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Introduction


To many, a home without a cat is a home without a heart. Jean Cocteau called cats a home’s ‘visible soul’. Delightful, adorable and completely fascinating, they offer us so much. We love them, we care for them, we laugh at them. We feed, indulge and cuddle them. They provide a friend for the lonely and a comfort for the troubled. They are our playmates, our confidants, our friends and our children. They are, quite simply, the most wonderful, most ridiculous creatures in the world: majestic and mysterious, silly and serious, elegant, clumsy, aloof and loving.


Little wonder, then, that the cat’s popularity, like its population, has spread across the globe. It has been estimated that between 600 million and a billion cats walk the Earth. The majority live in Asia, home to approximately two-thirds of the world’s cats, with China housing the single largest population, at around 70 million pet cats and 50 million strays. A similar number of house cats live in the USA, where one third of all homes boasts a cat. In the pet-loving UK, meanwhile, there are between 10 and 12 million pet cats.


This love affair between humans and cats has endured for millennia. Inevitably, cats feature prominently in our folklore and fairy tales. From England to Japan, North America to Nigeria, humans have told stories about cats. These stories, and their feline stars, display an extraordinary variety: there are plucky cats and lucky cats, good cats and evil cats, crafty, foolish, greedy and fierce cats. They appear as princesses and witches, kings and demons, magical helpers and bloodthirsty monsters.


It is hard to imagine any other animal playing so many roles. After all, animals in fairy tales are often reduced to stock characters, representing one particular quality or type. When readers encounter a wolf in a traditional tale, they know it to be dangerous. Foxes, meanwhile, are sly; owls are wise; monkeys clever; sharks predatory. They are not animals, as such; they are tools storytellers use to spin tales, to satirise, to offer psychological insights. As the French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss said, animals are ‘bons à penser’ – that is, good to think with.


Cats, however, have refused to be put in a box (ironically, given their love of them). Cats are simply too elusive, too complex to be so easily explained. And so we find them playing a range of roles in our cultures and our mythologies, often simultaneously and often contradictorily. They have been worshipped as gods, feared as demons, respected as hunters, and loved as companions. They have been symbols of fertility and femininity, domesticity and the home. They have represented hunting and the wild, chaos and violence. They have been linked with the moon and with magic. They have been totems of good fortune and omens of death.


The many-sided nature of cats will be familiar to any cat owner. You never quite know where you are with a cat – even your own. They are the most elegant of creatures, and yet comically clumsy; wise yet foolish, dignified yet farcical, gentle yet fierce. One moment, they are snoring at the end of the bed, the next zooming up a tree. You may watch your cat prowling, stately and superior, or find it wedged between the banister posts. Some days, they are your most affectionate friend, the next, insultingly aloof. They disappear for hours, only to reappear beneath your feet or in the shadows on the stairs.


And who knows what mischief they make in those long, secretive hours when out of sight? Are they sleeping? Chasing mice? Squabbling with their rivals? Possibly. But it would be little surprise to discover they have been casting spells, outwitting foes or ruling kingdoms.


Nevertheless, despite the array of characters assumed by cats in folklore, when the stories are placed alongside each other, certain types emerge. All cultures, it seems, have acknowledged the cat’s supernatural side; all have recognised its cunning; all glimpsed a darkness within. And other characteristics – their greed, their lovability – are simply undeniable, inherent to the cat itself. In this book, therefore, after starting off with a chapter on the origins of cats, the stories have been grouped together into six different categories to capture some of their essential elements: the Mysterious Cat, the Mischievous Cat, the Companion Cat, the Greedy Cat, the Malevolent Cat, and the Unfortunate Cat. Consequently, despite the fantastical scenarios in these tales, it is likely the reader will recognise aspects of the cats they know. After all, whose cat isn’t a monstrous glutton? Which moggy isn’t capable of mischief? Doesn’t every old tom, however lazy, harbour a ferocious inner beast?


Such is their universal appeal, cats have featured in hundreds of compelling stories. Here, these have been winnowed down to forty tales from twenty-eight different countries or cultures, with almost all the regions of the world represented. The earliest tales date back thousands of years; the most recent are from the nineteenth century. They are drawn not from literature, nor generally from mythology, but from fairy tales and folklore – that is, from traditional tales, often with oral roots, obscure origins and multiple versions. These stories, lovingly collected, have been retold, trying always to retain a flavour of the original source.


So, whether your cat is a lazy old moggy or a tiny tiger, a sneaky trickster or a supernatural being, it is hoped that you will recognise something of your pet in the following stories. Above all, though, it is hoped that you will enjoy exploring the cat’s tales – as endearing, as comical, as mysterious and as peculiar as the cat itself.









1


How the Cat Came to Be




[image: ]





Once there was a great hero named Rustam. The grandson of the king, he was a fearsome warrior, the champion of champions, and his deeds were told throughout the land.


One night, Rustam was returning from a battle when he came upon a band of thieves. They had surrounded an old man, who huddled in fear upon the ground. Rustam, with a few swings of his sword, sent the bandits packing.


As they sat around the campfire afterwards, beneath the night sky, the man – a magician – offered to reward Rustam. But Rustam insisted that he had all he needed. What, he wondered, could be more beautiful than the fire, the smoke and the stars?


At that, the magician stretched out his hand and, to Rustam’s amazement, he plucked two shining stars from the sky. Then he picked a flicker of flame from the fire. Finally, he grasped a coil of grey, twisting smoke from the air. Cupping the star, the flame and the smoke in his palms, the wizard began to murmur and mumble – unearthly rhymes and incantations, too quiet for Rustam to decipher. While he spoke, his hands seemed to knead the elements together, working them as though they were lumps of clay.


Finally, after several minutes, the wizard blew into his cupped hands. When he unclasped them, the two shining stars, the flicker of flame and the coil of grey, twisting smoke had vanished. In their place sat a tiny animal. The creature stretched and yawned, its front legs extended before it, a long sinuous tail waving in the air. Rustam saw that its grey fur was the colour of smoke, its tongue flickered like a flame and its eyes sparkled like the stars.


The wizard handed the animal to Rustam, who took it gingerly. It was so small and so fragile – and yet so full of life. The creature rubbed its cheek against the hero’s and let out a soft mewl. Then, climbing onto his shoulder, it began to pick determinedly at the man’s sleeve, first with one paw, then the other, alternating. Soon the sleeve was dotted with tiny holes.


The hero chuckled with delight. He saw, now, that he had been wrong: there was something more beautiful than the fire, the smoke and the stars.


It was a kitten – the first in all the world.


And that was how the cat came to be.
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This ancient Persian myth is just one of many stories addressing the origins of cats and how they came to play such important roles in our lives.


The Hopi, a Native American tribe, for example, recount how cats first befriended people. A boy tracked an animal’s prints through the snow to a large rock. Peering beneath, he saw a strange creature, small and furry. Taking it home, he fed and cared for it. Soon, he and the creature loved each other dearly – so dearly that the creature never left. After that, the cat and the Hopi remained the firmest of friends.


In a legend common to both Jewish and Islamic cultures, Noah was infuriated by the number of mice on his ark. They simply would not stop multiplying. In despair, Noah asked God for help in getting rid of the mice. In answer, God commanded him to run his hand down the lion’s head and back. Noah, of course, did as he was instructed. The moment he did so, the lion let out a great sneeze, long and loud – and a pair of cats flew from its nose.


Now, that was probably not how the first cat was created. But, in fact, no one knows exactly when or where cats came to be a part of our lives. One theory maintains that cats became domesticated some 4,000 years ago in Lower Egypt’s Nile Delta region. Others believe it began 10,000 or so years ago in the Middle East’s Fertile Crescent.


Wherever it took place, it was thanks to the cat’s skill at hunting rodents. As people turned away from nomadism to take up agriculture, they found themselves with stores of grain, which, in turn, attracted rats and mice. Delighted to find their prey congregating in one convenient place, wildcats moved in. These African wildcats (or Felis lybica) were members of the Felidae family, the order of mammals that includes all cats, from lions to the tiny rusty-spotted cat. The earliest Felid appeared 25–30 million years ago, with wildcats emerging some 1 or 2 million years ago.


Now, though, these wildcats were making themselves comfortable in human communities. Between the supply of rodents and the people’s food waste, they had little reason to leave. Gradually, they ceased being wild and evolved into the domestic cat (Felis catus). It suited everyone (except the rodents) perfectly. The humans benefited from the rodent population being controlled, as that protected food supplies and limited the spread of disease, and the cats gained shelter and easy meals.


Ever since then, cats have shared our homes. We have also, somewhat futilely, attempted to understand them. As humans always do when we wish to make sense of something, we have woven stories around these cats: tales told round desert fires, and in castle halls, and in tumbledown cottages; stories written on parchment, scribbled on scrolls, printed in books – all to understand why cats are as they are.


Such narratives are known as pourquoi stories (from the French for ‘why’) – fictional tales explaining the origin of something. The tales in this chapter are just a handful of the many pourquoi stories concerning cats. They attempt to answer such questions as: Why do cats purr? Why do cats live with humans? Why do they hate rats? And loathe dogs?


The stories are delightful and ingenious but they struggle to bring us much closer to answering how the cat came to be. After all, we could never truly understand cats: they are too enigmatic, too inscrutable. However closely we share our lives with them, they will always keep themselves a little separate, a little other, with two paws in our world, and two in a world of mystery. But then, what else would you expect from a creature made from a flicker of fire, a coil of smoke and two bright sparkling stars?





When the Cat Ruled the World


· Chinese ·


Chinese mythology tells of a time, shortly after the Earth’s creation, when cats were in charge. The experiment did not last long – cats, evidently, don’t have the temperament for ruling. They were, however, left with the gift of purring and with an inflated sense of self-importance.


Some versions of the story name the cat in charge as Li Shou. A cat deity, she was considered a protector of families and a symbol of motherhood. She was particularly popular with farmers, for she was believed to bless the harvest – a nod, perhaps, to the role cats play in protecting crops from pests.


A piece of oral folklore, rather than an established fairy tale, the story’s origins are murky and disputed.
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In the beginning, cats ruled the world.


The gods, having made the Heavens and the Earth, placed the cat in charge. The animal was intelligent, they knew, and would do an excellent job. Accordingly, they bestowed upon it the power of speech, and let it get on with things. The cat, however, soon grew bored. Running the world was rather too much like hard work; it was easier to doze in a patch of sunlight or to chase after leaves in the breeze.


Angered by the cat’s idleness, the gods came down to Earth to complain. They found the cat asleep beneath a cherry tree.


‘This just isn’t good enough,’ they said. ‘We’ve given you an important job, and this is how you repay us? All you do is sleep and eat and laze about!’


The cat half opened an eye. ‘Well, I didn’t ask to be in charge, did I?’ it said, stifling a yawn.


‘That doesn’t matter,’ said the gods. ‘You have responsibilities. Now, go and do your job.’


But the moment the gods departed, the cat closed its eyes and fell asleep once more. It spent the following days chasing mice and resting. ‘The world can rule itself,’ it thought. ‘Why should I bustle about, when I could eat and sleep and ruminate?’


However, without anyone to watch over it, the world descended into chaos.


The gods soon returned.


‘I thought we told you to take care of things?’ they grumbled. ‘Planets don’t just run themselves, you know.’


The cat, leg cocked in the air, paused its grooming. ‘I’m sorry? Did you say something? I wasn’t listening.’


‘Right! This is your last chance!’ thundered the gods. ‘Run the world properly, or we’ll give the job to someone else.’


‘Fine by me,’ shrugged the cat. ‘To be honest, I’m not that fussed about running the world. It seems rather a dreary business – too much rushing about, giving orders and making decisions. Not really my style. Why don’t you pick someone else to govern? The monkeys, perhaps? Or humans? They look like they might enjoy it.’


The gods agreed, accepting that the current state of affairs simply wasn’t working. They appointed the humans as the new rulers of the world.


As it turned out, this new arrangement suited everyone: humans could do the chores and feel important, and cats could concentrate on the essential things, like snoozing and snacking.


Now that the cat was no longer the ruler, the gods removed its ability to speak and gave this power to the humans instead. They did, however, allow the cat to retain its purr; for the purr’s gentle rumble is the noise the Earth makes as it circles the Heavens. Should the cat ever stop its purring, all that we know would vanish in the blink of an eye. Gone would be the passage of time, the world and the stars above, even life itself.


And that is why the cat always looks so pleased with itself: it never forgets how important it is, or that the gods first chose the cat, not the human, to rule the world.





The Cat Who Came Indoors


· Zimbabwean ·


This story was originally told in Karanga, one of the languages of Zimbabwe’s Shona people. Though first published in the 1960s, it is based on a traditional oral tale of unknown age. It offers an account of how the cat first made the transition from a wild creature, surviving in the great outdoors, to our trusted and treasured companion. In this story, though, cats don’t simply befriend humans – they specifically befriend women.


Throughout history, cats have been associated with women: from Ancient Egyptian cat goddesses to Diana, Hecate and Venus; from their unfortunate link with witches, to their relationship with the moon, traditionally considered feminine.


Meanwhile, though ‘The Cat Who Came Indoors’ is a delightful story, it does raise an uncomfortable question: since cats are always on the lookout for a better offer, would they ditch us if one came along?
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A cat lived all alone in the jungle. Day after day, she ate and she slept, she slept and she ate. It was a slow, solitary life and, week by week, she grew lonelier and lonelier. She decided to find herself a husband.


‘Life’s more fun when you share it with somebody,’ she said to herself. ‘But I can’t marry just anyone. My husband must be the finest creature in all the land!’


One day, as she sat on a branch feeling lonely, she spotted another cat wandering through the trees below. He was a handsome tomcat, fat and healthy.


‘My word!’ she thought. ‘What a remarkable individual! He’s a fine creature – the finest in all the land!’


So, the cat hopped down from the branch and went to live with the tomcat. And, for a time, they were very happy.


But a few weeks later, the cat and her husband were out and about when there came a rustling sound from the grass ahead. Suddenly, a blur of fur burst from the long grass. It was a leopard! He barged into the little tomcat and sent him flying.


‘Oh me, oh my!’ thought the cat. ‘My husband’s not the most remarkable individual after all! No, this leopard is truly a fine creature – the finest in all the land!’


So, the cat left her husband and went to live with the leopard instead. And, for a time, they were very happy.


But, a few weeks later, the cat and the leopard were out and about when they heard a loud growl from behind a tree. Suddenly, a shape whooshed from the bush. It was a lion! It pounced upon the leopard and, scratching and snarling, soon sent him packing.


‘Goodness gracious!’ thought the cat. ‘The leopard’s not the most remarkable individual after all! No, this lion is truly a fine creature – the finest in all the land!’


So, the cat left the leopard and went to live with the lion instead. And, for a time, they were very happy.


But, a few weeks later, the cat and the lion were out and about when they heard the thump-thump-thump of footsteps. Suddenly, a giant charged from the trees. It was an elephant! It stomped and stamped until the lion was flat as a leaf.


‘Oh dear!’ thought the cat. ‘The lion’s not the most remarkable individual after all! No, this elephant is truly a fine creature – the finest in all the land!’


So, the cat left the lion and went to live with the elephant instead. And, for a time, they were very happy.


But, a few weeks later, the cat and the elephant were out and about when they heard a deafening crack. A figure stepped from the shadows. It was a man with a gun! With a flurry of bangs, the man fired shot after shot at the elephant.


‘Gosh!’ thought the cat. ‘The elephant’s not the most remarkable individual after all! No, this man is truly a fine creature – the finest in all the land!’


So, the cat left the elephant and went to live with the man instead. And, for a time, they were very happy. The cat slept on the roof of the man’s small house. The thatch was cosy, mice were plentiful and the cat was pleased with her lot.


But, a few weeks later, as the cat dozed on the warm thatched roof, she heard a tremendous din. The man and his wife were arguing. The man shouted at his wife, the woman shouted at her husband, and they both shouted at each other. This went on for quite some time.


Finally, the man tumbled backwards out of the door, followed shortly after by his bags. He slunk off, looking very sorry for himself. ‘And don’t come back!’ shouted the woman.


‘Well, I never!’ thought the cat. ‘The man’s not the most remarkable individual after all! No, this woman is truly a fine creature – the finest in all the land!’


So, the cat left the man and went to live with the woman instead. She jumped down from the roof and sauntered into the house. Purring, she curled up on a cushion by the fire and fell asleep.


And, for a time, the cat and the woman were very happy.


In fact, they still are.





The Cat’s Purr


· Caribbean ·


Is there a more beautiful sound in the world than a cat purring? A soft velvety roll, bubbling away, soothing and comforting. We generally suppose a purring cat to be a happy cat. However, while it can indicate contentment, cats purr for other reasons too. They may purr in greeting, or to attract attention, or when anxious or unwell.


Given that purring is such a distinctive feature of cats, it is no surprise to find multiple stories addressing its origin. In the British fairy tale ‘How Cats Got Their Purr’, for example, three white cats save a prince and a princess from a witch’s curse by spinning 10,000 skeins of pure white linen thread. As a reward, they are given the gift of purring. Now, in memory of their achievement, cats whirr and hum like a spinning wheel.


The following explanation for the purr’s genesis is a Caribbean folk tale, originating from the island of Montserrat. It is, in fact, two pourquoi stories in one, for it also suggests why the cat and the rat came to be enemies.
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There was once a cat who was best of friends with a rat. No, really. The truth was, Rat looked up to Cat and liked to copy him whenever he could. When Cat learned the flute, Rat learned to play. When Cat built a hut, Rat built one alongside it. When Cat wove a mat, or hung a hammock, or wore a hat, Rat did all those things too. And when Cat found a patch of land and took up farming, Rat started farming the next-door patch. Each morning, they would stroll arm in arm to their land and spend the days working the fields, side by side.


They would sow and hoe, dig and plant. They would plough and pick, water and weed. It was hard, hot work, but through it all they would keep each other company, laughing and joking. Best of all, they would plan the wonderful feast that awaited them when their crops were ready.


‘What a meal we’ll have when our food is grown!’ laughed Cat.


‘It will be wonderful!’ cried Rat. ‘The greatest feast ever known!’


‘We’ll have papaya and plantains!’


‘Guava and mangoes!’


‘Soups and barbecues and sandwiches and stews!’


Sometimes, the irrepressible Rat would grow so excited that he’d break into song while they worked:




My Cat, my Cat, my lovely Cat –


We’ll eat so much that we’ll grow fat!


My Cat, my Cat, my lovely Cat –


Yes, we are friends, and that is that!
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One evening, Cat had a visit from his uncle.


‘Nephew, here’s a present for you,’ the old uncle said. ‘Take care of it, for it’s been passed down in the family for generations.’ And he took a tiny drum from his bag.


‘It’s beautiful,’ said Cat. ‘What is it?’


‘It’s a cat drum,’ explained the old uncle. ‘Now, be careful when you play it. You must never, ever play it roughly. You must stroke it oh so gently, like this.’


And oh so gently the old uncle stroked the tiny drum.


Puurr-um puurr-um went the drum.


‘Now you have a go,’ said the uncle.


Cat took the instrument and, as he had been shown, stroked it gently with his paw.


Puurr-um puurr-um went the drum.


‘Perfect,’ said the uncle. ‘Remember though, this is no ordinary drum – it’s a cat drum. You must never hit or thump it. And you must never let anyone else play it.’


The following morning, Rat heard an intriguing sound from inside Cat’s hut.


Puurr-um puurr-um went the drum.


‘Wow, what a noise!’ he said, as he rushed inside. ‘What music!’


He began to dance around the little hut, singing and clapping.


Puurr-um puurr-um went the drum.


‘Hey Cat, can I have a turn?’ Rat cried excitedly.


‘No, no, Rat,’ said Cat. ‘Sorry, but this is a cat drum. No one else is to play it.’


‘But we do everything together! We always share!’ said Rat.


‘Sorry, Rat, no can do,’ said Cat. ‘I promised my uncle: the cat drum is just for me.’


‘Not fair!’ moaned Rat. ‘I want a turn. Give me a go!’


But Cat could not be budged. Rat was upset. Cat had never refused him anything before, and he didn’t like it one bit. One way or another, he was going to get his paws on that drum. He needed time to think of a plan.


‘Ah! I just remembered!’ he said. ‘I forgot to have breakfast this morning. Cat, can I have some food, please?’


Cat sighed. ‘If you must,’ he said, fetching his friend a bowl of porridge. ‘But don’t take too long. It’s time for work!’


Rat ate and he ate, trying to muster up a plan. He ate until his bowl was empty.


‘Come on, Rat,’ said Cat. ‘Stop dawdling; we’ve work to do in the fields.’


‘But I’m hungry,’ said Rat. ‘I can’t work until I’ve finished. Can I have some more?’


So Cat fetched him a second bowl.


But still Rat ate and he ate, racking his brain for a plan.


‘Hurry up, Rat,’ said Cat. ‘That’s enough food, surely?’


‘No, no,’ said Rat. ‘I’m starving. Can I have some more please?’


So Cat fetched him a third bowl.


And, once again, Rat ate and he ate, waiting for an idea to pop into his head.


‘Stop now! Please!’ cried Cat. ‘If you eat any more, you’ll make yourself poorly!’


‘Ha!’ thought Rat. ‘There’s my plan! I’ll pretend to be ill!’


And he began to groan and grimace, his paws on his belly.


‘What’s wrong?’ asked Cat. ‘Are you hurt?’


‘Oh! Ah! Ouch!’ moaned Rat. ‘It’s my belly! It aches!’


‘Tut! I knew this would happen,’ sighed Cat, shaking his head. ‘Why were you bolting your food like that, you greedy creature?’


‘Oh! Ah! Ouch!’ cried Rat. ‘It’s getting worse!’


‘You’d best lie down,’ said Cat. And he helped Rat into his bed. ‘Now, I have to go to work,’ Cat went on, ‘but you rest here until you feel better. I’ll check on you later.’


‘Thanks, Cat,’ murmured Rat, weakly. ‘You’re the best.’


Cat tucked up Rat all nice and snug in bed, then went off to work. The second he was out of sight, however, Rat leapt to his feet.


‘Ha! My plan worked perfectly!’ he laughed. ‘Now I can play the drum!’


Rat grabbed the drum and, hugging it tight, began to play. But he did not stroke it oh so gently. No, he struck it with all his might. He hit and thumped and pounded. He bished and bashed and boshed.


Far away in the field, Cat heard the racket.


‘That sounds like someone playing my drum!’ he cried, and he ran back to his house.


Rat, however, saw him coming through the window. So, when Cat rushed through the door, the drum was on the floor where he had left it, and Rat was tucked up in bed.


‘Hey, Rat, wake up!’ Cat cried. ‘Was someone playing on my drum?’


Rat yawned a big wide yawn. ‘Drum? I don’t think so.’ He rubbed his eyes. ‘But I was asleep, you know, so I heard nothing. Perhaps it was thunder over the mountain?’


‘Perhaps,’ said Cat and he went back out to the field.


Once again, the moment Cat was gone, Rat threw off the blankets and plucked up the drum. And, once again, he hit and thumped and pounded. He bished and bashed and boshed. But this time, by chance, he also happened to stroke it oh so gently with his paw.


Puurr-um puurr-um went the drum.


‘That’s it!’ he cried. ‘That’s the special sound!’


Out in the fields, Cat heard the sound.


Puurr-um puurr-um. Puurr-um puurr-um.


‘That’s not thunder over the mountain!’ he exclaimed. ‘That’s my drum!’


And he ran all the way home. But, again, Rat saw him coming; and, again, Cat found his friend in bed.


‘My drum?’ cried Cat. ‘Was someone playing my drum?’


‘What? No!’ said Rat, sleepily. ‘How could they? It would have woken me. Perhaps it was the wind in the trees.’


‘Perhaps,’ said Cat. But he didn’t believe that for one moment. He left, but this time he didn’t head back to the field. No. This time, he snuck round the back of the house and in through the window. He hid. And from his hiding place, he watched as Rat sprang out of bed, picked up the drum, and, dancing, began to play. As he danced, Rat sang:




My drum, my drum, my lovely drum.


I make it sing, Puurr-um puurr-um.


My drum, my drum, my lovely drum.


I fooled that Cat ’cause he’s so dumb!





Cat could take it no longer.


‘Rat! You tricked me!’ he roared angrily. He jumped out from his hiding place and tried to grab Rat’s tail. But the rodent was too fast. He swerved out of the way.


‘Argh!’ wailed Rat. ‘Cat, I was only playing! It’s just a drum!’


‘You tricked me! You lied!’


Round and around the little hut they ran: round the chairs and round the table, round the dresser and round the bed.


‘Give me the drum!’


‘No!’


‘Give me the drum!’


‘No!’


Finally, Rat snagged his foot on the mat and stumbled. He fell to the ground. Cat, looming over him, opened his mouth wide, about to pounce. Rat, thinking fast, threw the drum into Cat’s gaping jaws and down his throat. While Cat coughed and spluttered, Rat made his getaway, never to be seen again.


Cat, astounded, realised he had swallowed his drum. Then, from somewhere inside, he heard a familiar noise.


Puurr-um puurr-um. Puurr-um puurr-um.


The drum was playing inside him.


Puurr-um puurr-um. Puurr-um puurr-um.


Now, from that day forth, Cat had no need to worry about who had his drum, for he carried it with him always, way down deep. But, if you are lucky, and if you are kind, Cat will sometimes let you play his drum. But you must never, ever play it roughly. No, you must always remember to stroke it oh so gently. And then, maybe, just maybe, you’ll hear the tiny drum.


Puurr-um puurr-um. Puurr-um puurr-um


Puurr-um puurr-um. Puurr-um puurr-um.





Why Cats Always Wash after Eating


· Belgian ·


Cats are fastidious creatures. One of the cleanest of animals, they use their rough tongues to remove debris from their fur, while their forepaws are used (with that charming and characteristic mannerism) to wash their face and behind their ears. This fussiness, this attention to their appearance, helps lend cats their air of dignity and self-importance. This Belgian story, first published in English in 1918 but based on a piece of traditional oral folklore, explains how they learned their cleaning habits.


Belgium, incidentally, has a festival dedicated to cats, Kattenstoet. The triennial parade takes place in Ypres and honours a reputed medieval tradition of chucking cats from the Cloth Hall’s tower. Quite why they did this is uncertain: possibly to rid themselves of evil spirits (for cats were associated with witchcraft), or possibly because the cats who guarded the cloth from rodents were not needed in spring, when the wool had been sold.


Thankfully, in the modern festival the only cats thrown from the belfry tower are cuddly toys.
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One fine morning a tabby cat lay sunning itself on the grass, wondering what to do with its day.


‘Should I go and explore the woods?’ it thought. ‘Or make friends with that pretty tortoiseshell next door? Or perhaps I could look for a nice juicy meal for breakfast?’


All the options were so tempting, however, that the cat couldn’t make up its mind. Lost in thought, it lay completely still, daydreaming of woods, and tortoiseshells and breakfasts. In fact, it lay so still that an unsuspecting sparrow failed to notice its presence. The bird landed on the lawn and, looking for worms, hopped right past the cat.


‘Hello? What’s this?’ thought the tabby, grinning. ‘Looks like my decision’s been made for me: a nice juicy breakfast it is!’


And, quick as lightning, the cat shot across the lawn and pinned the bird to the ground with its paw. It was just about to tuck in, when the bird spoke up.


‘Really!’ the sparrow tutted. ‘Where are your manners?’


‘My manners?’ said the cat, insulted, for cats pride themselves on their good breeding. ‘There’s nothing wrong with my manners!’


‘But you haven’t washed yourself!’ said the bird. ‘Don’t you know that kings and queens always wash before eating – and so does the king’s cat.’


‘The king’s cat, eh?’ said the cat, intrigued. ‘Washes before eating, does he?’


‘Without fail,’ the sparrow assured him, nodding sombrely. ‘Won’t eat so much as a crumb without a clean.’


‘Is that so?’ mused the cat. ‘I won’t have my manners shown up by anyone – not even the king’s cat.’
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It dropped the sparrow and set about licking its paws, washing its face, and giving its whiskers a good spruce. When it had finished, the cat looked up to find the bird had escaped. It had fluttered to the top of an oak tree, far out of reach.


‘Well,’ muttered the cat, feeling irritated with itself. ‘I won’t make that mistake again.’


And that is why, from that day forth, cats always wash after eating.





Why the Dog Hates the Cat


· Chinese ·


The dog is the age-old enemy of the cat, at least in fiction and folklore. In this ancient Chinese story, a version of which was first published in English by Norman Hinsdale Pitman in 1919, the cat and the dog are initially friends, until the cat’s act of betrayal changes everything forever. Cats are actually the more popular of the two in China, making it one of the few regions of the world where the cat outnumbers the dog.


Undoubtedly, the two species do fight in real life. There are numerous reasons for this: a lack of socialisation, a negative early experience, a traumatised cat, the dog’s instinct to give chase. However, the idea that cats and dogs are permanently at each other’s throats is a myth. Often, the two co-exist perfectly harmoniously. Some, in fact, are the best of friends. And, despite the popular image of the bullying dog chasing the put-upon cat, when they do squabble, it is more often the cat who plays the aggressor.


In this story, also known as ‘The Golden Beetle’, the cat is certainly to blame.
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It had been a bleak winter and a widow and her son were suffering. The roof of their tiny cottage leaked, the larder was empty and, worst of all, the lad had lost his job. Every day he tried to scrape together enough for a meagre meal – a bit of soup, perhaps, or a bowl of rice – but times were tough, and many were the nights when they went to bed hungry. It was hardest for their pets, a cat and a dog. The poor cat, once so proud of its thick ginger fur, was now mangy and shabby. While the dog – a great grey mongrel – had grown skinny and weak.


But the widow and her son never gave up. They still had each other, they still had hope, and they believed that better times would come.


One day, when the lad was out looking for work, an old priest arrived at the door. He told the woman that she had been an excellent mother and that her boy had been an excellent son. He had come to reward them. Handing her a golden beetle, he said, ‘Keep it close, for you will never go hungry as long as it is yours. Place the beetle in a pot and say the name of the food you wish to eat. Then the food will appear.’


Well, the woman didn’t really believe the man, of course, for his tale was far too good to be true. But she was desperate. So, the moment he had left, she dropped the beetle into the pot, saying, ‘Dumplings, dumplings, dumplings.’


When she took off the lid, she was agog! The pot was brimming with fragrant, mouth-watering dumplings. She ate until she couldn’t manage another bite. The rest was given to the cat and the dog, who were delighted with their change in fortune.


‘Delicious!’ purred the cat.


‘Wonderful!’ barked the dog.


That evening, the son returned home exhausted and depressed. ‘Another day with no food in our bellies,’ he moaned.


But his mother told him to sit at the table.


‘What’s the point?’ he grumbled. ‘We’ve no food.’


‘Just sit!’ insisted the mother. Then she dropped the golden beetle into the pot, and said, ‘Dumplings, dumplings, dumplings.’


‘Oh, mother!’ the son cried, with tears in his eyes. ‘Have your wits deserted you? You can’t make food with words!’


But when his mother placed a bowlful of dumplings before him, he soon changed his tune.


From then on, the mother, the son, the cat and the dog dined as they had never dined before: noodles, rice, chicken and beef; spicy, savoury, salty and sweet; soups and puddings and biscuits and teas – everything and anything they could think of to eat. Soon the lad grew strong, and the animals grew fat.


However, with the family’s happiness came pride. They wanted to show off their good fortune and they invited their neighbours to dinner. One of these neighbours, jealous of the richness of the widow’s meals, watched her with beady eyes. She spotted the golden beetle being dropped into the pot.


‘Hmm, it must be a magical charm,’ the neighbour thought bitterly. ‘Why should she have all the luck? I’ll steal it; then I can have these dumplings for dinner each night.’


The next day the widow and her son went out to spend the day at the fair. When the neighbour was certain they had left, she crept into the empty house and stole the golden beetle from the cupboard. The animals made no trouble. The dog snored before the fire and the cat, full after a hearty lunch, idled in a patch of sun.


A little later, the widow and the lad returned. It was dinnertime and the woman headed straight to the cupboard to fetch the beetle. But an awful shock awaited her.


‘Ah! Disaster!’ she exclaimed, when she found it missing. ‘Calamity! A thief has taken our golden beetle! Son, whatever shall we do? We’ll starve again!’


Alas, it was true. The days of plenty were gone. Once more, the son went out each morning, hoping to earn a coin or two. And, once more, the cat and the dog roamed the streets looking for scraps to eat.


‘I’m fed up!’ complained the cat one day, sucking an old pigeon bone it had found. ‘In fact, I’m more than fed up! My tummy grumbles and my legs are weak. I want the good days back!’


‘Don’t we all?’ the dog replied. ‘Do you think I like being hungry? But unless you know how to get the good days back, there’s no point in griping.’


‘But I do know how,’ insisted the cat. ‘Do you remember the day the golden beetle went missing? Well, I saw our neighbour sneak into the house and take something from the cupboard. And we haven’t had a good meal since!’


‘Our neighbour? A thief!’ growled the dog, springing up. ‘Why, I’ll bite her so hard she’ll rue the day she wronged us!’


‘Calm yourself,’ said the cat. ‘You’re being ridiculous. Revenge is a human emotion. We’re only interested in getting back the beetle – and, with it, our grub.’


The cat and the dog sat down together and carefully made a plan to steal back the beetle. The neighbour lived on the far side of the village and the quickest route was across the river. The cat rode upon the dog’s back, for it hated to get wet.


When they reached the neighbour’s house, the cat scrambled over the garden wall into the courtyard. At that moment, an unsuspecting rat scurried past. Quick as a scorpion, the cat pinned the rat with its fearsome claws.


‘Oh, please! Show mercy!’ squeaked the rat. ‘I have forty-seven children to feed!’


‘Answer my questions then,’ whispered the cat. ‘Have the household been eating well? Have you seen a golden beetle?’


‘Yes! Yes!’ the rat squealed, piteously. ‘They’ve dined as never before: great piles of food appear from thin air. And, now you mention it, I have seen a golden beetle. They keep it hidden in the wall.’
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