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			This one’s for all the adventurers on this beautiful planet and for everyone who’s ever known the love of a cat.
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			The Adventure Cats Story

			The first time I saw a cat on a leash was when I was volunteering for a cat rescue in college. On Saturday mornings, I’d drive to a local pet store to help empty litter boxes, scrub crusty food dishes, and play with all the adoptable kittens that neither my mother nor my resident adviser would allow me to bring home. But one morning when I arrived to perform my regular duties, there was a note on one of the cages instructing me to take the orange tabby on a walk through the store. A tiny blue harness dangled beside the cage.

			Take a cat for a walk? While I’d seen plenty of leashed dogs wander through the aisles of the store, I’d never once encountered a leashed cat. I didn’t even know you could walk a cat. After all, cats seemed like the kind of animals that would be above that sort of thing. Being led around by a mere human? Leave that to the dogs.

			But once the cages and dishes gleamed and the litter boxes were freshly refilled, I let the skinny cat out and—much to my surprise—easily snapped on the harness. Then we were off. The little ginger knew right where he wanted to go and didn’t let curious onlookers or snarling schnauzers distract him from the journey at hand. He made his way straight to the aisles devoted to cat food and treats and set to work sniffing and exploring. Eventually, he climbed atop a cat tree.

			“How did you train him to walk on a leash?” people asked me. “Do they sell cat harnesses here?” others inquired. “I don’t know,” I replied again and again. A cat on a leash? It was new to me too.
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			For most people, the sight of a cat on a leash is quite surprising.

			

			The next Saturday, I was looking forward to taking that cat on another walk through the store, but when I arrived, a new feline had taken his place. The little leash-trained tabby had been adopted. Apparently, someone had seen him prowling through the aisles on his harness and filled out an adoption application that very day.

			Despite the impression that cat made, I didn’t attempt to leash train any of my own cats for another decade. It wasn’t until I started hearing about courageous kitties like Millie the climbing cat that I started to wonder about the possibilities of adventuring with a cat. And it wasn’t until one of my own cats—once so content to watch the outside world from the window—suddenly darted out the door that I actually purchased a couple of cat harnesses.

			I leash trained both of my cats and slowly introduced them to the world beyond the windows. And as they became more comfortable exploring the wilds of the backyard, my husband and I, who are both active hikers, started to wonder if our kitty companions might one day safely join us on a trail. So I did what anyone looking for information would do: I Googled it. I found plenty of articles and blog posts about leash training cats, but none of them explained how exactly a cat could go from exploring the backyard to hiking and camping alongside its owners. So in March 2015, when I told my husband how the Internet had failed to provide me with the one-stop resource my outdoorsy, cat-loving heart desired, he said, “You could make that.” With that statement, AdventureCats.org began to take shape in my mind, but what started out as an idea for a simple online resource for fellow adventure cat enthusiasts soon evolved into much more.

			You see, I’d recently pitched a story to my editor about stereotypical “cat people.” I expected the article to be an entertaining look at how modern women defy the absurd and surely obsolete stereotypes associated with owning cats, but the story took an unexpected turn when my research revealed that people really do buy into the “crazy cat lady” persona. In fact, 49 percent of Americans believe it’s an accurate stereotype, according to a 2015 PetSmart Charities survey. And when asked which qualities they associated with cats, a majority of people assigned such words as moody, stubborn, and aloof.

			As I did more research, I talked to women who said they wouldn’t adopt another cat for fear they’d be labeled a “crazy cat lady.” I came across men who said they’d been mocked for having cats, which are thought by most to be “pets for women.” I even read blog posts written by women explaining that a single man with a cat is a red flag, as well as “confessions” penned by men defending their love of cats, as if there were something inherently emasculating about providing a loving home for a feline.

			Are these negative perceptions about cats and their owners actually hurting adoption rates? I wondered. I talked to shelter workers who said they believed so, but perhaps the numbers best speak for themselves: According to that same PetSmart Charities survey, 19 percent of respondents said there simply aren’t as many adoptable cats in shelters as there are dogs, but in reality, more cats—1.4 million annually, according to the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA)—are euthanized in U.S. shelters than dogs. And a 2014 U.S. Shelter Pet Report found that 27 percent of people considering a new pet said they wouldn’t adopt a cat. Apparently, our perceptions of cats and the people who love them really can play a role in shelter adoptions.

			So it was in researching a story completely unrelated to AdventureCats.org that I found the most pressing reason to build the site. Yes, I wanted to create an informational resource, but even more than that, I wanted to change people’s minds about what it means to be a cat person. I wanted them to see that while cats can make excellent company for single women, they can also make “pawsome” outdoor companions for men and women alike. After all, if there’s one lesson that little orange tabby at the shelter taught me, it’s this: A cat that defies stereotypes is a cat people want to talk about and a cat that finds a home. By challenging ideas of what cats and the people who love them are like, I hope that more people will be inspired to take home one of those millions of homeless kitties—and maybe even take them on an adventure.
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			Brave felines like Floyd prove that not all cats are content to spend their lives indoors, especially when their owner has a cozy backpack.

			

			Why Adventure with a Cat?

			One of the many things people love about cats is how they remind us to slow down. With their soothing purrs and fondness for snuggling, our feline friends can be a comforting presence in our homes—not to mention the purrfect companions for a Netflix marathon. It may seem out of character or even downright strange to bring a cat on a nature hike or canoe trip, but for many adventure cat owners, taking the cat along was always part of the plan. “For me, it was just assumed that any animal I owned would accompany me surfing. I spend the majority of my time on the water, and I just never gave it a second thought,” said Alex Gomez, a special-education teacher in Hawaii who surfs with her cat, Nanakuli.
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			Nanakuli hangs ten in Hawaii.

			

			For other cat owners, the inclusion of their feline friends in outdoor excursions evolved naturally. “One of my main outlets is to do anything outside and active, but I found myself feeling guilty for leaving my cat, Josie, to go hike or camp when I had the occasional free weekend,” said University of Tennessee veterinary student Erin Dush. “Several classmates jokingly said that I should just take her with me, so I decided to give it a try. She took to hiking immediately, and from there I’ve just continued to try her in any activity that dogs tend to enjoy.”

			However, adventuring with a cat isn’t always about integrating a pet into an already active lifestyle. Often, the decision to leash train is made because it’s good for the cat. Just as our waistlines are expanding, so are those of our pets. A 2014 survey by the Association for Pet Obesity Prevention found that nearly 60 percent of U.S. cats are overweight or obese. If your kitty is part of that percentage, then he may benefit from a little more exercise, and leash walking can be a fun way for you both to be more active.

			In addition to encouraging physical activity, venturing outside on a leash also provides mental stimulation for cats, which can help with boredom-related behavioral issues. Because while we may think of our kitties as snuggly little house pets, the truth is they’re actually not that far removed from their wild ancestors. Researchers at the McDonnell Genome Institute at Washington University found that as few as thirteen genes may separate domestic cats from wild cats, so it makes sense that many cats enjoy being outside, investigating new sights and sounds, and lazing in the sun. “Too little stimulation causes frustration, stress, boredom, and depression,” said veterinarian Dr. Frank McMillan, director of animal well-being studies at Best Friends Animal Society. “This state of psychological deprivation is a common cause of unwanted behavior—such as urinating throughout the house and destructive behavior—that indicates unhappiness and lack of emotional fulfillment.”

			And if you need yet another reason to get outside with your cat, consider how much fun it could be for both of you if your cat takes to a leash! 
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			“If you could ask your cat every morning when you both wake up what he or she looks forward to that day, it’s often difficult to think of what the indoor-only cat might say,” said Dr. McMillan. “But it’s easy to imagine the response of the cat who goes outside on a harness and leash: ‘Our walk! Our walk!’”

			

			However, allowing a cat to come and go from the home at will and explore the great outdoors unsupervised isn’t an ideal solution. There’s a reason indoor cats typically live twice as long as outdoor ones: They’re not exposed to diseases, wildlife, and traffic.

			Likewise, forcing a cat to live inside when he’s accustomed to roaming outdoors can also backfire, as New York Times reporter Stephanie Clifford is well aware. “When I cut off his access to the great outdoors, my cat, usually spunky and friendly, threw himself against the door, yowled, and attacked my legs with frustration and sharp claws,” she wrote in 2011. The answer? Leash walking. “Six months after I started, I have a relaxed cat, a new admiration for his pluck and agility, and, probably, a growing reputation as the weird cat lady,” she said.

			Speaking of being the weird cat lady (or cat man), don’t let that deter you from taking your own cat into the great outdoors. While your pet may be the first leashed cat that people encounter in the neighborhood or on the trail, it certainly won’t be the last. The practice is becoming much more common, and by taking Fluffy or Sir Meows-a-Lot on a walk, you’re helping bust the very stereotype you’re trying to avoid. When people see you engaging with your cat in nature, you change their minds about what it means to be a cat owner—and that translates into more shelter kitties finding forever homes.
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			Adventure cats—and their owners—break the mold.

			

			Is Adventuring Right for Your Kitty?

			
			Just as every person is different, so is every cat. You likely have friends who love hiking, camping, and spending time outdoors, but you probably also have friends who’d sooner join you for a root canal than a camping trip—and as much as you’d love for them to share some s’mores, you have to respect their wishes. The same goes for your kitty.

			Each cat has a unique personality, and just as we may identify as a Myers-Briggs personality type like ENFP or ISTJ, we can also attempt to categorize felines according to their personality traits. The ASPCA defines several “feline-alities” that the organization’s shelters employ to match potential adopters with the right cats for their lifestyles. The Meet Your Match Feline-ality adoption program is based on an assessment that reliably predicts how a particular cat is likely to behave when the animal is adopted into a new home. Potential adopters take a survey to reveal what they’re looking for in a cat, and they’re assigned one of three colors based on their results. They can then meet cats that have been assigned the same color, which means the felines would likely be a good fit for their household.
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			All cats have unique personalities, just like people.

			

			Shelters that use these personality profiles have demonstrated a 40 to 45 percent increase in adoptions and a 45 to 50 percent decrease in cat returns and euthanasia. Clearly, understanding cats’ personalities can help shelters match felines with the right people, but it may also be possible to use your own cat’s feline-ality to determine if she’ll enjoy outdoor activities. The three categories used by the ASPCA are assigned the colors green, orange, and purple and are determined by the cat’s playfulness, how the cat responds to new people and situations, and how much the cat enjoys being petted and held.

			
					
Green cats are “savvy, unflappable, and adventurous.”

					
Orange cats, though not as bold as green cats, are considered “good company”—they’re sociable and interested in their environment.

					
Purple cats “seek affection, are pretty quiet, and tend to stay out of trouble.”

			

			Green and orange kitties are considered high-valiant feline-alities—meaning they tend to adapt well to new situations—and are some of the best matches for a more adventurous lifestyle. “Cats who are more valiant would likely be better candidates for finding harness opportunities rewarding,” said Dr. Emily Weiss, senior director of ASPCA research and development and the creator of feline-alities. “The [green] feline-alities are the three high valiant feline-alities. In addition, the orange cats have a lower valiance score but are still adventurous cats.”

			Purple cats, on the other hand, are cautious and often keep to themselves, so venturing outside could be more stressful for them. Of course, there are exceptions to the rule—like an Atlanta cat named Snowflake. “Snowflake is definitely a ‘purple’ cat,” said owner Anna Norris. “She’s very shy but loving. Always ready to snuggle, but quick to run away when guests arrive. Even so, after a couple of years of harness and leash training, she really enjoys lounging on the front porch and poking around the plants in our backyard. We know she would not do well on a hike with so many unknowns, but in the comfort of our zone, she really thrives.”

			Determine Your Cat’s “Purrsonality” 

			To assess your cat’s disposition, analyze his behavior. Does he spend hours staring outside, pawing at the window and watching birds and insects? Does he dart toward the door every time it opens or exhibit other signs of boredom (see here)? If so, your cat may really enjoy engaging with the natural world. 

			However, you may already have realized that venturing into the vast unknown isn’t for your kitty, and that’s OK. Instead of strapping on a harness, let your kitty enjoy a little “cat TV” from the window seat. You may even want to purchase or build a catio, which is exactly what it sounds like: a patio designed especially for cats (see here).

			Once you know where your kitty stands, it’s time to take the next step—and no, that next step isn’t wrestling your cat into a harness and tackling the Appalachian Trail. It’s finding the right harness and doing some leash training, which will provide more insight into your cat’s disposition. The safest way for your cat to explore the outdoors is on a leash, but even if you’ve got a seemingly fearless “green” kitty, that doesn’t necessarily mean your cat is going to take to a harness. A true adventure cat is a feline equipped with the right temperament and the proper training. 

			“It’s absolutely true that this is not for every cat,” said Dr. Kat Miller, director of ASPCA anti-cruelty behavior research. “A feline must be easy to handle to get the harness on and off, confident enough to explore the outdoors without fear, and not so ‘squirrely’ as to try to wriggle out of a harness and make a break for it. I suggest trying a cat outdoors in a kitty playpen or wire dog crate first before attempting leash walking. This will give you a safe and secure way to determine if your feline seems to enjoy the great outdoors or is frightened by it. If he seems to think this is the best thing since peanut butter and jelly, then you might try next to harness him indoors only.”
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			Snowflake is an adventure-loving “purple” cat.

			

			After practicing some indoor harness walking, you can then introduce your cat to a quiet space outdoors to see how he does. But keep in mind that when you take your cat outside, you’re introducing him to a variety of new scents, sights, and sounds that could be overwhelming, so monitor his behavior to see how he’s responding to the new stimuli. If your cat seems frightened, he may be more comfortable remaining inside where the environment is more predictable. Also, if the mere sight of another feline agitates your cat, it’s best to keep him indoors. Cats are territorial, and the outdoors is home to a variety of unfamiliar scents. Your cat could become even more upset if he encounters another cat’s scent—much less the cat itself.

			“Many cats are actually quite timid and not at all into going outside,” said veterinarian Dr. Eloise Bright. “They tend to do the same things each day. They like routine, and they like predictability. That being said, some outdoor time can be great for cats that are socialized when young—ideally before nine weeks of age—and have a more outgoing, inquisitive nature.”

			Older kitties that have been inside all their lives may require more training, and many may never adapt to walking on a leash. I only started leash training my two indoor cats when one was four years old and the other was three. They’re both “green” kitties that adapt well to new situations; however, they’re not interested in venturing past the familiarity of the backyard and that’s fine with me. Just like when we’re indoors, my cats are the ones making the calls.

			“You can’t force a cat to be an adventure cat,” said Erin Shuee, an early intervention service coordinator in Fort Collins, Colorado, who hikes with her husband and two cats in the Rocky Mountains. “It’s definitely not something you want to throw your skittish adult cat into. If you want a furry, purring adventure buddy, my advice would be to start when they are young and open to exploration being a part of their lives.”
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			Kittens typically adapt more easily to outdoor adventures than older cats.

			

			
			Is Your Cat Bored? Know the Signs

			Inactivity. It’s normal for cats to nap an average of fifteen hours a day, but if your cat’s only physical activity involves moving between the bed and the food bowl, your kitty likely needs some exercise and mental stimulation.

			Overgrooming. All cats groom themselves, but over-grooming includes repetitive behaviors like constant licking, pulling at fur, and biting at skin, which can cause hair loss and irritation.

			
Destructive behavior. Every curious kitty gets into things now and then, but if you’re consistently coming home to scratched furniture, shredded curtains, and broken lamps, then your cat has clearly taken to finding his own forms of entertainment.

			Eliminating outside the litter box. Urinating or defecating outside the confines of the kitty toilet can be symptomatic of a variety of things, including arthritis or kidney problems, but it can also indicate a bored cat that’s looking for attention.

			Note: If your cat is exhibiting any of these behaviors, it may be time to see a veterinarian—what might seem like boredom may also indicate a medical issue.
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			Is your cat ready to join the ranks of fearless felines like Eevee?

			

			
			The Purrsonality Quiz [image: ]

			1	How much time does your cat spend gazing out the window?

			a. All day with wide eyes and a twitching tail.

			b. On and off throughout the day with mild interest.

			c. My cat is too busy napping to notice the outside world.

			2	How does your cat respond to new situations (unfamiliar people, sudden sounds, etc.)?

			a. Strides confidently toward them to investigate.

			b. Backs away, but remains close by to observe.

			c. Runs and hides.

			3	How often does your cat try to slip out the door?

			a. Every time it opens.
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