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INTRODUCTION


There are many reasons why we find cats so fascinating. Their individual personalities, their curiosity and sheer grace, plentiful purrs and ample affection (when bestowed) joyously enrich our lives.


That said, we know comparatively little about them. What cat lover wouldn’t want to climb into cats’ minds and find out exactly what they were thinking? Their very independence and aloofness, which sometimes come across as downright disdain, are interesting and appealing character traits. On the whole, our feline companions are discerning; they don’t just shower every Tom, Dick and Harry with their affections. Instead they take their time, check you out, sniff you, consider you and eventually decide whether they deem you worthy. Then, and only then, might they let you get a bit closer, stroke them, please them, but only at such times as suits them and for as long as they want. The Rudyard Kipling story The Cat that Walked by Himself might as well have been called ‘The Cat that Knew His Own Mind’.


[image: ]


This independent streak goes way back to when cats were anything but tame. Wildcats were calculating and clever, soon realising that spending time near humans provided a steady supply of food. Initially cats followed mice and other rodents flocking to the grain storages in human settlements, then later on, humans fed them directly, rewarding the hardworking rodent hunters and starting the long process of domestication.


The chapters in this book endeavour to capture some of the many joys that cats can bring, explain some of those quirky cat habits and cover a variety of others topics. Many cats, from the well known, well loved and heroic to the unknown, unsung and plain, wander through these pages. We look at the history of how our domestic moggies came to grace our homes and lives with their presence, the etymology of the word ‘cat’ and many of the popular cat phrases in use today and in the past. Other chapters focus on breeds, behaviour and communication, and advice on how to care for your cat. For budding cat lovers planning to get their first cat, there is also a chapter with practical advice on what to consider before taking the plunge.


The Egyptians might have started the trend of cat worship, but today we are arguably in the midst of a new era of cat worship, with an estimated half a billion cats sharing our lives around the globe. Several chapters look at cats in popular culture, literature and music, on the Internet and television, singling out some famous felines. Going back in time, there’s a brief look at historically famous cats and famed ailurophiles, as well as mythological felines. Cats abound in folkloric beliefs and superstition, with some surprisingly similar folk tales concerning cats in different parts of the world.


Above all, the book aims to be a celebration of all things cat, the four-pawed friend that we know and love. Sprinkled throughout the book are quirky cat facts and figures along with cat feats, cat celebrities and scientific information if you’re curious to find out more about your favourite moggy. Finally, the book includes a list of further reading and useful websites for follow-up.


Happy reading!









CHAPTER 1

FROM WILDCATS TO PETS – THE HISTORY OF DOMESTICATION


 


The phrase ‘domestic cat’ is an oxymoron.
GEORGE F. WILL


 


Cats have a very long history: there is fossil evidence of African wildcats going back 38 million years. The domestic cat was first classified by the Swedish botanist Carl Linnaeus (later ennobled and known as Carl von Linné) in 1758 as Felis catus. Although cats have been domesticated and shared their lives with humans for centuries (it’s only in the last 60 to 70 years that they have moved from a mostly outdoor life to a more indoor-based lifestyle with fewer hunting and wild traits), the domestication process has been slow. Our domestic moggy, science tells us, is only a few gene mutations away from her wilder ancestors.


The first cats – our cats’ ancestors


Felidae is the common biological name for the cat family, divided into two subfamilies: the Pantherinae, which includes many of the wilder species (see Big Cats below), and the Felinae, which also includes wild species such as lynx, cougar, cheetah and ocelot, as well as our domestic cat. It’s believed that all felids shared a common ancestor as little as 10 to 15 million years ago. Over the last 10 million years, big cats and domestic cats have continued to diverge, but looking at the DNA make-up, there are a surprising amount of similarities among all the members of the felid family. From three million years ago, wild cat species were found around the globe, with the exception of the least hospitable areas such as Antarctica and the Arctic. There are 36 or 37 (though some sources report 41) species of felids today.


Big cats


There are five members of the felid species of the Pantherinae subfamily referred to as ‘big cats’ – lion, tiger, jaguar, leopard and snow leopard. These impressive kitties are the only ones that have the ability to roar and while the snow leopard and the tiger are sister species, the others are even more closely related to each other. The lion is one of the few social felids, living in groups known as prides, but on the whole cats big or small tend to be solitary. Remarkable though it seems, the world’s big cats, whose lives couldn’t be more different from your average domestic moggy, share over 95 per cent of the same DNA, according to a 2013 study by an international team of scientists. Tigers are the largest members of the cat family, lions the tallest.




Cats in the Torah and Koran


The Jewish Torah mostly has references to big cats – lions, tigers and leopards – while the Talmud, the book of Jewish law, references the more humble house cat. If God had not given Jewish people the Torah, it states, they would have learned modesty from the cat and this is one of several ‘cat mentions’ in the text. On the whole, cats in Jewish communities flourished in the Middle Ages, a time when cats were being demonised and killed by Christians.


The holy book of Islam, the Koran or Qur’an, has by far the most mentions of cats and both the prophet Muhammad and one of his companions, Abu Hurayrah (sometimes spelled Hurairah), which means ‘father of kittens’, appear to have been avid cat lovers. Muhammad very much cared for his favourite cat Muezza, who takes centre stage in several stories. Islam teaches that people should look after cats well and mistreating a cat is considered a serious sin.







Tiger, Tiger


Global or International Tiger Day has been celebrated worldwide on 29 July since 2010 to raise public awareness of tiger conservation issues. India is the country with the highest number of wild tigers, estimated at just over 1,700.





Top five largest cat species in the world
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	Largest in the cat kingdom is the Siberian tiger. On average this tiger reaches about two metres in length and can weigh as much as 425 kilograms (just under 1,000 pounds). These gorgeous creatures that roam the snowy plains of Russia are under serious threat, with only some 400 left in the world today, although exact figures are hazy.
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	The lion may not be the largest big cat, but it’s still the tallest, averaging 120 centimetres for a male and 110 centimetres for a female, weighing in at 250 kilograms. There are now eight recognised subspecies of lion – a previous classification included 12 – and they can be found across Africa. Thanks to Hollywood, the lion is also the most famous of the cat species after the domestic moggy.
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	The jaguar is the only panther species found in the Americas and although only the third largest of the cat species in the world, it’s the largest in the western hemisphere. Its territory stretches from southwestern USA right down to Argentina, with the rainforest as its preferred habitat. The jaguar is one of the few cat species that enjoys swimming. Also unusually, when hunting its preferred method of killing is by a fatal bite to the prey’s brain.
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	The puma, also known as cougar or mountain lion, is the one big cat that most resembles the smaller feline species in looks. Fond of mountains in a territory that ranges from southern Canada to the tip of South America, the puma has a thick coat to keep it warm in the often freezing, high altitude temperatures. The puma is one of the most adaptable predators – although preferring the mountains, its habitats can include deserts, grasslands, forests and even jungles.
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	The smallest of the five big cats is the leopard, part of the panther genus. It’s found, in declining numbers, across large parts of Africa and Asia and is similar in appearance to other large, spotted cats, including the cheetah and the jaguar. Somewhat confusingly, both black leopards and black jaguars are known as black panthers.
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(Source: www.bigcats.com/cat-species-weight-comparison)


 


Wildcats


Some nine million years ago, the big cats branched off the evolutionary line, and fossilised evidence tells us that small wild cat species have been in existence since then. Our human-friendly felines are direct descendents of, and very similar to, small wildcats that populated large parts of the planet three million years ago. The classification Felis silvestris catus now refers to both domestic cats and wildcats, such as the Scottish wildcat. There are seven species of wildcat today, depending on the classifying body (various scientific and academic bodies classify them differently), including European and African wildcat, the jungle cat, Chinese mountain cat and Arabian sand cat. Over millennia and to this day, there has been much interbreeding between domestic and wildcats – even experts find it hard to tell them apart just by looking. Wildcats on the whole are extremely shy of humans, and the main difference between wild and domestic is that of temperament, the wilder relatives remaining far more aggressive than your average lap cat at home.


Top five smallest non-domestic cat species in the world


There are 19 different wild species of cats in the world that qualify as ‘small cat’ species.
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	The rusty-spotted cat, found in India and Sri Lanka, is the smallest cat species in the world, at just 35–48 centimetres in length with a weight between 0.9–1.6 kilograms. There are currently less than 10,000 left in the world.
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	The black-footed (also called small-spotted) cat is the smallest African cat species, reaching a maximum length of 43.3 centimetres, while weighing up to 2.45 kilograms for males, the female being slightly smaller. Found in the sub-Saharan region, it is on the list of vulnerable species.
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	Across the Atlantic, the kodkod, also known as güiña, is the smallest species in the Americas. Brownish-yellow in colour, with darker spots, it’s only found in southern and central Chile and the borders of Argentina. There are less than 10,000 alive today.
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	Also in the Americas, the oncilla, or tiger cat, is native to the tropical rainforests of Central and South America. Longer and lighter than a domestic cat, the oncilla is a close relation to the ocelot and margay. It’s almost completely nocturnal and an excellent climber.
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	The flat-headed cat, from Southeast Asia, lives up to its name. It’s distinguished by the depression of its skull, making its head look flatter than that of other species. Reddish-brown fur and large canine teeth are also distinguishing characteristics. There are thought to be only 2,500 flat-headed cats left in the world today.
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Early domestication


Our modern day domestic cat gradually became domesticated when humans began settling and farming some 10,000 years ago. The cats provided excellent mice and vermin control for the farmers, protecting their grain storages, and in turn they received a plentiful and regular supply of food. It’s believed that gene mutations occurred over a long period of acclimatisation that made the cat tamer and less aggressive towards humans. There is evidence of domesticated cats in farming communities from Egypt to the Middle East and China over different eras BCE.


In Egypt cats were particularly well looked after, worshipped and adored, something cat lovers argue that the cat has never forgotten. While there is evidence of felines in Egypt going as far back as 3,000 BCE, the cat cult focusing on the goddess Bast, also known as Bastet or Pasht, began gaining importance around 940 BCE and remained strong until banned by decree some 400 years later. They were not as popular everywhere in ancient times – cats are, for example, almost entirely absent from the Bible, where they only get a single mention in Baruch 6:21 in the Eastern Orthodox and Catholic bibles.




The Cyprus cat


A now famous, though nameless, cat was found buried next to a human in a Neolithic grave in Cyprus in 2004, turning the whole domestication theory on its head, given that it was some 6,000 years older than the domestic cats found buried in Egypt. The cat in question, estimated to be about eight months old, was much larger than today’s domestic cat and resembled an African wildcat. Scientists believe it to be pre-domesticated, somewhere between wild and tame. It was buried together with a person of unknown gender. In all likelihood this cat was killed so that it could be buried at the same time as the human.





Cats take on Europe
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Despite a ban on the sale and export of cats from Egypt, the temptation was too great for Egyptian traders, even though they risked the death penalty if caught. They took cats to the Greeks and Romans around 1,000 BCE where, as in Egypt, they were used for pest control in their new homes. Although they were not as revered as in their homeland, they were nonetheless well loved and cherished, particularly in Rome. Unlike many other now domestic animals, cats refused to be tamed and rather did things in their own fashion, on their own terms, learning to tolerate humans along the way. There was never a question of cats nearing extinction and having to throw in their lot with humans in order to survive, which was the case for certain species. Instead, they developed a mutually beneficial relationship with humans and from there they started to spread across Europe.
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