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Dedicated to cat lovers everywhere and, of course, to some of my favourite feline companions:


Randi – my very first cat companion until I developed cat allergies aged seven.


Bessie – who moved in and miraculously cured those allergies nearly thirty years later.


Bowie – my current ‘cat share’ (with my neighbour).


And to all the fabulous felines I’ve been looking after these last fifteen years, including Oluf in Denmark, Mum in Spain, Bouda, aka Boudicca, and Jumbie, and the Magnificent 7 (especially Jumeirah, Tinkerbell, Nelson and Habibi) in the United Kingdom, and the London kitties: Jeffrey, Mowgli and Aurora, Pepe, Mochi, Solo, Bella, Shadow, Maggie, Póg, Fluffy Marie, Smithy, Steed and Mrs Peel, Atticus and Booma, Hamish, Lucky and Eddie, and many, many other gorgeous kittycats.
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INTRODUCTION


I’ve been a firm ailurophile all my life, but it’s only in the last two decades I’ve been able to give my love of cats free rein. At the age of seven, my parents finally gave in to my pleas and agreed we could get a cat. We had just moved from a smalltown flat to a countryside home in a tiny community in western Sweden and that summer, Randi moved in with us. I loved her! Or him, as it turned out upon closer inspection and he had to be spayed. We were bonding beautifully, but then – shock, horror – a few months down the line I started developing quite severe cat allergies and thus had to part with Randi forever. My parents told me he had ‘moved to Lapland’, hundreds of miles from where we lived, and even as an adult, I confess I never dared to approach the subject and learn the truth about his fate.


My cat allergies remained severe throughout my childhood, teenage years and into adulthood. Much as I loved cats, I came to the sad conclusion that I would never be able to get close to them and enjoy their company. Then, in my mid-30s, something extraordinary happened. An acquaintance was moving abroad and couldn’t find anyone who would adopt his cat, Bessie, so he asked my flatmate and me to help. Would Bessie be able to move in with us?


I was very hesitant, but in the end agreed to let her move in. The first few weeks involved plenty of antihistamine and tissues, the odd use of my inhaler, but guess what? As I got used to Bessie, my allergies started to settle down and, slowly but surely, to disappear. For the first time in nearly thirty years, I was able to enjoy feline company and plenty of cuddles without streaming nose and eyes and constant wheezing. I was cured!


I had always been something of a ‘closet mad cat lady’, and allergies gone, let’s just say I have now firmly entered what I hope will be a lifelong ‘cat phase’, both as a person and a writer. The last fifteen years or so, cat-sitting jobs have taken me to many different parts of the United Kingdom and Europe, while at home in London, I work for the agency Love Cats (love-cats.uk) on a regular basis.


Cats have also been sauntering, leaping and pouncing their way into my writing for over a decade. In 2015 I penned Cats, A Miscellany for Summersdale (writing as Anna Maria Espsäter) and several of my works of fiction, such as How Pat Got Her Five Cats, How Pat Met the Curry-Cat and Hug-Snow Days, feature plenty of felines. Feline Folk Tales feels like a natural progression both from a professional and personal point of view and I was delighted that The History Press liked my book idea. Initially I thought of Supremely Cute Killers as a good title, but as this book covers cats big as well as small, wild as well as tame, I decided they might not all be deemed cute.


Cats inspire love and affection, awe and admiration, curiosity and fascination – not to mention fear, suspicion, even hatred – but they rarely leave us unmoved. From the fearsome roar of a lion to a plaintive meow, ferocious hiss or thunderous purr, our feline friends have a tremendous repertoire of evocative sounds. They can be loyal or fickle, friendly, greedy, lazy, protective and destructive in equal measure, but ultimately, at least for this author, their endearing qualities always outweigh their sometimes less than ‘sweetness-and-light’ behaviour. Supremely cute they may be, but with remnants of a truly wild streak lurking underneath the surface.


This book brings together over fifty feline folk tales from all over the world, some in print for the first time, some translated from Swedish and Spanish. In many of the stories, cats – big and small, wild and domesticated – take centre stage, but even in the tales where they share the stage with others, their presence is always felt. As cat owners well know, cats rule the world – and the home (and the internet – hilarious kitten videos, need I say more?). While dogs follow, cats lead.


On these pages, you’ll meet the cat both as hero/heroine and villain. Stories of classy cats, curious cats, cunning cats, clever cats, shapeshifters and demons, greedy gluttons and bold bon vivants, prowl the book from cover to cover. Selfish, self-serving, untrustworthy and downright vicious cats are contrasted with sweet, caring, funny and loving moggies. In my research I’ve come across almost as many cute tales as cruel ones and this duality holds true globally. The theory that cats became domesticated while in search of an easy meal is one that, to be honest, I can well believe. Cats, on the whole, however independent they may seem, are often on the lookout for not just an easy meal, but an easy life, and if purring and being sweet to humans get them what they want ... well, it’s a sacrifice they’re willing to make. On their own terms.


The book is divided geographically into Africa, the Americas, Australasia and Europe, and each geographical section has its own short introduction. As this book’s focus is the domestic cat and many African folk tales are focused on their wilder relations, the Africa section is a little shorter than the others. Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific Islands have been combined with Asia, as again, I’ve not come across enough domestic cat tales from this region for obvious reasons; cats only appeared on many of these shores with the arrival of Europeans in the eighteenth century (see the ‘Superstitions, Sayings and Ships’ Cats’ chapter, page 165). Some countries or regions stand out – with places jampacked with ailurophiles, such as Japan – while in other places, cat tales are fewer and further between. Europe is the section with the most folk tales focused on the domestic cat, and in consequence, it is the longest chapter. It’s also the only one where there are no big cats, unless you count the bear in the Norwegian tale (see ‘The Kitty of Dovrefjell Mountain’, page 126).


Cats, big and small, crop up in myths and legends from all over the world as well, which is why I felt they merited their very own chapter (see ‘Cats in Myths and Legends’, page 159); Celtic and Norse, Greek and Roman, Native American and First Nation, Egyptian and Hebrew, Persian, Thai, Chinese and Japanese mythology all have a sprinkling of fine felines. There is a fine line between a myth and a folk tale, so I have included some full-length tales that are arguably myths, while others simply get a mention in the chapter specifically dedicated to myths and legends. As there are many superstitions and sayings associated with cats, these too get their own chapter, combined with a swift glance at the importance of ships’ cats (see pages 165–173).


Throughout this last year of cat research I have been pleasantly surprised by the many wondrous and wonderful cat tales I have come across, from such different corners of the world as Brazil and Taiwan. I hope the reader enjoys delving, or alternatively dipping, into this collection of feline folk tales as much as I have enjoyed compiling it.


Anna Maria Vilhelmina Hellberg Moberg
London, 25 August 2025


A FURTHER NOTE ON THE CONTENT OF THIS BOOK


Some people today equate folk tales with fairy tales and assume they are all meant for children, but this could hardly be further from the truth. Throughout history, people have invented, created and recounted tales for all occasions, for adults as well as children. Folk tales are no exception and, while some are funny and fantastical, others contain elements that are dark, gory and downright brutal. As a result, this collection contains material and language that might not be suitable for young readers.









FELINE FOLK TALES OF AFRICA


African feline folk tales, as you’ll discover, have a tendency to feature big cats rather than small, despite ample evidence of the importance of cats on African soil, especially in Egypt (theories about the time and place of the domestication of cats vary – see also ‘Cats in Myths and Legends’, page 159). That said, folk tales from across the continent feature cats of both sizes, sometimes even in the same story. In many of the African tales, cats, whether big or small, domesticated or wild, appear in combination with other animals – for example, monkey, gazelle or tortoise. Although often portrayed as cunning and self-serving, cats don’t always get their own way in these tales and are sometimes outsmarted by other animals – or by humans.


This chapter features a selection of different folk tales – humorous tales, horror stories, cautionary tales, explanatory tales – where cats are key players, from places as far apart as Zambia, Morocco and Nigeria. Some are mere snippets – short and sweet, or not so sweet, as it happens – some longer. As the focus of the book is on the humble (or arguably regal) domestic cat, rather than big cats, this section is a little shorter than the other geographical divisions.


THE OBSTINATE CHILD


Berber Folk Tale, Maghreb Region, Northern Africa


There are many stories of wilful or stubborn children in folk and fairy tales. One such example is the story of the wilful child collected by the Brothers Grimm (Tale No. 117 – ‘The Wilful Child’). In this tale of Berber origin, it is ultimately the cat that holds the key to the story by, unusually, obeying an order, rather than refusing to comply (the latter could arguably be deemed more ‘catlike’ behaviour).


‘Child, eat your dinner,’ Child was told, but Child refused.


‘Stick, beat child,’ Stick was told, but Stick refused.


‘Fire, burn stick,’ Fire was told, but Fire refused.


‘Water, quench fire,’ Water was told, but Water refused.


‘Ox, drink water,’ Ox was told, but Ox refused.


‘Knife, kill ox,’ Knife was told, but Knife refused.


‘Blacksmith, break Knife,’ Blacksmith was told, but Blacksmith refused.


‘Rope, hang Blacksmith,’ Rope was told, but Rope refused.


‘Rat, gnaw Rope,’ Rat was told, but Rat refused.


‘Cat, eat Rat,’ Cat was told and …


‘Gladly!’ said Cat.


Cat scared Rat, who scared the Rope, which scared the Blacksmith, who scared the Knife, which scared the Ox, who scared the Water, which scared the Fire, which scared the Stick, which scared the Child. And the Child ate her dinner.
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THE CAT WHO CAME INDOORS


Tanzania, Southern Africa, Brazil


There are many different versions of the story of how cats became domesticated – some from eastern Africa (such as this one), some from southern Africa, and there’s even one from Brazil (see The Americas section, pages 31–54). Arguably, the tale shows the cat to be a cunning, fickle, calculating and self-serving sort of creature, but also admirably adaptable, becoming domesticated by choice, while retaining a wild streak. This is one of a few tales I’ve come across to include all sorts of different animals, and the odd human or two.


Once upon a time, there was a wildcat, living all by herself in the bush. As time went on, this cat got rather tired of living alone and so she took herself a husband. This husband was a wildcat also and she thought he was the finest creature in all the land.


One day, as they were walking together along the path through the tall, rich grass, Leopard suddenly leapt out at them from the high, swaying greenery and Wildcat’s husband was knocked over and tumbled down into the dust.


‘Oooooh!’ said Wildcat. ‘My husband is all covered in dust and certainly isn’t the very finest creature in all the land as I thought. No, it is Leopard.’


And so Wildcat went to live with Leopard.


The pair of them lived together very happily until they were out hunting in the bush one day, when suddenly, out of the shadows there came a great roar and out leapt Lion. Lion landed firmly and ferociously on Leopard’s back, and roared, tore and ripped him to shreds, before eating him up.


‘Oooooh!’ said Wildcat. ‘Leopard certainly isn’t the very finest creature in all the land as I thought. No, it is Lion.’


And so Wildcat went to live with Lion.


Wildcat and Lion lived together very happily until they were out stalking in the forest one day, when a formidable shape came looming up ahead. With one swift movement, Elephant placed one foot on top of Lion and completely flattened him.


‘Oooooh!’ said Wildcat. ‘Lion certainly isn’t the very finest creature in all the land as I thought. No, it is Elephant.’


And so Wildcat went to live with Elephant, climbing up onto his back and sitting there purring on his neck, right between his large, flapping ears.


Wildcat and Elephant lived together very happily until they were moving through the tall reeds down by the river one day when there was a loud bang and Elephant toppled over and sank to the ground. Wildcat looked around, but all she could see was a small man holding a shiny gun.


‘Oooooh!’ said Wildcat. ‘Elephant certainly isn’t the very finest creature in all the land as I thought. No, it is Man.’


And so Wildcat followed Man all the way to his home, where she jumped up onto the thatch of his hut.
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‘At last,’ Wildcat said to herself, ‘I have found the finest creature in all the land.’


Wildcat made her home very happily up in the thatch of the hut, catching mice and rats that lived in the village. One day, as she was sitting on the roof warming herself in the sun, there was a sudden noise from inside the hut. It was the voices of Man and his wife and the voices were growing louder and louder until finally Man came tumbling head over heels into the dust. He had been kicked out.


‘A-ha!’ said Wildcat to herself. ‘Now I know for sure who is truly the finest creature in all the land. It is Woman.’


Wildcat left ‘wild’ behind up on the thatched roof, went inside the hut and sat herself down by the fire, purring. That has been her home ever since.
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THE CATS AND THE MICE


Ethiopia


Cats as cunning and untrustworthy creatures is a theme in many, many folk tales from all different parts of the world. Here’s one from Ethiopia that tells the tale of how cats and mice, who were once good friends, rather fell out when one started eating the other (and it’s not hard to work out who ate who).


This might come as a surprise to you, but many, many moons ago, cats and mice used to live together in perfect harmony. It’s true, they were good friends. Until the mice began to realise that something mysterious was happening, that is. You see, lots of mice had started to disappear, one by one …


There was nothing for it, the mice had to start investigating what was going on. That’s when they realised that it was their ‘good friends’ the cats who were eating the mice. And so, they came to the sad conclusion that they would have to go into hiding. The mice began digging deep holes that they could stay inside, and mothers always warned their young children not to go anywhere near their former friends, the cats. All the mice hid so well in their holes that as time passed, there were no more mice left for the cats to eat.


This did not please the cats at all, so they got together and began to scheme.


‘Listen,’ said one of them, ‘there are no mice to eat anymore. What can we do about it? How do we lure them out of their hiding places so that we can catch them and eat them?’


They talked and debated for quite some time and then they came up with a cunning plan – a great wedding plan, whereby a son of the cats would marry a daughter of the mice. They’d throw a big wedding party and eat all the mice that would be invited as guests.
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The cats sent their elders to the elders of the mice, explaining that they wanted one of their own sons to marry one of the daughters of the mice. Needless to say, the mice were mightily suspicious of this plan.


‘No, no, no,’ they said, ‘we’re not interested in this marriage idea of yours. You’re not serious, you’ll soon eat us all up.’


‘No, no, please, forgive us for our past actions and please believe us, we are indeed in earnest and very serious now,’ the cats entreated. ‘We honestly want this wonderful marriage between our cat son and your mouse daughter.’


They pleaded and cajoled and used their very best persuasion tactics and at long last, the mice relented, and the wedding day was agreed upon.


On the very day of the wedding, the mice were still feeling cautious and apprehensive, so they warned all their children to be careful when the cats arrived and to be on their guard in case there were any problems. The cats were coming, and you could hear them from afar meowing a wedding song. They had changed the words to ‘Surround them and swallow them whole, surround them and swallow them whole’.


The mice, in turn, were singing, ‘Sing, but keep an eye on the cats, sing, but keep an eye on the cats.’


Then when the mice heard that the cats were singing, ‘Swallow them whole’, they all jumped back into their holes, all the while singing, ‘Keep an eye on the cats, keep an eye on the cats’, and so the mice escaped unscathed.


A few days later the elders of the cats returned to speak to the elders of the mice.


‘Look, we came to the wedding, but no one showed up,’ said the cat elders, all in a huff.


But the mice were unmoved. ‘We have grown wise to your tricks,’ said they, ‘and we will always keep our means of escape.’


The moral of the story is, always keep an emergency exit handy in times of trouble.
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THE TORTOISE AND HIS DEBTS


Southern Nigeria


In this rather gruesome Calabar story from southern Nigeria, it’s the tortoise who takes centre stage and has the last laugh of all in a moment of pure schadenfreude. As you will see, neither big cat nor wildcat fare too well.


There was once a Tortoise who owed all his friends money and, of course, they were all soon clamouring to get their money back.


‘Pay me!’ said Worm.


‘Just wait here and you will get paid,’ Tortoise replied, and then went along to see Rooster.


‘Pay me!’ said Rooster.


‘Just come with me and you will get paid,’ Tortoise replied.


So Rooster followed Tortoise, ate Worm, and patiently waited for his money.


But Tortoise was cunning and sneaked off to Wildcat.


‘Pay me!’ said Wildcat.


‘Just come with me and you will get paid,’ Tortoise replied.


Wildcat followed Tortoise, ate Rooster, and patiently waited for his money.


Still as cunning as ever, Tortoise then went right along to see Leopard.


‘Pay me!’ said Leopard.


‘Just come with me and you will get paid,’ Tortoise replied.


Leopard followed Tortoise and attacked Wildcat. The pair of them fought so fiercely, madly and ferociously that they killed each other in the struggle that ensued.


Tortoise just laughed and then ate them both.


Needless to say, he didn’t pay anybody.
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THE WILDCAT AND THE GAZELLE


The Democratic Republic of Congo


There’s no shortage of brutal and gruesome folk tales involving deception, trickery and cunning. In many, different species start off as good friends, but then something goes wrong … More often than not, it’s due to the cat’s deceitful behaviour, but every once in a while, a tale appears where it’s another animal that can’t be trusted. Arguably, in this tale from the Democratic Republic of Congo, explaining why the wildcat and the gazelle are sworn enemies, the two protagonists are as bad as each other.


Wildcat and Gazelle were the best of friends. In fact, they were so close and such good pals that they vowed to each other that if famine ever came, they would eat each other’s mothers.


As fate would have it, famine did come to their area and it was time to keep their vow to each other. First the two friends killed and ate Wildcat’s mother, but Gazelle was sneaky and he hid his own mother in a nearby cave.


‘Now mother,’ he said to her, ‘please stay here and hide until I call you. Whatever you do, do not come out before I tell you that it is safe.’


But Wildcat was sneaky too, and he soon discovered Gazelle’s secret. As soon as Gazelle was gone, Wildcat went to the cave and, imitating Gazelle’s voice, cried out, ‘You can come on out now, Mother, all is safe!’


As soon as Gazelle’s mother stepped out of the cave, Wildcat dealt her a fierce blow that killed her instantly and then he prepared a great feast, inviting Gazelle as the guest of honour. They had a wonderful meal – Gazelle had rarely tasted anything so delicious – and it wasn’t until much later that he discovered his mother was missing. Now he understood where the succulent meat from the feast came from. It is rumoured that from that day onwards, Wildcat and Gazelle have been sworn enemies.


THE WILDCAT AND THE NIGHTJAR


Zambia


Another tale focusing on friendship between two species – a cat and a bird, in this case – breaking down due to the cat’s devious behaviour. Cats being depicted as cunning and ruthless creatures, not to be trusted, is a theme that’s prevalent in many folk tales from around the world, such as in this Kaonde story from Zambia. In some tales kitty gets away with murder and in some kitty gets his/her comeuppance.


Although you might find this hard to believe, as it happened, Wildcat and Nightjar were the very best of friends. Then one day, when Nightjar least expected it, Wildcat began to change her demeanour and started growling at her in a most fearsome manner.


‘I’m going to eat you, I’m going to eat you,’ she growled, over and over again, hissing and giving Nightjar a tremendous scare.


Nightjar was terrified and, desperately flapping her wings, she fluttered away in fear.


Then Wildcat let out a wild, wicked laugh. ‘I was only joking, my dear friend,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you. But now let me be serious for a moment. You see, the truth is I’m not quite myself and I’m terribly worried. One of my kittens is gravely ill. If I could have two or three of your feathers to try and make some medicine to cure her, I’d be ever so grateful. I could really use your help.’


Nightjar felt much reassured and gladly gave up some of her feathers to Wildcat. ‘Of course, I understand and I’m very happy to help you, my friend,’ she said and then they parted ways in friendship just as before.


The very next day, Wildcat made the same request. Her poor little kitten was still sick, she said and she really, really needed another couple of feathers, if Nightjar would be so kind. Then the next day again, the same thing happened, and the next, and the next, and the next. Many days went by and finally, poor Nightjar had given up so many of her feathers that sadly, she had none left and so she was unable to fly away.


That’s when her good friend Wildcat, who had cunningly bided her time, grabbed Nightjar and ate her up.
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THE WILDCAT AND THE MONKEY


Ghana


A short tale from Ghana explaining how monkeys came to live in trees, all thanks to Wildcat. In a role reversal, the cat in this tale falls victim to the cunning of the monkey, while the monkey escapes the cunning of the cat.


It had been a long night of hunting and Wildcat was exhausted after all her exertions, so she lay down to rest, but she could find no sleep as fleas kept pestering her and biting her all over her body.


That’s when she spotted Monkey and asked for his help to get rid of the pesky critters. ‘Help me, Monkey, please help me,’ she groaned in distress. ‘Come and pluck these vicious fleas off me.’


‘I will help you gladly,’ Monkey replied, and he started plucking as quickly as he could.


As Monkey plucked the fleas, at last Wildcat could get some sleep. But Monkey was not to be trusted.


Almost as soon as Wildcat fell asleep, he stopped plucking. While Wildcat snoozed soundly, Monkey took her tail and tied it to a tree. Then, to wake her up, he whacked her on the head and skipped away, laughing. Wildcat tried to chase after Monkey, but then realised that she was stuck, her tail tied to the tree, and she had no choice but to stay put.
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‘Just you wait and see, Monkey,’ she shouted after him. ‘I will get you for this, mark my words.’


Wildcat was mightily angry and really wanted revenge, so she summoned all the animals in the kingdom. There was no shortage of those who had an axe to grind and hated Monkey for all the tricks he always played on friends and foes alike.


‘This is what you must do, my friends,’ Wildcat told all the animals. ‘Announce that I have died and let Monkey know that you will be arranging my funeral, then invite him to the funeral feast.’


Before the funeral guests made their appearance, Wildcat took up her position, lying down and pretending to be dead. All the animals, including Monkey, danced the funeral dance around her body, chanting as they danced.


‘Wildcat is dead, dead, dead …’ they sang.


Then, quick as a flash, Wildcat leapt up, making a grab for Monkey, but Monkey proved to be quicker still and had already escaped to the nearest tree, where he climbed higher and higher, so Wildcat could not reach him.


Ever since that day, Monkeys have always lived in trees.
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THE CAT AND THE LEOPARD
(Or Why the Leopard Can Only Catch Prey on Its Left Side)


Ghana


There are different versions of this type of story from many parts of the world (for example, the Brazilian tale, ‘The Cat’s Leap’, in The Americas section, page 50). In domestic versus big cat tales, the common moggie is very often more cunning than their wilder cousins, never quite teaching them all their tricks and always keeping something up their sleeve.


Going way back in time, Leopard didn’t know how to hunt and catch prey. Cat, on the other hand, was very skilful. Leopard, wanting to learn from the great hunter Cat, went to see him and very politely asked whether Cat would be willing to teach him all his tricks. And so it was that Cat came to teach the art of hunting to Leopard.


Having made an agreement, the very next day, they had their first lesson. Cat taught Leopard the first key trick – how to hide in the bushes – and then the second most important trick – how to move about quite noiselessly. This way, Leopard would be able to stalk his prey without the prey ever knowing it was being followed.


‘Look,’ said Cat, ‘you stalk like this.’ Then Cat showed Leopard how best to stalk his prey by stalking a mouse.


‘The third trick I’m going to teach you,’ said Cat, ‘is just as important. You use your left paw and left side like this, to spring upon your prey that’s passing you on your left.’ Cat demonstrated by killing the mouse.


Leopard, being a fast learner, soon caught his first prey.


‘Very good,’ said Cat. ‘You have mastered the first three tricks in this lesson. Now go off and practise and then come back to me. Next, I’ll teach you how to use your right paw and right side to catch prey that’s passing you on your right.’


Leopard practised and did well, but soon afterwards he became impatient for his next important lesson. So eager did he become that he went off to Cat’s house, hoping his next lesson might start there and then. Sadly, Cat wasn’t home, but as it happened, all her little kittens were there, waiting for her. Leopard, feeling quite proficient after his first lesson, practised his skills on the kittens and swiftly ate them all up.


When Cat found out what had happened, she became furious and point-blank refused to give Leopard any more lessons. This is why Leopard is only able to catch prey from the left, not from the right.
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NUNDA, THE EATER OF PEOPLE


Swahili Tale, Zanzibar and Coastal Areas of Tanzania


Cats in folk tales, it has to be said, aren’t always cuddly, but few are as fierce and ferocious as the cat in this tale. The Nunda, sometimes known as Mngwa, is known for eating people and there are various shorter and longer versions of this story. The best known was collected by Edward Steere in the 1800s and published as Swahili Tales in 1870.


The cat of Sultan Majnún was unusually fierce. One day it killed a calf, but the Sultan dismissed the event, simply stating, ‘The cat is mine, and so is the calf’. He could see no problem at all.


The cat then proceeded to kill and eat a goat, followed by a cow, a donkey, a horse and even a camel, with the good Sultan shrugging it off each time. ‘I will not kill it, even if it were to eat a man,’ the Sultan proclaimed.


And sure enough, the cat killed a human child next and followed this with a fully grown man. By this time, the creature had grown large and monstrous on its diet of human flesh.


Much to everyone’s relief, it then left town, but no sooner had the townspeople breathed a sigh of relief than the troubles with the people-eating creature started up again. You see, the Sultan’s cat had taken to hiding in the undergrowth, just outside the city limits, and there it feasted on anyone who passed by, whether human or animal. After sunset, it would sneak along the dark roads and abduct hapless wanderers.


Sultan Majnún, however, was still refusing to see the danger. ‘You all want me to kill this cat. But I say to you that this is my cat and everything it eats is mine also.’ He refused to address the complaints from his citizens and slowly but surely the population of the town continued to dwindle. Anyone and anything not locked up indoors was at risk.


Time went by until one day Sultan Majnún went out to admire the countryside with six of his sons, where the cat lay in wait. As soon as they were passing, the cat attacked them and killed three of the Sultan’s sons.


At long, long last, Sultan Majnún came to his senses. ‘That is no longer my cat,’ he said firmly. ‘That is a Nunda, and it will eat even me if I give it a chance.’


He sent his soldiers to kill the Nunda, but catching and killing a Nunda is no easy task. Instead, it killed some of the soldiers, while all the ones remaining fled in fear, escaping the Nunda.


Sultan Majnún’s seventh son, who’d heard of the terrible havoc and carnage wreaked by the creature, swore a solemn oath that he would slay it. ‘I shall find the Nunda who killed my brothers,’ he told his mother, setting out all alone, with his spear and his knife.


The young prince was nothing if not zealous. The first vaguely intimidating creature he ran into was a large dog, which he promptly killed and dragged home.


‘Mamá, wee, niulága nundá mla wátu!’ he sang triumphantly. (‘O mother, I have killed the Nunda, eater of people!’)


But his mother shook her head sadly and said, ‘My son, this is not he, the Nunda, eater of people. The Nunda is much, much larger than this.’


The seventh son set out again and in turn he managed to first kill a civet, then a larger civet, a zebra, a giraffe, a rhinoceros and finally an elephant, bringing each one back home with him, only to have his mother tell him that these were not the Nunda.


In time, he gathered a small group of followers, and with their help, managed to piece together a better description of the Nunda: elephant-sized or larger with small ears, broad, but not long, with two blotches like a civet, and a very thick tail.


At long last, the youth’s efforts paid off. The Nunda was found asleep in the shade of a grove of trees. This undoubtedly was the Nunda; it fitted his mother’s description of it perfectly and did not resemble anything else he had killed so far.


He and his companions fired their guns into the Nunda at close range, but did not hang around for fear that it was still alive. Instead, they slept through the night and returned in the morning when it was determined that the huge cat was undeniably dead.


They dragged the beast back to the town in triumph with the prince singing of his victory, and this time his mother chanted back, ‘Mwanangu, ndiyeye nundá mla watu!’ (‘My son, this is he, the Nunda, eater of people!’)


The Nunda’s carcass was buried, a house was built on top of it, and a guard was placed at the house.


This is but one tale of the insatiable Nunda, a ‘swallowing monster’. Sometimes, it swallows the entire populace of a place, with the exception of one lone hero. This hero kills the Nunda and cuts it open, releasing all its victims unharmed.
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