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To Rocky,
 who was a teeny-weeny little cat yet
 brought a great deal of comfort to me
 in a dark time of my life.






FOREWORD


BY MARTHA STEWART





I was a cat lover before I loved dogs.


At a country fair in Woodstock, New York, someone had a basket of longhair cats, and I chose the darkest kitty with the longest hair and named it Chigi after one of the Italian popes. Never having owned a cat before, I took it home to our big apartment on Riverside Drive in New York City, where it quickly ingratiated itself into our lives. It was playful, it fetched and returned little stuffed toys, and it answered the telephone each time it rang, knocking the receiver off the hook and meowing a big hello to anyone on the line.


Chigi died at about five from cancer, but I quickly adopted another longhair that was also part Persian.


Chigi II was also a phenomenal cat, and she made the move with us to Westport, Connecticut, and made her home with us at Turkey Hill, wandering in and out of the house, traveling in our car wherever we traveled. She loved to hunt and loved to please, and she loved fresh raw beef kidney chopped into small pieces.


After the two Chigis, I discovered Persians and then Himalayans. I found that I really got along very well with the flattish-faced, longhair, colorful, fluffy, and gently friendly breeds that loved attention but did not demand it, respected the furniture, and coexisted nicely with the dogs, family, and friends. I started with one and kept adding until at one time we housed nine cats at Turkey Hill in Westport. If cats are well groomed, cared for sensibly by the veterinarian, and fed very well, they can live for more than twenty years. All of the beauties that are with me now are over twelve except for the newest addition, Sir Frost, who was adopted at ten, and all go outside every day, eat well, and sleep in baskets, on cushions, and on chairs or beds all over the house. Each also answers to its name and comes (usually) when called. I personally comb and groom them once a week on Sunday, but they are also groomed during the week by others. Ears are cleaned and teeth checked for tartar buildup, and gums are checked for problems.


Cats are so very less demanding of attention than dogs are, but they crave petting, conversation, and love despite their more aloof attitudes. The excellent advice Marc Morrone gives in this book will help anyone with cats enjoy pet ownership even more. And possibly you will add more cats to your life, as I have done, keeping vitality and charm and interest in your household.




All of the Cats I Have Owned:


Chigi Toto—adopted in Woodstock, NY


Chigi Toto II—adopted from Bide-a-Wee home


New kitty—adopted from Molly Vogel


China cat—adopted from Florida


Uncle Vanya—blue Persian, ASPCA


Uncle Vanya II—blue Persian, ASPCA


Magnolia—silver Persian, adopted


Teeny—blue point Himalayan, adopted


Weeny—lavender point Himalayan, adopted


Mozart—lynx Himalayan, aged 18


Beethoven—flame point Himalayan


Bartok—seal point Himalayan, aged 17


Berlioz—flame point Himalayan


Verdi—Himalayan, aged 12


Vivaldi—Himalayan, aged 12


Elektra—lynx Himalayan, given away


Sirius—lynx Himalayan


Sir Frost—blue point Himalayan, adopted, aged 10


Lady Snow—Himalayan, adopted but returned
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INTRODUCTION





The cat is the pet of contrast. Consider that the words dog and domesticated both begin with the letter d; the dog is the most domesticated animal in the world. The late, great Roger Caras defined the dog as a species whose genes are controlled by man. However, the words cat and contrast both begin with the letter c, and a cat is definitely a contrast between a wild and a domesticated animal. The cat is the only domesticated animal that voluntarily chooses this state. In the course of an hour, a cat can change from a pampered pet dozing contentedly on a fluffy pillow in the living room to a steely-eyed killer crouching in the underbrush, stalking small birds and rodents. Then, just as quickly, he can walk back into the role of pampered pet. No other domesticated animal can do this. Some, such as goats and pigs, can choose to live in a feral state, but once they are totally feral they will never revert to a domesticated state. Only the cat can live in both worlds. If the human race vanished, so would dogs. Cats would continue as long as there were mice to catch—and there will always be mice!
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Human opinions toward cats are another outstanding source of contrast. Some humans value cats as family members. At the same time, cats are hated and vilified by others. To this day, some of my own relatives believe that a cat will suck a baby’s breath away. Throughout history, cats have experienced treatment ranging from deification by the ancient Egyptians to being burned alive as agents of Satan by Medieval Europeans. And the cats themselves never did anything to specifically attract adulation or persecution; they have simply been cats.


Perhaps because it is generally believed that cats have not been domesticated as long as dogs have (less than 10,000 years), we have not yet come to understand what a cat truly is. The domesticated cat has changed very little from its wild ancestor, the North African wild cat—there are perhaps only small variations in size, coat length, color, and ear shape. The only taxonomic variation is that the domestic cat can come into heat multiple times a year, whereas the North African wild cat comes into heat once a year. The biggest difference between wild and domestic cats is in their behavior. When a wild cat reaches adolescence, the family unit breaks up and each cat lives independently as an adult; individuals interact only during mating season. In contrast, adult domestic cats voluntarily seek attention from not only humans but also other species in the household. The interesting thing is that cats do this by choice. Dogs are genetically programmed to respond this way, thanks to thousands of years of selective breeding. The same cannot be said for cats. Humans kept cats around because they were useful to help control rats and mice, but historically no one made any effort to selectively instill particular temperament traits in the cat.


Another contrast is the way that our society is divided into cat lovers and dog lovers. Dog lovers disparage cats as being too aloof and independent. But in reality, cats love humans in a much more realistic way than dogs do. Cats do this of their own free will. In my opinion, this is one of the unique characteristics of pet cats. Unfortunately, the cat hides many secrets. It can be hard for us to understand much of what they do, especially when it conflicts with our own lifestyles. This causes many problems in human-cat relationships. If we just try to look at the world through a cat’s green, gold, copper, or blue eyes, we can better understand their behavior and how we can work to make our cats complement, rather than complicate, our lives.




[image: image]







FOOD


Q&A ON FEEDING, NUTRITION, AND DIETS





Kitty and the Cat Chow


Commercial cat food really wasn’t widely available until fairly recently (twentieth century). Before that, the majority of house cats received a bowl of milk in the morning and evening and basically had to fend for themselves otherwise. Ardent cat lovers at that time, who were definitely in the minority, went to the butcher to get meat scraps for their cats. Cats could not survive on the same kind of “people-food” leftovers that were given to pet dogs.


One thing we need to realize is that cats are obligate carnivores—they need to eat meat. Whether you feed your cat canned food or dry food, be sure that the first ingredients listed on the label are pure meat. Cats don’t see colors as we do, so there is no point in buying cat food containing little orange pieces of cheese or little green fish. Those things are put into the food strictly for our benefit. Your cat couldn’t care less if the food is colorful or makes its own special gravy. Manufacturers may include these things in foods just so they will appeal to the cat owners who buy them.


The first cat I owned, when I was six years old, was a black kitten named Kitty. Back in those days, the only commercial cat food was good old Purina Cat Chow. It was made in little star shapes. I remember wondering aloud why the cat food was shaped like stars. My father informed me that less food would fit in the box this way, so the cat food company would make more money. But I remember intently watching my cat eat these little star-shaped pieces of food. He would nip off the tips of each star with his back teeth. Apparently, this shape made it easier for cats to eat the food. Obviously, there was a very good reason for making cat food in this shape. Somebody somewhere had made this discovery by closely observing the way cats eat. They knew that cats preferred this star shape over all others. That’s when I came to the realization that there were people out there who were equally fascinated with pet keeping. Knowing this made me feel better, because my family and friends thought I was nuts for sitting on the floor with my head on my hands, watching the cat eat. I also noticed that the cat seemed to prefer eating the food dry rather than soaked in milk; the latter is what many people believed. This was when I started doing my own research on pet keeping rather than accepting advice at face value.


Many people are quite emotional regarding the best foods for cats and the best ways to feed them. It’s a very hot topic, and I refuse to tell you what to do. I can only share my experiences. I have found that a premium-quality canned food is the best. If you want to take advantage of my advice, it is based on my experience rather than on something I have read or seen on the Internet. And I am certainly not charging for my services—nor will I judge you for not accepting my advice if it does not fit your lifestyle.


Cats are extremely adaptable animals. They have traveled with us all over the globe, eating all sorts of foods. If your cat is doing just fine on a dry kibble diet that you buy in 50-pound bags at a big discount retailer, that’s fine; don’t worry about it. But it doesn’t work for every cat. You might want to try different diets and see for yourself what is best for your cat. As a responsible pet keeper, you should always be looking for new, different, and better ways to maintain your pets.





Are raw diets really better for cats?


This is a hard question, but the answer is easy. No! I don’t believe that raw diets are not better for cats, unless your cat is a puma or a lion, which I’m pretty sure it’s not. (If it is, you really better reconsider that idea, especially if you live in New York City, where you can’t get a license for a wild giant cat.) House cats aren’t designed to eat raw chicken parts any more than a tiger could be expected to thrive on a bowl of multicolored dry food! Although I hear of some people whose pets do well on raw foods, these people have more time and money than me and probably you. At the end of the day, I’ve found that raw-food diets are expensive, complicated, and sloppy. Most cat owners aren’t going to have the patience or time to balance such a diet, and the cat will likely suffer despite most people’s best efforts.


Fortunately for us cat lovers (and our pets), domestic cats can thrive very well on the prepared cat foods available at your pet-supply superstore or your local pet shop. Regardless of which store you visit, you will be amazed at the number of cat-food brands and varieties that are for sale nowadays.
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Choosing the right food for you cat is another story. Wouldn’t it be a lot easier if the cat could select the food from a buffet set up in the cat-food aisle?! If you suggest this to the store owner, please don’t tell them it was Marc Morrone’s idea! But, seriously, your cat has to eat this food, and what is more important to the cat than how it tastes? Does she like this brand of salmon? Is it really “delightful salmon filet” or is it pretty ordinary salmon pieces? Let’s hope your cat isn’t too fussy, but, regardless, she’ll be better off with a good-quality cat food from a can than a messy, raw plate of calf kidneys!


Should I feed my cat wet or dry food? Does it matter?


When I was a kid, all of our cats ate dry food and stayed outside all day long eating birds, mice, and lizards. However, one thing I’ve noticed is that now that I keep cats indoors and they are fed a diet of dry food, they tend to be much heavier, shed a lot more, and throw up a lot more. In the vomit, I notice that a lot of the dry food is not well chewed. Cats just swallow it whole or crack it in half with their back teeth. Their teeth are really not designed for chewing dry food like dogs do. Some cats chew dry food better than others do, and the carbohydrates in dry food agree with some cats better than with others.
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When I switched my cats to canned food, the vomiting stopped immediately. The shedding decreased, they lost weight, and their general attitude improved. These changes are even more pronounced when cats are put on a raw food diet, but, as I mentioned, that was too expensive and time consuming. I am quite satisfied with how they do on canned food. If you feed your cats dry food and want to find out if they would do better on canned, switch for a few weeks. If you are satisfied with the results, you won’t go back to dry food. But you may not notice a change; every cat is different. Good pet keeping involves trying new and different ideas; it never hurts to try something new if you have the option.
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Is it better to feed my cat at certain times of the day? What if he gets hungry while I am at work? Should I leave a dish of dry cat food out for him to snack on?


I used to give my cats some canned food in the morning and in the evening. I would also leave dry food out for them during the day. This method works for most cats, but some cats can overeat if food is left available to them all day. Cats are like people when it comes to eating. Some folks like a few small meals, while others eat one giant meal. Some cats will eat every morsel put in front of them all at once, and others will pick a little and leave the rest for later. For better or worse, snacking is a part of life, and most people (and cats) love to nosh now and again. Provided that this grazing doesn’t lead to overeating or weight problems, grazing and snacking can be great.


Most cat owners opt for grazing because it’s super convenient. You can leave a nice bowl of food out all day, without worrying about the food spoiling or your cats’ going hungry while you’re at work or away from the house. In the wild, grazing is not natural for cats, but our domestic cats aren’t in the wild chasing water buffalo and making a super-size meal out of its carcass. What self-respecting house cat would! Luckily things for our cats are much simpler than that.


One of my cats is overweight; how can I put him on a diet while letting my other cats eat regular meals?


The best thing to do is to stop feeding dry food. Feed the cats only canned food. This way it’s not an issue to put a dish of food in front of each cat at mealtime. When they are finished, you know exactly how much each one has eaten. Pick up any remaining food as soon as each cat is done. If the overweight cat finishes eating first, pick him up so he cannot eat the other cats’ food.


It is impossible to do this when feeding dry food because cats don’t eat it fast enough. Cats on a diet of canned food will naturally lose weight anyway because they no longer have the option of grazing all day, which is an unnatural situation for a carnivore.


Are vegetable-formula cat foods really healthy, or is it all a bunch of hype?


Although dogs can do well on a carefully prepared vegetarian diet, cats are obligate carnivores. There is no way a cat can do well on a vegan diet, although some diehard vegans will argue with this. Cats need taurine, which is found only in animal protein. Without it, the cat will go blind, die, or both. There are synthetic sources of protein, and some vegans have tried adding this to a soybean-type cat diet. Technically, this might keep the cat alive, but I think it is wrong to force your beliefs down your pet’s throat. If you are a devout vegan and you want to keep a pet, get a rabbit or a guinea pig, which will appreciate your dietary regime.
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