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“I used to love dogs until I discovered cats.” – Nafisa Joseph

“If you could write a book about anything, what would you write about?” I asked my girlfriend one evening, simply attempting to make small talk. She responded with, “A book about famous cats.” Genius. 

This idea was great, so great that I decided it had to be done. Believe it or not, I wasn’t always a cat person. As someone who grew up with a dog, a red Staffordshire bullterrier named Tilly, I never expected myself to fall in love with cats. Now, thanks to my girlfriend’s cats Sophie and Malcolm, I can’t imagine my life without these cuddly companions.

Sophie, a female long-haired black-and-white cat, was born in 2003. While she had a selective affection for people, I was fortunate enough to be adored by her. She would attempt to sit on my lap while I played video games, and would slip through the gap between my skinny thighs before eventually giving up. She also used to love claiming cardboard boxes as her own. 

When she was younger, Sophie gave birth, but she was not the best mother. She mostly avoided her kittens (especially one named Keith) by climbing up furniture as high as possible to be out of reach of them. One time when she was ill, she was spoon-fed Weetabix as it was the only thing she would eat – something the vet did not approve of. In 2022, Sophie passed away from a weak heart, at the age of 19-years-old. I was in Canada at the time when I got the call about the bad news. That day, I took myself to a secluded, peaceful place called Lost Lake to reflect. I still miss her.

Then there’s Malcolm, a male white-and-brown British Shorthair with a ginger beard, who rescued himself by walking through the backdoor of my girlfriend’s house in 2013. He was thought to be a she for years and went by “Nessi”, short for Vanessa, up until a vet visit in 2018 which revealed otherwise, and he instead became Malcolm. To mark ten years of being a part of the family, I bought him a tiny plot of land in Cumbria, England, officially making him Lord Malcolm of Hougun Manor (with a certificate to prove it). 

Lord Malcolm is well-known in the neighbourhood for wearing his colourful bowties, and the local postman even calls him the “Dapper cat”. One time, after some unusual behaviour, my concerned girlfriend spent £300 on an emergency appointment at the vet only to learn that Malcolm had simply lost a scrap with another local cat, and the only thing bruised was his pride. Malcolm is now 14-years-old. I love that cat more than any human I know.

People ask me, “Ryan, why did you write a book about cats?” The answer is simple: for the fun of it. And because I believe the stories of these famous felines are too good not to share. I am no cat professional or historian, though I did once earn the title of The Cat Expert after scoring 80% on a cat quiz at the Cat Museum in Budapest, Hungary. For this, I was also awarded a pin badge, which I am still very proud of. 

I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed researching and writing it. And who knows – maybe, like myself, you’ll find yourself falling in love with cats too.
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What is a cat? 

To some, a cat is simply just a feline – elegant, independent, and often mysterious, nothing more. To others who have been fortunate enough to share their lives with them, cats have proven themselves to be far greater than just household companions. Throughout history, they have been adventurers, guardians, muses, heroes, and even gods. In this book, we will explore the remarkable true stories of real cats who have left their mark on the world. 

We will meet cats who inspired great works of art and literature, cats who sailed across the seas, took to the sky in planes, and were even launched into space! From Ancient Egypt, where they were worshipped as deities, to the battlefields and bunkers of wartime, cats have found themselves in some of the most pivotal moments of human history. Whether intentional or not, these are the felines of historical significance who helped shape culture, save lives, and in some cases, even influence the outcome of human events. Their stories are sometimes funny, sometimes strange, but are always inspiring.

Of course, history is rarely neat, and stories (especially those about cats) can be messy. The tales included in this book are based on articles, journals, and historical records, though some sources offer conflicting accounts. I have done my best to present the most accurate and entertaining version of the truth, and worked closely with historian (and proud cat lover) Bethany Dixon, whose expertise and passion helped bring these stories to life. 

And while I would have loved to include every famous feline that I discovered when doing my research, I had to draw the line somewhere. Consider this book a carefully curated collection of the most unforgettable cats in history, almost like an encyclopaedia of famous cats (or rather a “cat-opedia”), including some honourable mentions. You can also expect to find definitions of key terms/phrases and fun feline facts along the way. 

Right then, that’s enough waffling from me. Let us begin our journey and pounce into the wonderful world of famous felines throughout the ages!
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Est. 1450s BCE: Nedjem (“Sweet”, “Sweetie” or “The Sweet One”)
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“If you are worthy of its affection, a cat will be your friend, but never your slave.” – Théophile Gautier

Nedjem was found in the tomb of an Ancient Egyptian noble called Puimre, a high priest of Amun who lived during the mid-15th century BCE, and is the earliest recorded cat to have a personal name. Cats belong to the Felidae (meaning ‘cat’, deriving from Latin) family, which can be divided into two subfamilies: Felinae, cats with a bony tongue who purr (such as domestic cats, cougars, and cheetahs) and Pantherinae, cats without a bony tongue who instead roar (such as lions, tigers, and leopards). 

Felis catus, also known as the common house cat, have been companions to humans now for over 10,000 years. One piece of evidence suggesting that the taming of cats began this long ago is based upon the 10,000-year-old skeleton of a human child, who was buried with a cat in the neolithic village of Shillourokambos in Cyprus. Felines were not native to Cyprus and so this furry friend must have been brought to the island by people, pre-dating the domestication of felines in Egypt (in fact, today there are more cats living in Cyprus than people!). 

Some experts believe that cats were self-domesticated, welcoming themselves into the homes of farmers due to early settlements attracting pests such as rodents and reptiles. This was a threat to the settlers’ crops and so a mutual agreement between humans and felines was made; cats would prey upon these pests to protect the produce, and the settlers in return would provide shelter and additional food. 

Felines are natural hunters, considered by some as perfect land predators and the most effective killers on Earth. The average house cat has a reflex speed of 20 to 70 milliseconds (up to five times faster than a human) and can run up to 30 miles per hour, using its flexible spine to launch itself forward. A cat’s tongue is spiked with backward-facing papillae called filiform and are designed for ripping flesh from bones. Their tongues are also suitable for grooming, used to regulate their body temperature and stimulate circulation. Felines are also one of the several families of mammals who are known to hunt and kill instinctively, regardless of hunger – this is known as “surplus killing”. As they proved themselves to be deadly and loyal companions, cats were documented accompanying humans on hunting trips and later even migrated across Europe with farmers when they left Egypt. 

Now, domesticated house cats can be found all across the globe. It was, however, uncommon for a feline to have an individual name during Ancient Egyptian times. It is believed that the cat Nedjem (meaning ‘Sweet/Sweetie’ or ‘The Sweet One’) was named after one of the sons of Ahmenhotep II, the prince and high priest of lower Egypt. This is a significant tradition as naming cats is something we still continue to do now, almost 3,500 years later!
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Est. 1350s BCE: Ta-Miu (“She-Cat”)
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“In ancient times cats were worshipped as gods; they have not forgotten this.” – Terry Pratchett

Ta-Miu (meaning ‘she-cat’ in the Ancient Egyptian language) was the beloved pet of the Crown Prince Thutmose during the Eighteenth Dynasty of Egypt. Cats were greatly significant in Ancient Egypt for many reasons, they were seen to be sacred, magical, and even demi-gods. It was believed that the Gods of Egypt could take on many different forms and had the ability to inhabit the bodies of animals, including cats. The Egyptian Goddess of Protection and Fertility, Bastet, was shown to be either a lioness or woman possessing the head of a black cat – hence the worship of cats as deities and symbols of good fortune. It is for this reason that killing or even harming a feline, whether intentional or accidental, would result in the death penalty. 

In the event of a family cat passing away, Egyptians would shave off their eyebrows to grieve the loss of their beloved pet. Even today, cats are still beloved companions in Egypt. Currently, one female tabby called Cece even resides within the Dendera Temple, overseeing the ancient site as “Queen of the Courtyard”. While a majority of households own a dog across the world, those with cats typically own multiple, making them the more popular pet. 

Not much is known of the royal pet Ta-Miu in particular. After passing on (estimated to be the mid-14th century BCE), Ta-Miu was mummified and buried in a decorated limestone sarcophagus, depicting a cat sitting before a table of various offerings for the afterlife. Cats appearing in tomb paintings were commonly seen fishing or hunting with humans. If a cat died before their owner, they would be mummified and placed in the owner’s tomb ahead of time to await their dearest human to join them. To this day, hundreds of cats have been found mummified and buried and date back as far as over 4,500 years ago, some of which are accompanied by embalmed mice to keep them company in the afterlife. 

During this time, mummification was an expensive process which could only be afforded by Pharaohs, kings, and other wealthy citizens – so why were so many cats mummified? One explanation for the common mummification of cats was to give them a worthy burial in the eyes of Bastet. However, as well as being worshipped on a divine level, they were still adored for being house pets. Some say Cleopatra herself also owned a cat, an Egyptian Mau (this is believed to be the oldest domestic cat breed) named Tivali. Owners and cats have been found to be sharing a tomb, presumably to allow both them and their feline friends to go on to be reborn in the afterlife together. And Prince Thutmose and his cat were no exception to this, as Ta-Miu was discovered to be entombed with her Prince.
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Est. 1480s CE: The Caterer Cat
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“The key to a successful new relationship between a cat and human is patience.” – Susan Easterly

The Caterer Cat was the unlikely hero of English nobleman Sir Henry Wyatt of Allington Castle, who had saved him from starving to death during his two-year imprisonment in 15th century England. Sir Henry Wyatt was a knight, courtier, and politician – he was also the father to the famous Tudor poet Sir Thomas Wyatt the Elder. In life, it is reputed that Wyatt went to prison on multiple occasions: one time in the Tower of London where he was imprisoned for his support of Henry Tudor (who he had attended Eton College with), and another time at an unknown jail in Scotland where he was held for ransom. 

During the reign of King Richard III, the last king of the Plantagenet dynasty, Henry Wyatt was imprisoned for two years for his support of the Tudor cause (the rivalling royal dynasty). In prison, Wyatt had been tortured, forced to sleep on straw on a stone floor, made to wear rags and endure the cold, and was fed little food. On the brink of starvation, legend has it that a jail-house cat befriended Wyatt when it entered his prison cell through the bars and cuddled up to him for warmth. Upon their next encounter, the cat had caught a pigeon and delivered it to Wyatt, which a jailor then cooked for him.

This is emphasised in Passages taken out of a Manuscript wrote by Thomas Scott of Egreston in Godmersham Esquire concerning the family of Wyatt of Alington, originally written by Thomas Scott and copied by Richard Wyatt, both descendants of Sir Henry. One passage reads: “A cat came into the dungeon with him, and, as it were, offered herself unto him. He was glad of her, laid her in his bosom to warm him, and by making much of her won her love. After that she would come at diverse time, and when she could get him one, bring him a pigeon. He complained to his keeper of his cold and short fare. The answer was he durst not better it. But, said Sir Henry, if I can provide any, will you promise to dress it for me? I may well enough said he, you are safe for that matter; and being urged again, promised him and kept his promise, dressed for him from time to time such pigeons as his accator the cat provided for him.” 

As a result of the death of King Richard III at the Battle of Bosworth Field in 1485, the Plantagenet dynasty had come to an end and Henry VII ascended to the throne – becoming the first Tudor king. King Henry VII released Wyatt from his imprisonment and knighted him for his devotion to the Tudor cause, and raised him from private gentleman to a higher honour at court. If it was not for the jail-house cat who had befriended Henry Wyatt during his isolation, he would not have survived. After his release, “Sir Henry always made much of a cat, and was always to be found with a cat beside him.” Today, there is a portrait of Sir Henry Wyatt imprisoned with the cat (only known as “The Caterer”) pulling a pigeon through the bars of his prison window – this is located at Lord Romney’s house in London.
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1515 CE – Present day: The Chief Mousers to the Cabinet Office
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“You know how it is with cats: they don’t really have owners, they have staff.” – Phyllis C. Cast

The title of Chief Mouser to the Cabinet Office is given to the cat who is living in the residence and executive office of the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom: No. 10 Downing Street, London, England. Although the National Archives only date back to the 1920s, there is recorded evidence showing there has been a cat residing in Downing Street since at least 1515 (during the reign of King Henry VIII). This is when Lord Chancellor Cardinal Thomas Wolsey unofficially appointed a cat at his side as a mouser, starting a tradition that has now been continued for over 500 years. A mouser is a rodent control expert tasked with catching rodents to protect food supplies, as well as preventing infestations and diseases from spreading. 

Although 13 cats have been mousers of Downing Street since 1924, here are some of the notable mentions: Peter II (1946 – 1947) was the shortest-serving Chief Mouser, serving for only a year before sadly being struck by a car and passing away. Peter III (1947 – 1964), also known as “Peter the Great”, holds the record for the longest-running Chief Mouser of 17 years. The hectic black-and-white cat Humphrey (1989 – 1997) had a chaotic time while in office. Humphrey would go missing in 1995 for three months, only to be found napping a mile away at the Royal Army Medical Quarters, having been nicknamed “PC” or “Patrol Cat.” He would refuse to move in order to make way for the red carpet intended to welcome King Hussein of Jordan, was almost run over by Bill Clinton’s car when investigating it, and allegedly “savaged” a duck in St James Park. Humphrey would eventually retire in 1997. 

Larry (2011 – present day), a male tabby, has served under six Prime Ministers during his time in office, the most to date. He temporarily served alongside fellow mouser Freya (2012 – 2014). However, the pair would be dubbed arch-enemies after a fight broke out between them in 2012, which resulted in police intervention. Freya was also hit by a car; fortunately, she survived her injuries and, following this, retired early. Another rival to Larry was the celebrity mouser Palmerston, the Chief Mouser of the UK Foreign & Commonwealth Office (2016 – 2020), where the two were seen to have territorial stand-offs and even cat-fights. 

A statement on the official 10 Downing Street website regarding Larry’s role as the Chief Mouser to the Cabinet Office reads as follows: “Larry spends his days greeting guests to the house, inspecting security defences and testing antique furniture for napping quality. His day-to-day responsibilities also include contemplating a solution to the mouse occupancy of the house. Larry says this is still ‘in tactical planning stage’.” Most recently, Downing Street has welcomed a Siberian kitten, Prince, as of 2024 to live alongside Larry. Regardless of the popularity of the United Kingdom’s Prime Minister, the public and media have always shown a lot of love towards the Chief Mousers of the Cabinet Office. 
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1600s CE: Trixie the Prison Cat
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“I have felt cats rubbing their faces against mine and touching my cheek with claws carefully sheathed. These things, to me, are expressions of love.” – James Herriot

Trixie the Prison Cat, a female black-and-white cat, was the favourite cat of Henry Wriothesley, the Third Earl of Southampton. Wriothesley was the leading courtier to Queen Elizabeth I, yet the Earl was known to frequently neglect his courtly duties, preferring to attend the plays of his friend William Shakespeare, to whom he was a patron of. In a bid for power, Henry Wriothesley joined his fellow Earls in the 1601 Essex rebellion led by the Earl of Essex. When they were unsuccessful, the Earl of Essex was sentenced to death by the Queen and beheaded – Wriothesley was instead imprisoned in the Tower of London for his treason. 

His cat, Trixie, was to then become something of a legend. It is said she had found her way into the Tower of London by scaling the 90ft walls and descending through a chimney into Henry’s cell, although other accounts claim Trixie was smuggled into the tower for the Earl by his wife. Whilst the latter is more probable, cats are nevertheless quite capable of scaling a range of textured walls thanks to their curved retractable claws, which can be used for grip and leverage. It is in a cat’s nature to climb up to high places due to their evolutionary instinct to escape and hide from predators in the wild. The aerial advantage also allows them to survey for any potential dangers, observe hunting territories, and sleep peacefully.

Wriothesley grew very sick whilst incarcerated, but his furry companion remained there alongside him and is said to have occasionally brought him scraps of food – comforting her friend. Cats can show their loyalty by displaying different types of affection. This can be communicated in the forms of slow-blinking and allorubbing, the act of rubbing their body and releasing pheromones from their glands. Sharing their scent in this manner lets other cats know that they trust a person. Another form of affection is purring. A cat’s purr emanates from its voice box and has many healing qualities. It can relieve stress by lowering hormone levels and the blood pressure of an individual, and has also been shown to produce the perfect frequency to help mend bones (the Guinness World Record for loudest purr is shared at 67.8 decibels, being held by two different cats: first in 2011 by Smokey, and second by Merlin in 2015). 

Trixie the Prison Cat shared a deep bond with her master, keeping him company for two years before Wriothesley was eventually pardoned and released in 1603 by the late Queen’s cousin and new monarch, James I. A painting by John de Critz the Elder was commissioned by the King, in which “aristocat” Trixie can be seen sitting to the right of aristocrat Henry Wriothesley in the Tower of London. Today, this painting of the loyal companion and Wriothesley is still displayed in Boughton House, Northamptonshire.
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1745 CE – Present day: The Hermitage Museum Cats (“The Guardians of the Galleries” or “The Meowing Division”)
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“A cat needs a place as much as it needs a person to make its own.” – Doris Lessing

The Hermitage Museum Cats of Saint Petersburg, Russia, have roamed the halls of the palace since the 18th century, guarding some of the world’s greatest artistic treasures. Elizaveta Petrovna, the Empress of All Russia and daughter of the founder of Saint Petersburg, Peter the Great, was the first person to bring cats to live in the newly built Winter Palace during the era of the Russian Empire. It was in 1745 when Empress Elizaveta decreed the people of Russia to bring the “best and biggest cats suitable for catching mice” to Saint Petersburg in order to guard the palace and cellars from pests. Most of the cats are believed to have come from Kazan, a city which was known for having the best “ratters” (or mousers). 

During the reign of Empress Catherine II in 1764, she institutionalised the cat guard service at the Winter Palace and elevated the status of cats in Russia as a whole. The palace cats became known as The Guardians of the Galleries. The four-legged guards also received a salary and were provided more food rations, on top of the rodents they would catch; it is said that cat lover Catherine the Great’s personal favourite breed was the Russian Blue, which she would gift to ambassadors. 

The Guardians of the Galleries remained in the Winter Palace, now housing the State Hermitage Museum, for almost 200 years – surviving the Napoleonic Invasion, the Bolshevik Revolution, and the fall of the Russian Empire. During World War Two, the original descendants of the Palace cats did not survive the Siege of Leningrad (now known as Saint Petersburg), as between the years 1941 and 1944 they had either succumbed to disease or starvation. After three years, the Hermitage and city had been overrun by rodents in the absence of mousers. Once the siege was lifted, a train of food, medicine, and 5,000 cats was sent from Yaroslavl and Siberia to help with the rat infestation that had amassed in Leningrad. To honour the memory of “The Meowing Division” cats who saved the Hermitage, there are two bronze cat statues in Saint Petersburg on Malaya Sadovaya Street, named Yelisey and Vasilisa. 

More recently, the descendants of the Siberian cats still inhabit the museum. While they no longer have access to the galleries, they instead are free to roam around the Palace courtyard and basement. All the money donated to the clowder of approximately 50 felines is deposited into their own personal bank account and pays for their food, toys, and medicine. The Hermitage Cats have been immortalised in paintings by Eldar Zakirov, featuring them in Imperial Russian clothing, and in the children’s book Anna and the Hermitage Cats by Mary Ann Allin and Maria Haltunen, which even had a musical adaptation called Hermitage Cats Save the Day. A Day of the Hermitage Cat is now held every year, to celebrate the legendary history of the Hermitage Museum Cats.
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Est. 1769 – 1778 CE: Hodge
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“The hardest thing of all is to find a black cat in a dark room, especially if there is no cat.” – Confucius

Hodge, a male black cat, belonged to the famous writer and compiler of the first English Dictionary, Dr Samuel Johnson. Dr Johnson was a cat lover known for defying the social norms of the time for owning cats as pets, as it was out of the ordinary to keep them as anything other than a utility animal during 18th century England. Hodge played a significant role in soothing Dr Johnson as he laboured over his later works in their small residence in Gough Square, London. 

Biographer James Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson would go on to talk about how Hodge would feast on oysters, as they were common, cheap, and full of protein. Felines need meat in their diet as it contains fat which their bodies cannot produce itself, yet they are often more attracted to fish due to the strong scent that seafood gives off, as well as being both nutritious and tasty. Cats only have a few hundred taste buds (unlike humans who have over 9,000) and only possess one of the two genes required to taste sweetness, meaning that they cannot taste sweet things nor digest them well. The oysters were personally bought by Dr Johnson himself, to avoid his servants becoming envious of the spoilt pet. 
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