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      This book is dedicated to Roger Coffin,

a wonderful teacher, who did what even Tilly could not do.

      
      He taught me statistics.

   
  


  
      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      I find the ugliest cat

      
      ‘This must be the ugliest cat in Oxfordshire,’ said my husband, Ronnie, as he looked at the small photo on my camera.

      
      ‘She’s not that ugly,’ I protested.

      
      ‘She’s the colour of sewage and what about those ears! She looks as if she’s really unfriendly.’

      
      ‘She’s not the colour of sewage. Mud, maybe, but not sewage,’ I argued.

      
      It was summer 2010 and Ronnie was in a hospital bed, waiting for an operation that would graft skin on to a severe leg wound.
         He had fallen down the stairs and cut his leg on a picture frame that fell with him. It was a deep wound, and as he was 84
         years old, the hospital doctors were not anxious to operate on him. As a former Royal Marine commando, he was gung-ho keen
         that they should.
      

      
      I visited him every afternoon. The hospital ward was full of men aged 50 and upwards. Opposite him was Adam, a retired gardener
         in his eighties, confused and unable to feed himself except with his fingers. Next door was a very ill man who just lay quietly in bed. Across at an angle was a cheerful guy, John, who was waiting for an operation and in trouble with the nurses
         for sneaking out to the pub for a drink the day before.
      

      
      For a couple of days I had kept quiet about the new cat in the spare bedroom, because Ronnie had been so ill and at times
         quite out of his mind. He spent one night shouting that the hospital nurses were trying to kill him and that the ward had
         been infiltrated by a terrorist cell. His earlier years as a terrorism expert and war correspondent had resurfaced in his
         mind, as an infection made the wrong brain cells fire up. All night he was the patient from hell.
      

      
      The following day was only a little better. He had some horrible hallucinations about former US President George Bush, of
         all people. Then he decided he was back in the Daily Telegraph newsroom as a war reporter, and would call over the nurses to say, ‘You are not covering this story properly. Why aren’t
         you sending me?’ John, across the ward, was forgiving about the shouting, and took a certain satisfaction at hearing the nurses
         who had rebuked him for his trip to the pub being rebuked in their turn for poor journalism! However, I thought I had better
         wait until Ronnie was a bit more able to cope before telling him about Tottie.
      

      
      I too was very stressed. Ronnie is the love of my life and we had been together for more than 40 years. I hated seeing him
         on the hospital ward, particularly a geriatric ward. In my eyes, he is still the dashing war correspondent I first met, not
         an old man.
      

      
      
      I don’t trust hospitals – doctors, nurses or the food. Every day I would bring in something for him to eat, and try to entertain
         him a little. I would also attempt to read his notes so I could wise up on his medication. I would pester the nurses for information,
         double checking everything they told me via Google when I got home.
      

      
      My stress hormones were sky high and I was afloat with adrenaline. Naturally, I couldn’t sleep at night as my mind was obsessively
         worrying about Ronnie. After any week of hospital visiting – and I have now done more than I like to remember – I am a highly
         energized, all-singing, all-dancing wreck of a wife.
      

      
      The day I decided to break the news about Tottie, Ronnie was recovering a bit. He was able to think straight – a good sign.
         I had brought in my camera to show him my new foster cat, Tottie.
      

      
      It seems mad that I had even thought of taking on a foster cat while his health crisis was going on. It was not a sensible
         decision in any way. My stress levels were so intense that a new and difficult cat was only going to make things worse.
      

      
      Some people turn to alcohol to deal with stress. Others eat their way through huge mounds of carbohydrates. Still others rely
         on prescription drugs or even on street drugs. When stressed, I turn either to scientific papers about cats (I am a reference
         nerd) or to cats themselves. I had no particular writing project or science assignment on hand, so it had to be cats this
         time. A challenging cat project was just what I needed. Or so I told myself. As cat lovers know, there’s always an excuse
         for a new cat!
      

      
      
      Ronnie, however, was not keen on any new cat. I had converted him to cats with difficulty over the years we had been together,
         and he was still not a reliable disciple, liable to backslide on the question of pets in the home. Thirty years earlier, a
         black-and-white mother cat had turned up in our garden and given birth to a single kitten there. We later called her Ada because
         she looked like a housemaid in a smart black-and-white uniform.
      

      
      I had suckered Ronnie into adopting, or rather letting me adopt, Ada, our first cat. He was cat neutral because he had grown
         up in a household entirely without pets – no cats, no dogs, not even a rabbit. I saw this as a huge deprivation for any child
         but he disagreed. ‘It never entered my head to want to own a cat or a dog,’ he told me. ‘There was a dog I used to take for
         walks as a child, but I only did it for pocket money. I didn’t want one of my own.’
      

      
      ‘Besides,’ he added, ‘I enjoy a cat-free ambience.’ His later adult life had left little space for cats, anyway. A cat-free
         (his phrase, not mine) childhood was followed by equally cat-free years spent first as a Royal Marine commando in World War
         Two, then as an undergraduate at Oxford University, and finally as a foreign correspondent and war reporter for the Daily Telegraph. The front line was no place for people with cats.
      

      
      So he was never going to be enthusiastic about the acquisition of Tottie. For the first time in ages, he had been enjoying
         several weeks of ‘cat-free ambience’ again. My phrase for it was ‘cat deprivation’. Our last cat, William, had suffered from
         cancer of the tongue and had been put to sleep the previous autumn. We had not taken on a permanent cat since his death. I had been
         too busy, finishing a science degree in animal behaviour, and collecting, reading and referencing scientific papers like a
         mad thing. My research obsession had temporarily taken the place of cat obsession.
      

      
      Then just a few days after my final exams, Ronnie took the tumble that landed him in hospital. He had, although I found it
         difficult to believe, positively enjoyed the preceding weeks without a cat. He was not keen on becoming a cat owner again,
         least of all with this particular ugly cat.
      

      
      I don’t think Ronnie had fully recovered from the loss of William seven months earlier. He had loved William. We had adopted
         him from a household in Somerset, which contained 54 cats. While the house was clean and free from faeces, every flat surface
         had one or more cats on it. They sat and lounged or slept on tables, shelves, chairs, armchairs and kitchen surfaces, mostly
         with just a few inches of space between them. Almost as many cats remained on the floor, hiding under beds, under sofas, behind
         the TV, and squeezed under chests of drawers. These were the unhappiest of cats, stressed out of their minds by the presence
         of so many others. For them, it was like being thrown into the middle of a crowd of hostile strangers – the smells, the sights
         and the noises of so many other cats terrified them.
      

      
      Ronnie chose William from a basket of kittens. ‘I liked the way he kept climbing out on to the rim of the basket,’ he explained. ‘He would fall off back into the basket and just start climbing
         up again. He was really persistent.’
      

      
      At one point in William’s fourteen years of life, Ronnie started dreaming about him. One dream was particularly vivid. ‘William
         was wearing a Marine beret,’ reported Ronnie. ‘And I heard somebody nearby, possibly me, saying, “He’s a very gallant officer.’”
         When he told me this, I realized that Ronnie was in thrall to William. His unconscious mind had made William a member of his
         regiment. That green beret was the sign of total approval!
      

      
      William had grown into a glamorous tabby-and-white cat. His hair was longish, just long enough to be beautiful and not so
         long that he had to be brushed twice a day. He had glorious whiskers, a gorgeous fluffy tail, huge soft paws with fur between
         the pads, and a very gentle disposition. He was so handsome that I even won a photographic competition with his portrait.
         For sheer elegance and beauty, William was a hard feline act to follow.
      

      
      Tottie didn’t come anywhere close in looks. She was ugly. The photograph on my camera showed a cat cowering in the cat pen, shrunk into the furthest part of the sleeping compartment.
         Her ears were back flat on her skull and her eyes were huge with fear. Her coat was more stringy than fluffy, brown with yellow
         patches, and no white anywhere. Only the tufts of dark hair coming out of her ears were attractive. Otherwise she did not
         make a pretty photograph, even though I had tried to show her looking better than she actually was. The flash from the camera had turned her eyes golden, with bright gold pupils, but in reality her eyes
         were a pale frog-coloured green.
      

      
      ‘You wait till I’m helpless in hospital to spring this ugly cat on me,’ grumbled Ronnie.

      
      ‘She’s only a foster cat,’ I said to him, knowing it was pointless to argue about her looks. ‘She’s coming to our home for
         rehabilitation. I’m going to help her get used to domestic life. Then she’ll find a new home. I’m not going to adopt her.
         I’m just going to pass her on.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not fair,’ he replied. ‘If you really have to bring a feline lodger into the house, why can’t we have a nice little
         kitten? Cardinal Richelieu had the right idea. He had pretty little kittens in his palaces, not adult cats. If we must have
         another cat, I want another kitten like William.’
      

      
      He was right about one thing. I had waited until he was in hospital before taking Tottie home. I knew if he’d had any say in it, Tottie would never have entered
         our house at all. She was not just ugly; she was also one of the most frightened cats I had ever come across. The photograph
         I showed Ronnie was the best one of scores I had taken. She looked awful in them all. Like most people, Ronnie judges a cat
         on its looks. Hers were dire. He also took against her name. ‘It sounds like the name of an Edwardian music-hall singer,’
         was his tetchy comment. ‘And a bad one at that!’ Then he added, ‘She looks like George Bush. She’s got his eyes and face!’ Coming after his George Bush hallucinations, this was not a compliment. In other circumstances, Ronnie might admire
         George Bush but not on this particular occasion.
      

      
      I took a second look at my photograph on the camera. Were the eyes and face similar? Obviously her whiskered cheeks were nothing
         like Bush’s clean-shaven cheeks. How would the former president have looked if he’d had black whiskers and tortoiseshell fur
         on his face? It was difficult to make the imaginative jump.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think she looks at all like George Bush,’ I said firmly. ‘You’re inventing a likeness.’

      
      The photo had not helped reconcile him to our new house guest. A good photo sells a difficult cat and she was a difficult
         cat to sell as a family pet. Like a bed blocker in a hospital, Tottie had been taking up space for too long in the care of
         our Cats Protection branch. I had done my best to make her look good for the website picture, visiting her on three separate
         occasions to try to take a photo that would made her look mildly attractive, but to no avail.
      

      
      I am a member of a small branch of this excellent charity. We home about 170 cats and kittens each year. The branch struggles
         to survive. Hard-working volunteers arrange jumble sales, man stalls at village fetes, run raffles and organize tombolas to
         raise money. Photos on the website are what encourages most people to adopt one of our cats. Rescuing unwanted cats, such
         as Tottie, is an expensive business and the longer they stay with us the more they cost us. Each cat has to be vet checked, treated for fleas and mites, and neutered before being homed. Stray cats
         that are picked up from the street, or caught roaming country areas, often need so much medical treatment that the bill can
         run to four figures. Sometimes these unwanted cats, already ill, are deliberately dumped to take their chance, because owners
         cannot or will not get them veterinary treatment.
      

      
      When I first saw her, Tottie was living in a pen with a long-haired, glamorous tortoiseshell-and-white cat named Lottie. The
         pens were in the back garden of a volunteer, Ann. Cats Protection has large adoption centres round Britain but small branches,
         such as ours, have fosterers who take cats into their own homes or have one or two cat pens in their back garden.
      

      
      The two cats had come from the same home originally, and were meant to be friends, but as Tottie spent most of her time trying
         to hide in her bed, it did not look as if their friendship was very cordial. Humans often overestimate the degree of friendship
         between cats. The best you could say about this pair was that they didn’t fight.
      

      
      Lottie was friendly to humans and enjoyed it when Ann stroked and brushed her. Ann lives in a Cotswold village in an ideal
         spot for cats, away from traffic. As you turn into her driveway, you usually see a cat or two wandering around. These are
         her own pets, mostly cats unable to find a home. She has several but she hasn’t gone too far. Her house backs on to green
         fields so there is plenty of territory for them. The garden is long and large, too. Her house is always spotlessly clean despite
         the felines – cleaner and tidier than mine. Ann is devoted to cats but sensible about them. She does the accounts for our
         branch and is one of the most hard-working and kindest people I know.
      

      
      Some cat fosterers end up with too many cats because they can’t bear to see their fostered felines go to another home. They
         fall in love with them and cannot part from them. Ann stays the right side of sanity on this issue – even if one of her current
         cats, Moses, is a black-and-white terror, completely feral, who won’t give humans the time of day.
      

      
      When I turned up with my camera to take pictures for the website, Lottie looked really wonderful. She had a white face with
         golden eyes, long shining fur, a little pink nose and long white whiskers, and she came towards me with interest. She was
         clearly a ‘people’ cat.
      

      
      Tottie simply shrank away from me as far as possible, looking fearful. Taking a photo was a hopeless task on the first occasion.
         The two cats were difficult even to get into the same frame, because they were sitting so far apart, clearly not wishing to
         be close to each other. The photo showed glamorous Lottie in the forefront with Tottie cowering in her bed in the furthest
         part of the pen.
      

      
      ‘These aren’t very good photos,’ I said to Ann. ‘I’ll come back another day and try again when I have more time.’

      
      
      I decided that, on my next visit, I would sit in the pen long enough for both cats to get used to me. When I arrived, Ann
         was out. Her husband let me into the cat pen and went back to mowing the lawn.
      

      
      The photo session did not go well. Lottie was immediately interested by the camera and kept walking too close to it. Tottie,
         obviously upset by the lawn-mower noise, appeared to be even more terrified than before. Her hair practically stood out in
         spikes, like a cartoon cat, and her ears were flatter back on her head, if that was possible.
      

      
      If you saw these photographs – and I have kept just one – you would think, ‘What a beautiful cat!’ as your eye fell on Lottie.
         Then you would spy Tottie, cowering in the background. The photographs showed a muddy looking scaredy cat; not the sort of
         cat anybody would want.
      

      
      The two were to be homed together, and nobody had volunteered to take both of them. Even Lottie’s good looks could not sell
         poor Tottie’s bad ones. The pair had been in the pen for a year and a half. Adopters wouldn’t take Lottie, because the price
         was taking Tottie as well.
      

      
      Kittens, not adult cats, are what most adopters want. Nothing wrong in that and every summer Cats Protection finds homes for
         scores of kittens. They are the stars of any cat rescue. Usually, when we have a mother and kittens, the kittens are adopted
         before the mother. Kittens rock!
      

      
      
      People call us in when they come across a stray who has given birth under a bush, or in their garden shed, or behind the dustbins.
         We take in mum and her kittens and find homes for all of them. These babies, were we not to rescue them, would grow up to
         be wild animals, not domesticated felines. We call such cats feral. Ferals are difficult to tame and rarely make good family
         pets.
      

      
      Neither Tottie nor Lottie had the star quality of kittens, although, luckily for them, they were still relatively young. Elderly
         cats have the least chance of adoption. Only a few specially loving humans will give them a warm fireside for the rest of
         their lives. Despite making very good indoor-only cats, the old ones may need to wait for months and months for a home. In
         theory, because she was young, Tottie should have been adopted much quicker.
      

      
      It can only have been the fault of her muddy colour and terrified body language that nobody had wanted her. After age, colour
         matters to would-be adopters. Most people choose cats because of their looks, particularly their colour. Prejudice among adopters
         puts any dark animals looking for a home at a severe disadvantage. Animal shelters all know that BBUs and SBUs – Big Black
         Uglies in the case of dogs and Small Black Uglies in the case of cats – are difficult to home.
      

      
      Pale-coloured cats are chosen first. Smokey blue or Siamese colours are popular. White, ginger or ginger-and-white cats also
         find homes fast. Then come the tabby and whites and the all-over tabbies. Tabby cats, particularly light rather than dark
         ones, seem popular with almost everybody. Perhaps it’s the stripes and blotches.
      

      
      Next in popularity come black-and-white cats. Much depends on their markings. A nice white shirt front with matching white
         paws makes some cats look as smart as Fred Astaire in his dancing coat tails. These cats have style. Other black-and-white
         cats have markings that make people laugh and adopt them. There is a whole website devoted to cats that look like Hitler,
         with black markings like small moustaches (www.catsthatlooklikehitler.com). Hitler cats, sometimes known as ‘kitlers’, will usually find a home among people who enjoy the joke.
      

      
      Least popular are black or brown cats. Tabbies are twice as likely to be adopted. Black cats are thought to be unlucky in
         the United States and are very unpopular there. I met a veterinary nurse who had worked at an American cat shelter in the
         l990s, and she told me that the unpopularity of black cats was particularly upsetting at Halloween. Apparently, there’s a
         belief in America that black cats are burned alive at Halloween by practitioners of black magic. Well-meaning members of the
         public would hand in black cats to her animal shelter, thinking to save them from an awful death. Instead, these ‘rescued’
         cats were immediately put to sleep. Here in the UK, where well-run charities, such as Cats Protection, do not put down healthy
         cats, black cats are not killed. They just spend months confined in a small cat pen, waiting for somebody who is willing to
         take them home.
      

      
      
      So where do tortoiseshell cats, such as Lottie and Tottie, rank in popularity? If they have some white on them, they are as
         popular as the tabbies and tabby and whites. Tortoiseshell-and-white cats, such as Lottie, are normally female, just as ginger
         cats are normally male, and are adopted fast if they have nice markings. Lottie was very glamorous. If she hadn’t been offered
         as a package with Tottie, she would have found a new home quickly.
      

      
      Brown tortoiseshells without any white, like Tottie, are unpopular. These dark tortoiseshells look brown at a distance, and
         brown cats, according to one American survey, are even slower to be adopted than black ones.
      

      
      So Tottie was always going to be bottom of the list for adoption. Adopters who like the look of a cat will talk of ‘falling
         in love’ with the cat of their dreams. Like falling in love with humans, adopting a cat is often not so much a rational decision
         as an emotional one. Ugly brown cats just don’t hit that love spot for most would-be adopters.
      

      
      The fact that Tottie was female didn’t help, either. Male cats are adopted quicker than females. Neither was her long hair
         helpful. While people may like long-haired pedigree cats, they are less likely to take on a long-haired ordinary domestic
         moggy. All that daily brushing puts them off.
      

      
      So Tottie’s prospects were poor. Even the black cats handed in to our Cats Protection branch were finding homes before Lottie
         and Tottie. It wasn’t just that Tottie was the least desirable colour. Had she behaved nicely, coming up to the front of the pen purring, somebody would have taken both cats on the strength
         of Lottie’s appeal, but one look at Tottie skulking in her cat bed had persuaded would-be adopters to give both cats a miss.
         She looked aggressive and suspicious. In fact, she was merely terrified.
      

      
      Finally, in desperation, Cats Protection decided to let the two cats be adopted separately. At least this way one of the cats
         would find a home. Lottie was adopted almost immediately. Tottie was left on the shelf. Neither Ann nor I were surprised.
         But it was good to know that Lottie had finally found a home of her own, and even better when her new owner called to say
         what a wonderful cat she was. For Lottie, this was a happy ending to her early difficulties and, as we always hope, the beginning
         of a lifetime spent in a home of safety and love.
      

      
      Now Tottie was all on her own. Alas, it made little difference to her behaviour. She still quailed in her bed if an unknown
         human came near. We began to wonder if she was feral. Cats Protection does not put ferals to sleep. Normally, our branch finds
         homes for these undomesticated cats as mousers. Farmers and stable owners find that a couple of healthy cats will keep down
         rats and mice.
      

      
      Our feral cats are neutered, treated for worms and fleas, and sent out to lead a hunter’s life somewhere where there is proper
         shelter. They must be fed properly, too, since fed cats catch more mice. Hunger simply weakens them and makes them less efficient
         hunters. For feral cats, terrified of humans, life on a farm or in a stable is the best life of all. Hunting mice is what
         Nature designed them to do.
      

      
      This was the life that might have been Tottie’s, but for one problem – her long fluffy coat. Her fur was of the kind found
         in pedigree Birman cats. The strong tough hairs that protect the surface of the feline coat, the so-called guard hairs, were
         missing. Instead, she had a coat made up entirely of undercoat, the soft fluffy hairs that don’t keep out the weather. Moreover,
         this kind of fluffy coat becomes knotted and matted very easily and needs regular grooming.
      

      
      Feral stable cats do not let anybody near enough to groom them. If we just let Tottie live in outbuildings or a stable, she
         would end up matted all over. Mats on a cat are a health issue. As the fur knots and tangles, it tightens and pulls. Under
         the mats, the skin becomes sore and may even split open and bleed.
      

      
      So Tottie couldn’t be adopted as a farm cat, yet nobody wanted her as a pet. She behaved as if she wasn’t keen on being a
         pet, either. Her future was not bright. If she had been in some of the American shelters, she would probably have been euthanized
         early on. Some US shelters put more than half their cats to sleep because they can find homes for only a few of them. But
         thanks to Cats Protection’s no-kill policy, Tottie was still alive 18 months after being handed in to us; alive, but with
         a poor quality of life. While some cats manage well in a cat pen, Tottie was clearly very stressed by it, and it looked as if she was going to be stuck there for life. Who on earth would want an ugly cat who shrank
         away from humans?
      

      
      ‘It occurred to me that you might be able to help,’ said Ann hesitantly, when we were discussing Tottie’s plight. I had come
         to make a third attempt to take an attractive, or perhaps just a less unattractive, photo of the small cat.
      

      
      Ann had taken away the green plastic cat bed and left the fleece in the corner of the bed area, so that Tottie was now more
         visible. You could see more of her cringing back, lowered head and flat ears. She was the classic frightened cat, trying to
         make herself look as small as she possibly could. Her body was pressed as low to the ground as she could manage, her paws
         were tucked away underneath her, her tail was tightly wound around her body and those ears were laid back. Her eyes were dilated
         with terror. Photographically speaking, it was hopeless. She still looked awful.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps,’ said Ann tentatively, ‘you could foster her in your home. She might be able to get used to people better there.
         Then perhaps she would have a better chance of adoption.’
      

      
      ‘She’d have a better chance of adoption with a better name,’ I said. ‘I can’t bear the name Tottie. Can I call her Tilly instead?
         It might help.’ So after I had taken her home, and Ronnie had made it clear that he too hated the name, Tottie became Tilly.
         Renaming was the first step towards what we hoped might be a better future for her.
      

      
      
      Next was the problem of her terrified behaviour. The idea of trying to change that was tempting to me. I had just finished
         studying for a science degree in applied animal behaviour and was anxious to practise my newly learned skills while I waited
         to see if I had got my degree.
      

      
      Tottie, now Tilly, would be an interesting case. Her future, unless she changed, was bleak. Some cat rescue organizations
         would have been tempted to put her down. Even if I failed to change her behaviour completely, she would at least learn what
         it was like to live in a home with people. Perhaps she would even manage to get used to humans in her territory.
      

      
      It seemed unlikely she would ever learn to love us. That was too much to hope. And I wouldn’t learn to love such an unlovable
         cat, either. Instead, as a newly qualified cat behaviourist, I could work on her behaviour in a detached, scientific way.
         She would be a challenge. Neither of us had much to gain but the transaction was an interesting one to me and might do her
         some good.
      

      
      ‘Why not?’ I said to Ann, which is how I came to take on the ugliest and most frightened cat in our branch of Cats Protection.

   
  


  
      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      How cats chose me

      
      Why Tilly? I suppose that question contains three different ones. The first is just this – why do any of us humans keep pets
         at all? The second is why do I keep cats rather than horses, dogs, rabbits or even budgies. And finally, why on earth did
         I give a home to Tilly, the ugliest cat in the shelter, the cat nobody else wanted?
      

      
      First, I am a pet-keeping animal, as are most humans. If you pause to think about it, it is weird that we adopt a different
         species into our families. Most pets, dogs and cats included, are not useful to us. They cost time and energy to rear and
         look after, and in Western society, they are expensive consumers of pet food and veterinary treatment.
      

      
      Everywhere in the world there are humans who will adopt animals – not just dogs and cats, but monkeys, hippos, giraffes, lambs,
         squirrels, llamas, capybaras, mice and sparrows. Baby animals, in particular, seem to appeal to something instinctive in human
         beings. Just the look of a baby animal’s face, especially if it is round with large eyes, a small nose and a pink mouth, makes
         us want to take care of the tiny creature. We are programmed to respond to baby faces. This is why adults coo over a pram. Nature provides babies with a face that appeals to adults because
         helpless human babies need mothering to survive.
      

      
      Puppies and kittens both have somewhat similar baby-shaped faces when they are very young – rounded, large-eyed, small-nosed.
         We are designed to love baby faces and thus to love the animals that share this look. This partly explains why I love pets.
         I am instinctively drawn to them. It is in my human nature.
      

      
      Then there is my nurture. I grew up on a farm surrounded with pets. During my childhood, my family kept dogs, rabbits, guinea
         pigs, white mice, canaries, a pet raven, pigeons, Java sparrows, tortoises, ponies, horses and donkeys. I also spent time
         with the young of the farmyard animals – piglets, lambs, calves and chicks – and at one time I regularly fed a wild rat who
         lived above one of the pig sties.
      

      
      Samuel Whiskers, as I called him after a Beatrix Potter character, would emerge from his hole and run along a ledge at the
         back of the sty. He would grab the food I put there for him before running very fast back into his hole. As the weeks passed
         he grew sleek, and he would come out to take the food with growing confidence. I knew that nobody else loved rats but I could
         not help boasting about him.
      

      
      ‘I have a new pet,’ I announced at the family lunch table. Two days later Samuel Whiskers failed to show up. I should have
         kept him secret from the hostile adult world.
      

      
      
      In my childhood home, of course, there were cats. All farmyards had cats in those days. You would walk into the farmyard and
         four or five cats would dash away into the barns. These were the semi-feral farm cats, living more or less wild lives but
         helped out with a saucer of milk or some food scraps left for them at the back door of the dairy. Inside the house, a kitchen
         cat usually held sway, twice as large and twice as fat as the farm cats, and very tame. This lucky animal would have been
         adopted as a kitten by the farmer’s wife.
      

      
      Our farm was one of three in a Berkshire village in the flat and fertile Thames valley. Its fields had been ploughed since
         Saxon times and, in the early l950s, before the advent of artificial fertilizer, the farm still followed more or less the
         old three-year system. Corn was grown in a field for two years, and the straw used to bed down cattle (and my father’s horses)
         in the winter. In the third year, the field was put down to lucerne or turnips, which were fed to cattle in their winter quarters.
      

      
      In addition to growing wheat and oats (for the horses), we had a herd of milking cows, some pigs, and chickens that wandered
         all over the farmyard. Cattle yards had been constructed at the back of the older farm buildings. The farm’s central yard,
         now given over to barn conversions, had a storage barn with old-fashioned cattle stalls on the right, and in the centre, a
         large barn, now with a modern grain dryer. On the left was the farm garden, at the end of which was the original 17th-century
         house. Behind the later Georgian rooms facing the garden were a flag-stoned dairy for making butter and cheese, a big kitchen and an equally
         large pantry. Past the dairy, a tack room and six loose boxes for my father’s hunters stood near the pig sties.
      

      
      The house and outbuildings were the territory of a dynasty of white cats. The founder and matriarch was my elder sister’s
         cat Simpkin, who spent most of her leisure time sitting very close to the round hot plate of the coke-powered Aga stove in
         the red-flagged farm kitchen. Before central heating, the kitchen was the warmest room in the house. Simpkin had been spayed.
         In the l950s we were ahead of our time in having not just our male cats castrated but also having the females spayed.
      

      
      Looking back, I am impressed by this. Neutering females was a new idea, although male cats had been neutered for years. The
         pioneer in postwar Britain was Miss Nerea de Clifford, a big shot in the world of cats and author of What British Cats Think About Television. Her conclusion was that ‘most cats show an interest of some kind though it is often one of hostility.’ In common with other
         formidable women, Miss de Clifford was powerfully drawn to cats, and she left her mark on Cats Protection. When her name came
         up in conversation, the speaker uttered it in a tone of deference and awe.
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