, physical, and behavioral, to exploit to the full their terrain, the circumstances of their environment, and their chances of survival. The quality of light, the density of jungle, the heat of the desert sand, humidity, the presence or absence of predators, including humans, all play their part. The tiger, supreme predator of the east, personifies this adaptation. Tigers that inhabit the icy northern latitudes ranging through Siberia are large in body to conserve heat; they weigh in at an enormous 660 lbs (300 kg), have long fur which is white on their chest and belly, while their bodies are marked by brown widely-spaced stripes on a pale amber base. As the tiger’s range moves south to the tropics, her body size decreases, the more readily to dissipate heat. The Bengal tiger averages 480 lbs (218 kg), with short fine fur, her coloring rich and dark for camouflage in the dappled light of forests; the Sumatran tiger, living in the equator’s hot humidity, has the most melanin-rich and vivid pelage of all, with black stripes contrasting with an intense orange background. Her weight? A mere 260 lbs (118 kg).


Cats of the Wild


Pallas’s Cat


Of all the Domestic Cat Lineage Members (DCLMs), Pallas’s cat is the most specialized, preeminently adapted to the punishing terrain that is her ecological niche: the rocky, altitudinous bleak and barren steppes and uplands of central Asia. Strange and fantastic looking, Pallas’s cat has an unusually broad head, low foreheads and flattened face not unlike that of a Persian cat or Pekinese, while her eyes, unlike those of other DCLMs, close to a circle, not a slit. Her low-slung ears allow her to peer over low scrubby vegetation and small rocks without revealing more than a slither of her head or losing the sharp hearing so vital in this landscape. Her short stocky little legs, according to one observer, allow her “not to overtly leap from ledge to ledge but instead appear to ‘flow’ from perch to perch.” She is a mistress of camouflage: her pale shaggy fur, a silvery iron-gray, makes her virtually invisible even when in plain view. The fur is much longer on her throat, chest, belly, and thighs, which protect her vulnerable flesh from the icy unforgiving ground. Pallas’s cat, at least in contemporary times, is elusive, her habits unknowable; but according to the great Indian naturalist Prater, in captivity she showed “no fear of spectators nor a desire to avoid them and was very silent, never uttering the familiar snarling growl or hiss.” These human-tolerant ways would theoretically have inclined her to approach human settlements in search of rodents, where she might have mated with domestic cats or, because of her unusual but charming looks, been taken as a pet. It is certainly tempting to imagine that she is in some way related to the great tribe of Persian cats, the only other felines to possess flattened faces and noses.The Pallas’s cat’s protected status is uncertain. Although meant to be protected by signatories to the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES), which include China, Afghanistan, Russia, and Mongolia, in reality, lack of funds, and the lack of political will, leave her vulnerable to trappers. Thousands of skins are traded every year. She is a rare cat, “a wise and handsome old character,” her numbers unknowable but decreasing, and illegal activity is seriously damaging her survival.
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The oldest member of the domestic cat lineage: Pallas’s cat.
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Evolved to cope with the extremes of heat and cold in the Middle East, the Sand cat boasts furry toes that protect her paws from hot sand.


The Sand Cat


Asia and the Middle East’s Sand cat has had to evolve to cope with burning desert sands where surface temperature can exceed a coruscating 176ºF (80ºC). Long dense hair grows between her toes, forming a thick pad that both insulates her feet and allows her to walk easily over the sand’s fine ever-shifting surface. Her gorgeous thick coat, for which she is so frequently killed, protects her from extremes of temperature ranging from 13ºF (-25ºC) to 104ºF (40ºC) and her physiology is such that she is able to extract what moisture she needs from her prey. Like Pallas’s cat, the Sand cat has claims to being the Persian’s ancestor. She is tractable and docile in the extreme. Combined with her beauty, this makes her a prime candidate for being tamed, and perhaps bred. Her geographic spread coincides with that of the long-haired Persians and both have a mass of dense hair covering their feet. Shorthaired Persians, however, do not and the conclusion of zoologist Hemmer was that if she were an ancestor, all Persians, short- and longhaired, would have pads. Of course, it might be that selective breeding could produce shorthaired Sand cats without pads, but we humans are unlikely to find out until both the Sand cat and the Pallas’s cat have been subject to genetic analysis. The Sand cat’s status in the wild is essentially unknown, but after she was discovered in Pakistan in 1966 she has been hunted by fur dealers and her numbers plummeted. In Israel her desert domain has been cultivated, making survival impossible, but she still flourishes in Muslim areas of the Sahara. Tradition has it that she, eagle owls, and hoopoe birds were the companions of the Prophet Mohammed and his daughter Fatima, so these animals are free from persecution. (Mohammed was particularly fond of cats. He is said to have cut off the sleeve of his gown rather than disturb a sleeping cat, and to have given the Egyptian cat the streaks on her fur by stroking, which bestows protection on even the lowliest of street cats.) In ancient Egypt it was quite commonplace to donate money for strays: The best-known cat charity of the time was that of Sultan Baibars (AD1260–1277) who left a garden to destitute Cairo cats, whose descendants may still be seen lazing in city mosques.
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An evolutionary success, the Sand cat extracts water from her prey, only rarely actually drinking.
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The Sand cat (behind) and the Persian cat.
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Cairo’s population gave charity to protect cats in ancient times.


The Chinese Desert Cat


On one of the very few sightings of the Chinese desert cat back in 1923, she proved herself to be more than a match for the fox hound companion of explorer Dr. Hugo Weigold. The hound pursued the cat through low thickets on the mountains east of Sungpan, China. The dog returned alone with two bites on his jaw. The cat punished the dog further the next day, but fled when Weigold attempted to imprison her.


The Blackfooted Cat


The Blackfooted cat lives in a relatively small area of southern Africa. Such a ferocious predator that she ambushes every 30 minutes when out hunting, she succeeds 60 per cent of the time—by comparison the tiger’s strike rate is just one in ten. The numbers of this rare species are unknown, but because the cats are tiny—even the males weigh only 4½lbs (2.5 kg)—and do not prey on farm animals, they are rarely persecuted.


The Jungle Cat


Ranging through Egypt, across to India and southwestern China, the Jungle cat is a superb hunter who can run in bursts of up to 20 miles an hour (32km/h). Although she can adapt to desert and steppes, she is a keen swimmer and is often to be found in thick brush reed and teeming swamp where she picks off ducks and water fowl. In India, she favors woodland, plain, and scrub land, but whatever her habitat she opportunistically takes over the abandoned burrows of other creatures to use as her den. Whether this fabulous cat ever became domesticated remains a mystery but she was no doubt a helpmate.


The First Domesticated Cats


The cat’s domestication, like everything else about it, is shrouded in mystery, although mitochondrial RNA studies indicate that one lineage originated in Egypt between 6,400 and 1,000 years ago, and others in Asia minor (essentially modern-day Turkey) and South West Asia. These lineages sprang from the African wild cat. F. silvestris lybica.
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Cats were invaluable to China’s silk industry; f ive thousand years ago, they were used to dispatch the rats that themselves fed on the silk-spinning caterpillars living on the leaves of the mulberry tree.


A recent study claimed that the wild cat was also domesticated in China some 5,000 years ago, although in 2016 geometric morphometric analyses of small cat bones from this period showed that they belonged to the leopard cat (Prionailurus bengalensis) instead. So it seems there were two types of “domestic” cats thriving in China, at least for a short period of time. In 2021 it appears that all Chinese domestic cats are related genetically to F. silvestris lybica—“appears” because who could test every one of the over 70 million domestic cats of China? Chinese domestication programs were highly advanced more than 5,000 years ago. A lap-dog cult flourished in the Imperial court and the emperors kept “dog books” in which portraits of Pekingese were painted by the leading artists of the day, thereby establishing the desirable breed traits of the time. As in Egypt, China had a thriving agricultural system, which would naturally have attracted plump greedy rodents and their attendant feline predators who, according to the Chinese equivalent of the Encyclopedia Britannica, soon became objects of reverence. Their silk industry was also established at least 5,000 years ago and cats were considered invaluable in dispatching the rats that preyed on the industry’s caterpillars. (The caterpillars produced the invaluable silken threads as a byproduct of munching on the leaves of the mulberry tree.) In fact cats became known as “protectors of silkworms” and even their image pinned on a wall as a talisman was believed to keep the valuable silkworms from harm. It thus seems extraordinary that the Chinese would not have tried to domesticate a creature so important to their food supply and economy. The encyclopedia states categorically that the Chinese, not the Egyptians, were the first to domesticate the cat, and cites records from as early as the Western Zhou period (1766–770BC). The ancient Chinese Yi King or Book of Songs which dates from around 800–600BC (but is probably based on even earlier work), mentions wild cats being hunted for their fur, and even Confucius (551–479BC) may have kept a pet feline:




“Tseng Shen and Min Tzu, canonised disciples of the Sage, were listening outside to the music of the Master, who, as was his wont, was soothing himself by the lute that he loved so well, when suddenly the strain changed. On entering and inquiring what the change meant they were told by Confucius that he had seen a cat making for a rat, and that he had struck up another tune to stimulate the cat in its attack upon the rodent.”
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The African wild cat, ancestor of today’s household pet.


Certainly, by AD725, the domestic cat was so established and numerous in China that she was taken to be used in medical research, as she continues to be worldwide. One such report of a medical experiment tells how “the prolonged consumption of rice weakens the body” and that “feeding polished glutinous rice to young cats and dogs bends their legs so they are unable to walk.” This, although the researchers did not realize it at the time, was proof of the symptoms of the malnutrition disease beri-beri.


The Cat Reaches Japan


Whether domesticated independently or imported from Africa, what seems certain is that the Chinese introduced the cat to Japan during the reign of Emperor Ichigo (AD986–1011). By AD999 the imperial cats were established and breeding and “the left and right ministers had the task of bringing up the kittens and prepared boxes [with delicacies] and rice and clothes for them [as for newborn babies]. Uma no Myobu was appointed wet nurse for the kittens. The people laughed at the matter and were rather astonished.” This however did not stop the emperor promoting his favorite felines to the the fifth rank—that of lady in waiting.
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The beckoning cat is one of Japan’s favored greeting motifs even in contemporary times.


Adored by the nobility as extremely desirable and expensive status symbols, cats were frequently called by the pet name tama, or “jewel,” and taken for walks on a leash.


In 1602 a plague of rats and mice threatened the Japanese silk industry, and the cat was urgently required in her professional capacity so that disaster might be averted. The Kyoto authorities placed placards ordering, “Firstly the cords on the cats in Kyoto shall be untied and the cats set loose. Secondly, it is no longer allowed to buy or sell cats. Whosoever transgresses this ordinance shall be punished with a heavy fine.”


Why the common people’s cats were tied in the first place is difficult to determine. It may have been because they were still valuable and relatively rare or even because they were considered dangerous in some way. Certainly she was commonly associated with hauntings and demonic activities by everyday people. This tale from Echigo, written in 1708, is typical:


“Every night the samurai’s house was visited by luminous balls, impossible to catch, which flew across the floor and illuminated a tree in a neighbor’s garden. The maidservants were also subject to haunting—spinning wheels turned of their own volition and one maid was unable to sleep as her pillow moved in all directions. In vain help was sought from sorceresses, Shinto & Buddhist priests and yamabushi. Then, one evening, the samurai was strolling in his garden and spied a very old cat wearing his maidservant’s towel on its head, walking along the roof and ‘anxiously looking about with its paw above its eyes.’ The ‘brute’ was killed with an arrow and the haunting ceased.”


Western powers were never able to colonize the fiercely isolationist Japan which meant neither could the otherwise ubiquitous blotched tabby. The cats of Japan developed in their own unique way from a limited gene pool whose genetic mutations gave rise to the beautiful, natural pom-pom-tailed feline known as the bobtail and the auspicious tricolored red, black, and white cat known as the mi-ke. The Japanese artist Utagawa Kuniyoshi (1797–1861) immortalized them all in his charming triptych of the various cats from the 53 post-stations of the Tokaido road. In Japan now cats remain as varied, attractive, and healthy as they did then, causing Roger Tabor to write of a visit to Tokyo in the 1990’s, “watching them play was to see Kuniyoshi’s sketches come to life.”
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The auspicious bobtailed cat.


The bobtail is considered auspicious and is often rendered in sentimental ceramic style as a manek-neko, or beckoning cat, with one paw raised in invitation—making them a must for store and restaurant owners. The bobtail seems to suffer from problems linked to the recessive gene which creates its unique tail, but her genetic inheritance also makes her a robust, very sociable, and extremely talkative cat. Her voice covers a whole scale of tones and according to the Cat Fanciers’ Association she has even been known to sing. She also “enjoys a good game of fetch,” which should make her exceptionally popular with those who favor a dog-like cat.


Clues to the Early Cats


Whatever the secrets of domesticity prove to be, the earliest-known cat skeleton dates back to before 4000BC. It was found buried at the feet of a craftsman in the ancient cemetery of Mostagedda, of Middle Egypt. A gazelle, also buried with the man, would have been to provide the man with food as he journeyed in the afterlife; but the cat, having no food value for Egyptians, seems likely to have accompanied him as his pet—was she a domesticated feline or a tamed wild cat?
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African wild cats cohabit discreetly with humans, just as they did thousands of years ago.


We cannot know for sure because such recent domestication means that the skeletons of wild cats and domestic cats are still so similar that it is impossible to tell them apart.


Longer periods of domestication usually lead to quite distinct morphological changes, a process which was demonstrated in Siberia where wild silver foxes were bred selectively for just one characteristic—tameness. The overwhelming majority of the first-generation wild foxes either fled from their handlers, bit them, or, when stroked or handled, resolutely ignored them. After just six generations of breeding for the smallest signs of affection, fox cubs were being born who were actively interested in communicating with people. With this behavioral shift came neurochemical and hormonal changes, including a steady drop over the generations of hormone production, including epinephrine from the adrenal gland. This crucial change meant that the foxes were not stressed by human contact. This also happened when wolves, over tens of thousands of years, gradually morphed into the domestic dog and these changes were further enhanced by man’s selective breeding, giving us the huge variety in canine form we see today. The cat, at most, has been domesticated for only six thousand years and has never been bred for specific behavioral traits in the same way the dog (or the cow) have been.


Some wild cat species may lack the fear of man that is present in most other wild creatures. For the Siberian foxes to become real pets, which they finally did, behaving in every way like the domestic dog, the output of their adrenal gland had to reduce by 75 per cent. This may not be the case with certain wild cats, and if their neurochemical and neurohormonal systems did not need to change, or needed to change very little for them to coexist happily with us, then common sense dictates that their bodies would also remain more or less unchanged. Today African wild cats, just as they no doubt did thousands of years ago, happily cohabit with human companions and frequently live close to human settlements, feasting on fat greedy rodents or patroling corn plantations where rats are also plentiful. Reay Smithers, a zoologist living in Botswana during the 1960s, kept three wild cats as pets who had the run of his house and large garden enclosures. Just as our pets do, Komani and Gori shared the sofa, walked over any paper Smithers happened to be writing, and insinuated themselves between his face and what he was reading, demanding attention. Initially Smithers made the error of releasing his rather territorial females Gori and Komani together just as he was going on holiday. Komani was roundly dispatched from the compound by her competitor and spent four months in the bush. Smithers and his wife looked for her constantly and were finally rewarded. Clearly her return was dictated by her affection for Smithers rather than need.
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