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To all forsaken cats . . .
and those who sought to save them.





Author’s Note



I have loved cats for as long as I can remember. From my earliest years, cats have comforted and reassured me, and occasionally even licked away the tears from my eyes when I was sad. And in return I have loved them, fed them, paid their vets’ bills and mourned them with a lasting grief when they eventually died. I have never forgotten a single one of any of the eleven cats I have owned during my lifetime: Frosty, Ginger, Queenie, Lisa, Benny, TC, Heathcliff, Oscar, Ferdy, and our own ‘rescue’ cats, Fergus and Luis. This feline roll of honour is engraved on my heart.


Cat love runs in the family. My aunt, my namesake Clare, used to collect strays from a very young age in Cork where she grew up, infuriating my Irish grandfather, so I would be told, by feeding them under the table and sneaking them up to her room at night. All three of our children are following in their parents’ paw steps and are already firmly committed cat people.


According to the animal behaviour expert, Professor John Bradshaw, one of the distinctions between the way that dogs and cats interact with human beings is that dogs know we are different to them and cats don’t. Cats apparently see us as odd-shaped members of their own tribe. Each of the behaviours they display towards us, such as purring, kneading, ‘chinning’ and sometimes washing our faces or hair with their tongues, is a variant on the mother–kitten relationship. But it’s never quite certain in our house who is the mum and who is the kitten.


In evolutionary terms, our 9,000-year love affair with cats is still in its early days. So yes, we sometimes get it wrong – and in the past we often got it very wrong, as researching this extraordinary story showed my husband and co-author Christy over and over again. In the comparatively short history of human interaction with cats, we have used them to rid us of rats and mice, then turned them into pets for our amusement – and now here’s the shocking part – before killing them, in the name of ‘kindness’, when we decided that they had too many kittens.


A century ago, many towns and cities had some sort of ‘cat rescue league’. What actually happened to the rescuees? Well, we decided to find out.


How could we have mistreated them so – the stray cats, the feral cats? Why were those humans who sought to help them so often derided as mad or just prolonging the animals’ misery? Why did it take so long for minds to change?


Eventually, things did get better. Having a rescue cat is now a badge of honour, and those who do the actual rescuing – then and now – are worthy of much more honour still. A lot of what follows in this book is as much about those noble pioneers as about cats.


Beyond all this there are many of us who genuinely love cats while at the same time respecting their right to be their own contrary, always independent furry selves. I don’t believe I am exploiting the cats sitting in front of my fire on a winter’s evening. They clearly have the upper paw in our relationship. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.


Interaction between humans and cats, as with all animals, is still on its own trajectory. It is destined to change again, as it has in the generations before us, and will continue to do so after we are gone. All we can hope for is that it will be a change for the better.


Clare Campbell





On Becoming a Cat Rescuer



There are many and varied reasons why cats become rescue cats, as this book shows. Mostly, it is due to some human’s fault. How people get hold of rescue cats is more straightforward. You just look on-line and go to an adoption centre (see p. 403). The self-adopting stray is another common way, but make sure you are not snatching someone’s lost pet or a neighbour’s greedy cat looking for an extra dinner. Do all the right veterinary stuff and be committed long-term if you are going to keep it.


Which leaves the really big question. How do humans become cat rescuers?


The key personalities in the story that follows, the mind-changers, the rescuers, the innovators – not the killers and the hoarders – are remarkable women: it’s an all-female thing. People like Alice Swifte, Anne Mayhew, Alice Gordon, Jessey Wade, Nerea de Clifford, Babette Lewyt, Betsy Saul, Sarah Grove-Grady, Mary, Duchess of Bedford, Ruth Plant, Kate Horne, Jenny Remfry and Celia Hammond will be forever righteous among cats. But so will the many thousands of go-it-alone individuals and volunteers for cat protection groups whose dedication over many years has made things that bit better for the animals we love.


How did they start? What motivates them?


I could do little better than enquire further by following my own cats’ stories. Our beloved ginger cat, ‘Ferdy’, had died. Our twelve-year-old son was grieving and so were we. The house was empty. One day I looked at the internet, tapped in ‘rescue kitten south London’ and found a cat rescue not far away in Clapham. It was an Edwardian house with a small walled garden, bright and clean and full – but not too full – of cats. We took two, did the vet stuff and never looked back. Several years later, we returned to ask our friend Victoria how she got started. This is her story:


If you are born with compassion towards animals, it is a feeling you cannot ignore, or ever walk away from. From a very young age I found it impossible to pass a stray cat or dog by the roadside without imagining how I would feel if I found myself abandoned, hungry or homeless.


Brought up by my parents in a flat in Prague, in Czechoslovakia, I longed for a dog. When my parents told me they were not allowed to keep pets in our apartment, I used to borrow other people’s dogs instead, going to the park and asking if I could walk the dogs I met there, or sometimes even luring cats and dogs back to the flat and feeding them anyway. I remember in particular a large Alsatian I made friends with and used to bring home all the time.


At the age of seven or eight I noticed that a block of flats near our apartment had a cellar with bars across the windows. Peering into this one day I saw a tabby cat at the window and someone moving around in the dark. Wondering to myself, ‘Why would anyone be living in a cellar?’ I summoned up my courage and knocked on the door.


It was opened by an old lady who told me that her son had escaped from Prague to go and live in the US, leaving her alone to face the confiscation of the family’s money and property as a result. So now she lived a beggar’s life, sleeping in a cellar and feeding her two cats on whatever scraps she could find.


Moved to tears by her story, I decided to help her. For several years after this I used to take her food from our flat whenever I could, until one day I went to visit her and found the cellar boarded up. After asking the people who lived in the neighbouring apartments if they knew her, I was told that she had died suddenly. No one knew what had happened to her cats but it bothered me all my life that I never discovered what happened to them, and did not get the chance to help them. It was the most traumatic event of my childhood.


Coming to Britain as a young woman in the 1970s, I started living in a house near Clapham Common with my then boyfriend, Joseph, later to become my husband. One day, our black and white cat went missing and I started walking around the roads nearby, calling and searching for him.


Meeting an old woman in her seventies, I asked her if she had seen my cat. She told me her name was Hilda and that she herself had several strays, including a black and white one, at the house she shared with her two sisters in nearby Wakehurst Road. She invited me to come back and see if one of the cats might be mine.


Going into the house was fascinating, and the relationship between the three unmarried sisters positively Chekhovian. Although the cat Hilda told me about turned out not to be mine (ours later returned home safely), Hilda and I quickly became friends – to the extent that following the death of her two sisters several years later, Hilda suggested that Joseph and I move in with her.


Although we initially refused, on the basis that we were young and enjoyed having noisy parties at home that she might not appreciate, Hilda eventually managed to persuade us to come and live in Wakehurst Road. As we were both working as teachers, we raised a mortgage to buy half the house from her, continuing to help her in her cat rescue and re-homing work and now starting to do a lot of our own as well.


The first cat we took in ourselves was a pregnant stray tortoiseshell whom we named ‘Rosie’. Within days of finding her, she gave birth to four kittens. Knowing that we could not keep all four we had to have two destroyed (it seemed the right thing to do, but was very upsetting) but kept the remaining two with us. Turning one bedroom upstairs into our ‘cat room’, we also started looking out for strays on the Common (there had previously been a colony of feral cats in the area) as well as encouraging cats to come into our garden by putting out titbits and leaving the door of the shed ajar so that it was easy for them to come in and shelter. Pretty soon, we had Rosie and a further tabby living with us, to be shortly followed by several new furry residents.


Whenever we could, we found homes for our rescuees, always checking beforehand that the home environment was suited to the cat’s needs. Only very rarely would we give a kitten to anyone elderly, although in one case we did where the cat lived very happily until being returned to us as arranged on the eventual death of her lady owner.


During this time, I also met and befriended Kathleen, an Irish cat-lover who used to come and stay in our house and look after our cats whenever Joseph and I went to Prague to visit our families.


One night while we were away we got a call in Prague to say that Kathleen’s husband had been killed in a hit-and-run accident while out walking their dog. Joseph and I returned immediately and tried to help Kathleen after that as much as we could. Joseph assisted her in making an insurance claim following the loss of her husband, and Kathleen then asked him to invest the money for her by buying her a retirement property near Waterford in Ireland.


Although Kathleen herself didn’t show much interest in looking after the property, both Joseph and I felt it should be kept in good order and used to visit Ireland several times a year to open up the house and maintain it properly.


It was on these visits that we first started to notice how many stray cats and kittens there were in the area. Local people did not seem to allow their cats into their homes, and cats and kittens being killed on the roads was an almost daily occurrence. Often the youngest kittens would crawl under the bonnets of cars to keep warm, only to be killed instantly when the engine was switched on.


At first Joseph and I tried in vain to see if we could persuade their owners to neuter them, even offering to do so at our own expense, but our neighbours appeared outraged by this suggestion and seemed to think it was a sin against nature rather than a way of minimising the massacre of unwanted cats. So instead we began taking them in ourselves, and driving them back to the UK to find homes for them here.


On our next trip to Waterford I was walking along the beach one day when I found an injured seagull. Asking at the local post office if there was a vet in the village, they directed me to the house of an old lady called Mary Galvin, who operated an animal rescue shelter from her small coastguard’s cottage nearby. From then on we became friends, helping one another both with homing and caring for any animals we found . . .


Often we would return from our trips to Ireland with as many as three cats and two dogs in the car with us. It wasn’t difficult to do this, as animals didn’t need pet passports at that time, and as there was no rabies in either Ireland or the UK, the authorities were fairly relaxed.


Then one day Mary took me with her to introduce me to Ann Schunmann, a German-born woman who had left her former home in Kent and gone to live in Ireland at the age of seventy-two in order to buy a cottage near the mountains and start her own animal rescue centre.


Ann was an immensely strong-minded and impressive woman. Her house was surrounded by two acres of land, backing on to woodland at the foot of a mountain range. It was exquisitely beautiful but Ann was more concerned about rescuing animals than admiring the countryside.


From then on, Joseph and I began bringing even more cats back to the UK, on one occasion having twenty-six in the back of the car in a single trip. Meanwhile, back at home we began spreading our net wider to find the most suitable homes. At first we had worked mainly by word of mouth. But now we joined websites, working with cat charities in order to find the best homes for the cats we were bringing here.


Among these charities were Cats Protection in Purley, south London; Romney House Cat Rescue, which is managed by Sylvana, a very good friend of mine who runs a charity from her own home; and finally Happy Endings in Kent, the project of two wonderful young men called Chris and Terry who have frequently helped me to raise money to support Ann now that she is getting older and more frail.


Mary Galvin from the coastguard’s cottage has since sadly died, while at ninety-one, Ann too will soon have to hand over the day-to-day running of her shelter. But for now she is still determined to keep going for as long as she can, in spite of her increasing infirmity. That’s what loving cats is like. You can’t give up even when reason is saying you really should . . .


Our own dear rescue cats, Fergus and Luis, were left in a basket on Ann Schunmann’s doorstep in Ireland five years ago. We are forever in her debt for the two dearest felines imaginable.





A Note on the Sources



Cats are not known for writing their memoirs; rescue cats in particular would find it especially difficult. However, those who love cats or work around them professionally as vets, rescuers, advocates, behaviourists – and indeed, persecutors – have left abundant records. Cat ladies of the past, also known as ‘auxiliary feeders’ or ‘care-givers’, were, by their nature, highly secretive – until their nocturnal doings turned up in press reports or court cases when things got out of hand. Some of their stories were recorded by Ruth Plant, founder of Cat Action Trust, in an unpublished manuscript kindly made available to the authors by Dr Jenny Remfry, beacon of feral cat research in Britain.


Published sources drawn on for this history include contemporary journals and magazines, especially Our Cats for the Edwardian period, the Animal World (journal of the RSPCA), which also includes pre-1908 extracts from the Annual Reports of the Battersea Home for Lost and Starving Dogs, The Cat, journal of the Cats Protection League (a vital source), the Veterinary Record, Truth, the Herald of the Golden Dawn, the Animals’ Friend, Pet Trade News, Fur Trade News, plus many American and UK national and regional newspapers, a substantial proportion of which have been digitised by 2016 and are held on microfilm at the British Library in London.


The story of Mrs Morgan and the Royal Cat Scandal of 1903 is on file at the National Archives – opened after a 100-year closure. The less sensitive, perhaps, wartime records of NARPAC and the later feral colony travails of the British Museum are also there and have long been available. The London Metropolitan Archives have early material gathered by Charity Organisation Society snoopers on cat shelters in the metropolis, and on the notorious ‘Cat Contessa’, the Countess de la Torre. The conflicts between the US Humane Society, PETA, and the advocates of ‘no-kill’ are widely recorded on the internet. Messybeast.com, curated by hands-on cat rescuer, Sarah Hartwell, is a peerless source of cat-human history. It also succeeds admirably in its founder’s aim of providing ‘a convenient on-line resource for owners of old or disabled cats, [made] freely available to the smaller, independent cat-rescue groups’.


Some UK animal charities, unfortunately, are historically revisionist about their record, and bar access to their archives by researchers. Nor are they subject to Freedom of Information legislation. Blue Cross (ODFL) and Cats Protection have been admirably open. We are especially grateful to the RSPCA for making available to the authors the records of the Homeless Cats Sub-Committee (1911–14) and the Homeless Animals Sub-Committee (1966–74), both of them at times jaw-dropping reads.
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Introduction



Everyone loves hearing a story about a cat that gets lost and finds its way home. It might be the distance travelled, it might be the length of time it was missing – months, years even – that makes the particular story especially worth telling, but there is that wonderful feeling when it turns out well. The cat is back where it belongs, in a home, with a family or loving owner whose human heartbreak at the loss has been healed in a flash. The cat, one feels sure, is also pleased at the outcome.


Lots of us let cats roam at will outside the house – that’s why cat flaps were invented – hence we also know the tremulous worry when our friend fails to appear on cue around feeding time, when the snoozing spot on the sofa remains empty for too long, when the call at the back door mysteriously brings no response. And the overwhelming relief when a mysteriously wet and ruffled character does at last reappear. What cat-lover is unmoved by a LOST CAT poster taped to a lamp-post with a plea by some traumatised owner for a sighting? Or excited and relieved by the sadly much rarer CAT FOUND announcement with its promise of joy at cats and humans reunited. It’s been going on for ever. Cats Protection has a LOST CAT placard from 1860s London in its archive which was reproduced in one of the early editions of its hugely informative journal, The Cat.


Your cat isn’t going to tell you where it’s been, what sort of secret adventure it found preferable to your company, what type of attention or food it got or what laps it might have curled up on during its time away . . . but you can fantasise. You might even be cross. Now don’t you dare go straying again! But you know too that whatever wild-side excitements the neighbour’s garden may have temporarily provided, home really is where your cat’s heart is.


That’s the thing about cats. Why the solitary predator that came to dinner chose to stay is still an unsolved mystery. Some say we ‘domesticated’ cats for own cave-dwelling convenience. Others will tell us that cats adopted us because our cosy homes represented a (sometimes) benign habitat niche.


All we know is that by ‘owning’ cats we are obliged to look after them, to provide food and shelter, veterinary intervention including neutering, spaying and vaccination, and, on a good day, micro-chipping and insurance. And love. We have obligations toward our cats which most of us are more than happy to fulfil in return for what we foolishly (some like to tell us) regard as their loyalty and affection. Those obligations continue as we try to contort the cat into an ever more compliant part of our own complex lives.


And cats are amazingly loyal – although greedy cats will go looking for extra treats and a neglected cat will leave if it can. But in our way of looking at it, and as emerges in this narrative, no cat ever ‘escapes’ from human company. It strays.


That is what makes it so big a deal when a cat goes missing. Which is why, if a cat stays missing, we comfort ourselves with myths about strays being adopted by kindly strangers. In a tradition sadly discontinued, the Edwardian magazine Our Cats and The Cat, the now 85-year-old journal of the Cats Protection League, regularly featured heart-rending poems ostensibly sent in for publication by stray cats.


Domestic cats never submitted poems about how content they were. Perhaps they were too lazy or too comfortable to bother. Versifying cats faded from fashion, but from the 1960s on, as the era of what would come to be called ‘re-homing’ dawned, their place would be taken by a new wave of literary felines skilled in writing tear-jerking autobiographies. Sometimes these drama-filled back-stories would be relayed from a human, third-person point of view. Whatever, these mini-memoirs remain a universal means of grabbing the attention of a potential adopter of a cat in trouble. The authors have collected their favourite examples from over the past half-century and reproduced them throughout, in the text and at the beginning of each chapter. Some might come from recent internet posts – although it is to be firmly hoped that by the time this book appears, the cats in question will have long since had their pleas answered; others come from way back. They may seem formulaic: there’s a lot of why-you-will-love-me information to get across in a short space, but they are never banal. In fact, we think they are deeply moving.


The emotional power of cats, especially stray cats, was what compelled the human participants in Please Take Me Home to make their sometimes extreme interventions in feline affairs. Which is where this story really starts – with the will of a wealthy Victorian woman, Mary Anne Kennett, who wanted to be kind to ‘lost and starving’ cats in the way she considered best. As it turned out, the money she left to a famous institution would be used for something that was the opposite of benign – but it was the beginning of a moral stampede. Having invited this wild, independent creature into our cities, humans were alarmed when the cat population expanded out of control. It was down to us to make good our terrible mistake – but what to do?


Arguments on that same subject would rage for decades. Was it right to destroy outcast cats and their offspring in acts described as ‘care’ and ‘mercy’, or to effect mass sterilisation – or was it better to encourage adoption, the process which would come to be known as ‘re-homing’?


Huge sums of money left in the wills of wealthy women were fought over, since people really hate it when an aunt leaves her money to cats! When the concept of animal rights – as opposed to animal welfare – came along, the arguments got even more strident. Cat-lovers found themselves derided as mawkish sentimentalists.


Cats always engender deep passions, cats in trouble especially so. There have always been cats in trouble. There always will be.


But very slowly, things did get better for cats generally. It would take over a century – a millennium in cat years – for the ‘disreputable stray’ to become the twenty-first-century must-have fashion icon and internet sensation – the rescue cat.


It happened more or less in three waves. At the beginning there were domestic cats who lived in comfortable cohabitation with humans. Then there was the second estate, of stray cats: ‘friendless’, ‘forsaken’, they had become detached from humankind, but were still at heart one of us. And because of that they deserved a special fate – sadly, not necessarily a good one.


Beyond that was the third feline estate – nobody’s cat – hardly seen, tended by armies of women in the darkness. In the compass of the authors’ own childhood memories, the winds of war had left such animals stranded in cities as bombsite colonists, breeding down the generations as urban wildlife. These were the ‘feral’ cats. Little by little, they too would begin to be accepted, as our modern mindset turned from the mass destruction of the past to the concept of individual rehabilitation.


Every life worth trying to save. Every cat deserving of a home. Please Take Me Home is the 150-year story of how all the lost cats came in from the cold.


In the fashionable academic niche of ‘Human Animal Studies’ there has been a recent boom over the last three decades in studies of pets in history, but often these cut-and-paste theory-heavy observations fail to pursue primary sources. Dogs are big. Cats get scant attention. One of the most accessible writers in this field, Erica Fudge, wrote sagely in 2008: ‘We can see, I think, that a cat’s refusal to conform to human expectations and desires makes it the ideal pet for philosophers to contemplate.’* How true. Cats secretly know this. They especially love being contemplated by philosophers. Dogs, not so much.


Charities do not help when some of them bar access to their archives or dress up their historic record of mass killing as something different. It’s sensitive where legacies are involved. And felines are tricky. Are they truly companion animals, or are they what one historian called ‘the anti-pet par excellence’? What is their economic function? Where do they fit in, in ‘a world liberated from human speciesism’, as new wave, post-human studies might phrase it? Are they even worthy of investigation? A recent history of animals in cities (‘urb-an-imals’) ignored cats entirely. Perhaps they were just too difficult.


What follows, the authors hope, is an entertaining and readable narrative, but one full of challenges. Our researches revealed a catastrophe of biblical proportions, of the industrialised destruction of beautiful, blameless creatures, of a tragic delusion that for so long made that destruction acceptable. It is a story of cruelty and kindness, of casual indifference and intense, caring energy. And of the flow of legacies to charities which shamelessly pitched for the business.


Above all, it is a story of a great change of mind – the dawning realisation that killing ‘unwanted’ companion animals in their millions for human convenience was a moral outrage – and of the people who brought that about.


The fight continues.


The bravery and loyalty of our cats towards us never falters – however badly we may have treated them. As we researched this story, we often wondered why cats did not simply rise up and overthrow their oppressors long ago. Perhaps one day they will.


Along the way there are the stories of the many people who really cared about cats. Who had to take hard decisions. Who were practical and kind, and did something good for cats in their lives – and were doubtless loved in return. In our own tiny way, as adopters of two rescue cats, we know a little of how that feels.


Clare and Christy Campbell





 


* The French philosopher, Jacques Derrida, delivered a to-be famous address, ‘The Animal That Therefore I Am (More to Follow)’, at a conference in 1997, inspired at the outset by being followed into the bathroom by his loved and securely homed female cat and intensely stared at while he was naked (‘there is no nudity in nature’). This prompted a moral meditation, published in book form after his death, on the logic and ethics of distinguishing the human from the animal.’Derrida’s Cat’ would become a universal player in first-wave critical animal theory, to the general benefit of all cats – including strays. There’s a mug and a T-shirt.





PART ONE



ONLY A STRAY


1850–1930





1



In the Matter of Cats


‘Cats are not born attached to people; they’re born ready to learn how to attach themselves to people.’


Dr John Bradshaw, Cat Sense, 2014


‘I want a cat. I want a cat now. If I can’t have . . . any fun, I can have a kitty.’


Ernest Hemingway, Cat In the Rain, 1925


‘When humans go into space on a permanent basis they will most likely take cats and not dogs.’


pgtruspace, online commentator,
Scientifi c American, May 2009


Once upon a time, all domestic cats were rescue cats. All cat-persons know that in the great understanding reached between cats and humans countless centuries ago, wild felines were invited into cosy caves and cabins and given a bit of food and shelter in return for doing what came naturally – killing mice.


Those cats who were genetically friendly continued to turn up at the door. Down the generations the snuggle-up gene came out on top and the run-under-the-sofa gene was suppressed, although it’s still in there. Cats may, in fact, have domesticated themselves, but it was clear to those they had so purringly beguiled, that they had been rescued from their own brutish condition by being given a purpose in the service of man.


It was up to cats if they broke the bargain by breeding over-enthusiastically, killing birds, getting lost, sharpening their claws on the furniture, making too much noise, spraying, fighting, hissing or generally being difficult. Then they might be cast back into the wild and need rescuing all over again by old ladies who lived in the woods.


But then things got more complicated. Humans moved to cities and took cats with them. As industrial societies grew and prospered, certain animals became ‘companions’, to be treated as members of the family. However, cats, unlike dogs, had not had to be selectively bred over the preceding centuries to be useful, to hunt things, dig out badgers or herd sheep. In their long relationship with humans, had cats really been domesticated – or had they simply found the best survival niche ever? Some people would come to think they were only pretending to like us all along.


A twenty-first-century animal behaviourist asked: ‘Cats contribute virtually nothing in the way of sustenance or work to human endeavour. How, then, did they become commonplace fixtures in our homes?’ We all know why. They did so by being cats.


But even after several millennia of hanging round humans, cats still had a long way to go. ‘It is the fashion to ascribe to the cat very few good abilities. She is said to be selfish, cruel, greedy and without an atom of affection, indeed in disposition the very reverse of the dog,’ said Beeton’s Book of Home Pets, published in 1861. ‘Popular opinion may be summarised in the following effusion of a modern writer – “I do not love the cat. His disposition is mean and suspicious”.’ Cats might even consider themselves to be the superior in their relationship with a human, unlike dogs with all that boisterously desperate master-adoration.


It had taken a long time, but by the second half of the nineteeth century in Europe and America, cats began to clamber their way, first into respectable family households as the furry essence of happy domesticity, and on into the higher reaches of fashionable society – to come out on top in a fluffy parade of ‘pedigree’ Persians, Angoras and other much-to-be-brushed exotica beloved of middle- and upper-class ladies. They were indeed ‘pets’, their primary function to be pampered objects of adoration – which might even give a little affection back in return.


Cats were developing a class structure – posh cats, bourgeois cats and the teeming under-cats, who existed on the fringes of polite society but still within it, expected to earn their keep as mouse-catching militia in humbler but still cat-loving homes.


In the matter of acquiring a cat, ‘pedigrees’ came from established breeders. Lowlier cats came from family or neighbours, from street markets like Club Row in east London or kittens peddled door to door. Seeking out an adult cat and giving it a home was rare – although several pioneer lost cats’ home promoters like Anne Mayhew would try and place their older street-finds with well-wishers. The self-adopting stray was something for mad cat ladies.


A stray cat was a ‘disreputable’ creature (the word was used by a leading charity), pestiferous, disease-spreading, something from the gutter. One might as well invite a rat into a respectable home.*


An urban cat economy was established in parallel in which lowly livings might be made – such as the ‘cats’-meat men’ who acquired horse-flesh and offal from slaughtered working horses and sold it on skewers for a farthing as food for domestic cats. They would know where kittens were to be had. Veterinary intervention meanwhile was virtually non-existent.


Some grander city cats inhabited a strange halfway world as nursery favourites or inhabitants of the servants’ hall, until the time came for the master and mistress to shut up their sumptuous houses to leave for the country in early autumn, when the cats were simply abandoned and left to fend for themselves. This scandal of the ‘forsaken cat’ would go on for decades.


The forsaken cat was a different creature to the ‘lost cat’; different again to the ‘wandering cat’ and indeed to the ‘unwilling stray’: the ‘unwilling’ implied that a stray had been forced off the path of righteousness by being picked up and transplanted by a child, or chased in the street by a dog. Such cats had once in their lives been tame, and sufficiently conditioned to embrace and actually need the company of humans. Indeed, they were only too keen to respond to overtures and ‘allorub’ – a good word, meaning to rub a part of their body on another individual – usually the person who fed them. Modern cat geneticists have theorised convincingly that an important route to apparent domestication was the persistence into adulthood of juvenile characteristics that made cats playful, antic-prone and generally cute. Even stray cats could be cute.


Strays were the heartbreakingly appealing creatures over which, in the decades to come, an ocean of anguish would be expended. In fact, over a hundred years later, the stray would be the pet of choice for a quarter of cat-owning households. That is how they got in the door in the first place – by simply turning up and asking to be let in. Who could resist? Being one such was the best chance for a cat that had fallen out of someone’s favour to find a way back in to someone else’s. Kittens fared best, they always did.


At the bottom of the heap was an altogether different feline caste – the cats who knew no human master or mistress. They had been living in cities for ever, hidden, crepuscular, accepting the beneficence of humans when offered (usually by an elderly female hand) with extreme stand-offish reluctance, and, when they showed themselves, prey in turn to every danger and human-inflicted malevolence imaginable. The cruelty of street children towards cats was Hogarthian.


Charles Dickens, a great observer of the feline condition, was more aware than some of the multitudinous cats in the London shadows. His often-quoted 1859 account of a walk through the ‘shabby small streets of cats’ about ‘the Obelisk in Saint George’s Fields . . . in the vicinity of Clerkenwell-Green . . . the back settlements of Drury-lane’ records:


[T]he cats of shy [disreputable] neighbourhoods exhibit a strong tendency to relapse into barbarism. Not only are they made selfishly ferocious by ruminating on the surplus population around them, and on the densely crowded state of all the avenues to cat’s meat; not only is there a moral and politico-economical haggardness in them . . . but they evince a physical deterioration . . . their black turns rusty, like old mourning; they wear very indifferent fur . . .


In appearance, they are very like the women among whom they live . . . They leave their young families to stagger about the gutters, unassisted, while they frouzily quarrel and swear and scratch and spit, at street corners. In particular, I remark that when they are about to increase their families (an event of frequent recurrence) the resemblance is strongly expressed in a certain dusty dowdiness . . . I cannot honestly report that I have ever seen a feline matron of this class washing her face when in an interesting condition.


These were the cats which would, in years to come, be talked of as ‘feral’* – domesticated cats that through whatever circumstances had indeed relapsed into the barbarism in Mr Dickens’s description – and their descendants, born generation after generation into the vagrant underworld from which the only rescue, it would seem for a century, was human-inflicted death.


Cats could survive and reproduce in the crevices in which nineteenth-century cities abounded. Dogs could not – at least, not for long. And they were much more obvious. Packs of dogs in the street simply would not do. As a modern cultural geographer wrote of canines in the later-Victorian metropolis:


The key boundary line lay between the private and public zones of the city. The dog became properly private – as a pet – but only at the expense of being out of place in the public realm – as a stray. The dog was [increasingly] portrayed as an animal that naturally loved the family, and suffered as a ‘homeless’ vagrant on the streets [and hence had to be removed].


Just as the rise of the residential suburbs was a miraculous boon for stay-at-home felines, the communal human-made spaces of the city – squares, churchyards, hospitals, lunatic asylums, workhouses, railway arches, markets, subterranean railways, gasworks, board-schools, graveyards, prisons, factories – brought astonishing new territorial opportunities for go-it-aloners.


Their opportunist residents were anthropomorphised in the English-speaking world as ‘beggar cats’ and ‘tramp cats’, or, because of their supposed nomadic existence, ‘Arab cats’. Whatever they were called, in the second half of the Victorian era, the urban stray cat ‘problem’ came to dominate the imagination of intensely motivated groups on both sides of the Atlantic. To many enlightened people, the cats’ very presence was an affront to the ‘sanitary idea’ of how modern cities should be – in spite of their evident utility in killing rats. In Britain, the stray cat ‘problem’ was to be regulated by that municipal novelty and bane of mad cat ladies – the Vestry Inspector of Nuisances.


Some especially ‘disreputable’ cats were seen somehow to have wilfully chosen their lowly path. The sexuality of female cats, for instance, was always shocking. A promiscuous female human, it might be whispered in polite society, had the ‘morals of an alley cat’. The doings of tom cats were less commented upon.


In the minds of some people, beggar cats joined the irredeemable workhouse inmate and the sexually incontinent in the uncompromising political debates of the day, which distinguished between the so-called deserving and undeserving poor. Charity would be wasted on them, it was said.


The plight of all such cats came to be a burning issue – although nobody had taken much notice before. But like souls to be saved by missionaries in darkest Africa, or ‘fallen women’ closer to home, might they too be rescued?


When an Irish lady, Miss Alice Swifte, of Rathfarnham, Dublin, announced her intention with an appeal for funds in 1881 of founding a home for ‘forsaken’ cats, the first outside America, there was much guffawing. In fact, it would eventually open in 1885 (see p. 38). But there were those too who saw it as a timely intervention in a gathering moral crisis both for cats and humans generally.


The ‘forsaken’ cat, ‘friendless’, ‘deserted’ – there were lots of ways of saying it – so thoughtlessly abandoned by pleasure-seeking owners, who meanwhile took their dogs to the seaside or their country estates, typified for some people all that was immoral and cruel in the spirit of the age. Cats had been made dependent on man for food and shelter, then they were casually abandoned. If cats could be so treated, where was the human decency in it? ‘It’s only a cat.’


In answer to those who mocked cat advocates, the Animal World, journal of the RSPCA, anthropomorphised the fate of one such ‘left-behind’, forced to steal from the house next door ‘until a boot-jack is thrown at him from an upstairs window’:


He knows now surely that every man’s hand is against him, that his is a case of a cat against the world.


Those who deride Miss Swifte’s trial home in Dublin should remember that cats have few friends and once they are cast into the streets they are unlikely to find homes for themselves as dogs sometimes do. Nor are they stray animals like dogs; they find their homes easily, being undaunted by distance or physical impediment.


It is only when they return to their homes to be driven away again and again do they become straying animals. Hence, it may be concluded, in respect of those wretched feline creatures we see in the streets so often – careworn, attenuated, dirty, despairing animals – that they are exiles or street Arabs; forsaken by the human beings who used to fondle them, and who, having grown tired of them, are too weak of resolution to put them out of existence.


To address this tragedy, it was not enough to ‘make house-owners and their servants mindful of their duties to cats’ – but ‘over-propagation’ must be addressed. As the Animal World put it:


A prolific cause of cat-suffering is the needless and absurd multiplication of cats. Instead of killing the kittens at birth (save one) . . . they are kept to be the playthings of infants.


So that was the advice for Victorian cat-lovers. Drown the kittens and keep one. Shut up your house and go on holiday, but make sure you kill your cats first. It was not exactly a recipe for feline happiness but it would have to do for now. Sadly, things would get a lot tougher for cats before they got even remotely better.





 


* For many years from the 1880s onwards, clinical researchers published findings on cats as transmitters of diphtheria to humans, especially children. ‘It is a frequent occurrence to see children carrying cats in their arms, and even kissing them. It is obvious that if the cat were ill with diphtheria, the children under such circumstances would almost inevitably contract the disease,’ said one such. The supposed connection was sustained by public health and school officials in Britain until disproved in the 1920s, but the prejudice persisted for many decades thereafter – a constant counter to the prospect of adopting a stray into a family.


* The term was used by Charles Darwin in 1859 to describe pigeons that had returned to a pre-domesticated state. Modern animal behaviourists describe the cat (Felis catus) as existing in a spectrum, from: ‘feral independent wildlife’ (hidden from man with no habituation to human company as kittens); ‘feral-interdependent-free-roaming-unowned’ (a limited relation with man); ‘domesticated-interdependent-free-roaming-loosely-owned (abandoned pets or semi-feral, hanging round cafés, tourist sites etc); to ‘domesticated owned pets’ (dependent on man for food and shelter). Of the two interdependent categories, ‘taming and placement in homes of these cats is difficult but possible and their kittens can become household pets, if socialised early enough’.
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Humblest of Servants


GOOD HOMES WANTED


1.  Small strays very fond of each other; they must have lived together. Found wandering on Hampstead Heath, we think they must have been left there and they are very young . . .


 


2.  Mother and child put on the dustman’s cart when he was not looking and brought to us by the dustman who has four cats of his own so cannot keep them. He is helping with their boarding to pay for their food till they find new homes.


Enquiries to Mrs de Clifford, No. 12 the Close, New Malden, Surrey.


The Cat, 1958


The rise of the domestic cat was set against a big change in human–animal relations generally. Religious in inspiration, but practical in delivery and effect, for all sorts of reasons animals in general got a sliver more consideration every decade that passed during the nineteenth century. This might be expressed by the placing of water troughs for horses or driven cattle in city streets, the encouragement of children to show tenderness to animals (why, then, did they persecute cats so mercilessly?) and by the pro-animal philosophical outpourings that would accompany the shocking proposals of Charles Darwin.


In a tiny, stray-cat-related glimpse of the great moral re-examination, a prominent clergyman could say at the ‘annual meeting of subscribers to the Edinburgh Home for Lost and Starving Dogs and Cats’ late in the century that although ‘he was not an evolutionist’, he could thank ‘Charles Darwin for having put before them the grand fact of the brotherhood of the animals’. That, at least, was why he seemed to care about cats in trouble.


In much of the discourse of the time, animals were presented as being willingly complicit in subjecting themselves to human mastery. But that implied obligations on our part to treat them well in return. Domesticated cats had had their wild natures brought under control – maybe not entirely. Pussy was a moral lesson on the hearthrug – an exemplar of mankind’s own journey from brute beast to civilisation. As a corollary, a profound awakening was around the corner on understanding the ‘animal’ instincts and senses that drove human behaviour. Forget about hunting mice – look at how cats went about reproducing themselves. For many commentators, then and ever since, the cultural identification of cats with women provided plenty to philosophise about.


The status of animals became a topic of political as well as religious debate. They should come within the law of men. The tormenting of living creatures by the labouring classes for amusement was already abhorrent and would progressively be made illegal. Not so the sports of the rural upper class, but they might be one day. Famously, through the nineteenth century, campaigning societies had been formed for the further ‘prevention of cruelty’, especially the brutality generally shown towards working animals or hapless cattle on their way to slaughter.


The Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (it became ‘Royal’ in 1840), was founded in 1824: the first animal welfare charity in the world. It attempted both to police mistreatment via its force of ‘constables’ while at the same time lobbying the British Parliament at a stately pace, advancing legislation by the (all-male) legislature to somehow make things better all round. A Ladies’ Committee was founded in 1870. More and more of its income would depend on the legacies of wealthy women.


In 1857 the Society published its first pamphlet on the treatment of domestic animals which, like any faithful servants, were entitled to kindness. Chapters were devoted to the horse, the dog, the hedgehog (useful for devouring cockroaches), and indeed the cat – ‘humblest among the servants of man’. ‘This animal is wild and fierce in a state of nature and it is only when some of this natural fierceness remains that the cat is useful to us,’ said the pioneering RSPCA publication. As ‘an indoor companion and plaything’ she lost some of her utility as a destroyer of vermin.


Legal protection for felines was slowly improving. Mr John Colam, Secretary of the RSPCA from 1860*, would remind his colleagues some years later (in an oft-repeated anecdote) of his experience as an advocate when an attempt to bring a cruelty prosecution† at the Marlborough Street Magistrates’ Court in London was thrown out. The bench chairman, a Mr Mansfield – described in a report as a ‘country sportsman’ – declared that cats were ‘vermin’.


Mr Colam had worked hard to change the magistrate’s mind and a conviction of the cat-abuser eventually resulted. Indeed, so total was the law official’s conversion that he ‘never hesitated to prosecute in cases of cruelty to cats’, Mr Colam would recall. From 1861 cats enjoyed some deterrent protection from being taken without their owners’ consent under the Larceny Act. But where did this leave ownerless street cats? Did they have any right to life?


There were, of course, many more urgent issues for campaigners. Although ‘food’ animals had progressively been vacated from cities, the abuse of horses in the streets by whip-wielding cabmen excited urgent emotions among RSPCA members and others generally. There would be concerns about pit ponies and the export of worn-out horses being turned into sausages by horrid Belgians. But by the third quarter of the nineteenth century, it was vivisection, medical experimentation on living creatures, especially cats and dogs, that was the burning issue for animal advocates.


The Battersea Home for Lost and Starving Dogs (see p. 45) would have to reassure its supporters many times over that it was not secretly selling its strays to the fiends with scalpels who would supplant the horse-beating cabmen and cruel animal-baiters in the demonology of ever more vocal activists. Pets extending the ‘paw of trust’ to humankind were being sliced up alive. A flogged horse was all too obvious. The vivisectors did their vile deeds in secret. Light must be shed on dark places and where it did not penetrate, baroque fantasies bloomed. The RSPCA seemed woefully supine; indeed, it might be accused of being actively opposed to doing anything to upset the medical and scientific interests within the Society.


Activists demanded action, led by the combustible Miss Frances Power Cobbe, founder in 1875 of the Victoria Street Society, whose campaigning, along with others, led to a Royal Commission on animal experiments. The press reports of the testimony were horrifically graphic. The suffering of cats at St Bartholomew’s Hospital at the hands of Viennese physiologist Dr Emmanuel Klein, a beastly foreigner, as evidenced by his ‘wantonly brutal and mischievous’ testimony before the commission, caused public horror. Klein admitted that he only anaesthetised his feline subjects to ‘protect himself from scratches’. It emerged that experimenters would place a phial of chloroform on a shelf above the dissecting table so as to claim that ‘the procedure was performed under anaesthetic’. But the report’s eventual conclusions, so it would be said by many, were not nearly tough enough. A dissenting minority report by Klein’s chief interrogator, Richard Holt Hutton, joint-editor of The Spectator, declared that subjecting these trusting, domesticated creatures to severe pain, even in the advancement of science, was akin to moral treachery. He further referred to the theft from their ‘proper owners’ of dogs and cats for the purposes of cruel experiments. Pets being stolen for vivisection became a stalking terror for animal-lovers for a century to come.


Cats themselves remained staunchly independent. Nobody was going to shackle them to a cart like a dog – forbidden by the Cruelty to Animals Act, otherwise known as the ‘Dog Cart Bill’ of 1854. The ‘work’ they were set to in humbler households, of catching rodents, was altogether agreeable. Nevertheless they might be the victims of fur-trappers or wicked vivisectors, and remained the targets of the universal malevolence of street urchins. Abandonment by thoughtless holiday-making owners became, as ever, a huge issue. Commercial boarding catteries were as yet unknown.


Sections of polite society (overwhelmingly female) became obsessed with animal welfare, to a degree that might seem pathological to later generations. When it came to cats, choices must be made. Were you a cat-lover, who found joy and fulfilment in the company of cats, their breeding, grooming and showing? In some quarters that was considered eccentric enough. Or were you ready to plunge into the feline netherworld with its flashing-eyed excitements in the dark, and myriad, overwhelming tragedies? These two cat-worlds, home and astray, existed side by side, and very occasionally, they might come together.


Mrs Alice Fawcett fell into the underworld by accident. As she told readers of Our Cats in a letter, one day her own cat went missing in a London suburb:


I used to go out late at night with a bag full of scraps, hoping to come across the lost one. Oh! the pitiful sights that I saw. Lean, famished, gaunt spectres sitting in doorways, lurking in areas, to all I offered a portion of my scraps and they wolfed it down. Surely our hearts ought to go out in pity to all such . . . Truly indeed is our sympathy with those good kind ladies who so patiently and bravely undertake to alleviate the misery of their lives.


Readers shuddered, tut-tutted and moved on. But some of them, clearly, were already secret adepts of the cause. Among the journal’s genteel readership there were some who thought they might do well by gathering up some meaty titbits and heading out for an evening stroll in search of cats. It was a guilty secret, an amiable eccentricity. ‘Respectable’ homemaking married women did it, as well as the much-stereotyped spinster cat lady.


One society figure dressed herself ‘in rags’ to pursue her passion on the streets of west London. There were rumours that a royal princess might be smitten with feline mania. When, a century later, cat-behaviour studies became formalised, such people would be described as ‘auxiliary feeders’. In America they would be called ‘care-givers’, not to be confused with ‘cat hoarders’ who took things into much murkier territory. In this discourse, we shall call them ‘cat ladies’. Their doings would be as mysterious to later researchers as those of the cats to which they dedicated so much of their lives.


Little by little, felines found their public advocates. Like former naval surgeon and prolific author of boys’ adventure stories, Dr William Gordon Stables, whose 1873 book, Cats: Their Points and Characteristics, with Curiosities of Cat Life, pleaded for their parliamentary protection on these grounds: ‘First then because she is a pet – a pet in many a nobleman’s and gentleman’s family as at any poor man’s fireside, because pussy is so beautiful, so gentle, so loving and so kind, because she is affectionate to her owner and loves children so . . . Second because we’re Christians and thirdly because she is an animal of great utility.’ He advocated a cat licence of one shilling and threepence for a ‘utility cat’, and two shillings for ‘valuable cats and household pets’. Collars were to be compulsory, and cruelty to cats to be punishable by fines. Failing to feed cats would draw a prison sentence on those convicted of such malign neglect, while Government Cat Inspectors should generally keep an eye on things. ‘This would have a salutary effect in checking the present trade of cat-skin hunting,’ he suggested.


But of the teeming Arab cats – ‘thousands on thousands, who never had a home and never will, preferring a nomadic life, because they never knew a better’ – something must be done. Just as Parliament had passed a law (the Dogs Act, 1871) for ‘the destruction of worthless dogs, found straying and begging in the streets’, so must it be for cats, Dr Stables insisted. ‘How can we get rid of this surplus feline population?


‘A place would be required in every town, or district, where all cats found straying without a collar could be taken, and if not claimed within three or four days, to be either sold, given away, or destroyed,’ he argued. He was a little ahead of his time, even if such a state of affairs for dogs was already being worked on by some eccentric enthusiasts. In his plan, fireside cats with identifiable owners would have the extra comfort of the law. But waifs and strays had better watch out. Only a very few cat-lovers of the time would argue with that.


The energetic Dr Gordon Stables was not a cat rescuer. His proposal of mass destruction with a few kind words on the way to a ‘painless death’ was very much in tune with the times. What else to do? But amid various other eccentricities, such as an enthusiasm for gipsy caravans and the protection of sea birds, his advocacy of cats as generally worthy of respect and protection put him on the side of the righteous. Meanwhile Messrs. Spratt’s took out adverts in his pioneering work about cats for their new ‘Patent Cat Food’, thereby anticipating by many decades a mass, middle-class market for such a thing.


But the time of the cat as a universal and beloved pet was certainly coming, with a growing cult among cat-adepts of near religious worship of their grace and beauty. A tiny ‘show’ was held at the Crystal Palace, south London, in 1868, featuring twenty-five cats. The great breakthrough came in 1871, the ‘year of the cat’, when no less than five grand feline competitions were held across Britain, including two at the Crystal Palace, into the second of which ‘Cats Belonging to Working Men’ would be encouraged. Enormous values were put on cats – even if ‘breed’ distinctions were inchoate and classification largely done by colour. In the 1883 event, one tortoiseshell was given the ‘fancy price’ of £10,000. Of that year’s show it was reported: ‘In the class for black cats, Zulu, 2 years, attracted much attention on account of her two snow-white kittens, but she was not awarded a prize.’ Words about cats poured out.


As Miss Frances Simpson,* among other things founder of the Blue Persian Cat Society and the author of the ‘Practical Pussyology’ advice column in Our Cats magazine, was to note in her Book of the Cat (1903):


The cat literature of the present day has been steadily on the increase. The first paper to supply special cat columns was Fur and Feather . . . In 1899 Our Cats was started, and is widely read by the ever-growing circle of cat lovers, and claims the unique distinction of being ‘the only newspaper in the world solely devoted to cats’.


By now, cat shows were regular events. The ‘National Cat Club’ had been founded in 1887, aiming to promote the breeding of pedigree cats; it held its first show at the Crystal Palace that summer with the general object of boosting cats all round. The Club’s first President was the noted illustrator Harrison Weir, but he resigned, significantly, because he felt that members were more interested in prizes than in promoting the welfare of cats and raising their status. A grand cat show organised by pet entrepreneur Mr Charles Cruft at the Royal Aquarium Westminster in March 1894 was a commercial failure.


The Queen’s granddaughter, HH Princess Victoria of Schleswig-Holstein, became the NCC’s Patron. In 1898 Lady Marcus Beresford founded the rival ‘Cat Club’ with another hugely posh roster of presidents and vice-presidents, with the object of promoting the ‘true breeding of cats’. The rift would be repaired in 1910 when the two sides formed the ‘Governing Council of the Cat Fancy’ or ‘GCCF’.


Breed-specific cat clubs began to be established. The artist Louis Wain,* his work too anthropomorphically cute for some modern tastes, became the master publicist of the National Cat Club and its sometime Chairman.


When Queen Victoria herself acquired an immensely fashionable Angora, called ‘White Heather’, it seemed that the social ascent of cats was complete, although it would be noted: ‘The Queen and her daughters take a deep interest, not alone in finely bred cats, but in poor and homeless waifs as well.’


Her favourite Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury, had a cat called ‘Floss’, ‘sleek and well bred’, who, according to Our Cats, reportedly held ‘long conversations in murmurs and soft purrs’ with the bearded titan of high-Victorian politics.


The same journal would comment in July 1902 on the new social acceptance of cats, especially by the ‘smart society woman’, who ‘knows the value of individuality and generally makes a speciality of some particular breed of cat . . .’


‘Half a century ago the unmarried girl valiant enough to avow a liking for that much snubbed animal [the cat] would have written herself down as a spinster for all time,’ said Our Cats. ‘A cat would never have been allowed to console the heroine of the early Victorian novel though a dog, whose fidelity rather than his pedigree was insisted upon, was the inevitable accessory . . .’


The higher cats climbed in status, however, the grimmer the life of street cats appeared to be. Nobody had taken much notice before. Thus it was that, just as the plight of street dogs had suddenly become big news, the stray cat slunk slowly out of the shadows to stake its claim to the beneficence of the charitable.


In America the very first ‘humane shelters’ appeared in the 1870s. Unlike the municipal ‘pounds’, which rounded up street animals, promptly killed them or sold them to vivisectors, these shelters sought to bring some form of compassion to the process. Two Philadelphia ladies, Elizabeth Morris and Annie Wain, began collecting strays – dogs at first, then theirs would be the first place in the United States to care for cats. They would shelter the animals and seek kindly adopters for them. If enough new homes could be found, mercy killing would be unnecessary.


In May 1874 their establishment would be incorporated as ‘The Refuge for Homeless and Suffering Animals’ in a basement at South 10th Street. After a few years it moved to 1242 Lombard Street in the city, an address where it could still be found almost a century and a half later. But, as with Battersea, the acceptance of a contract to act as the city’s street animal control agency meant the idealistic days would soon be numbered. There were too many strays and not enough homes – the equation that would so vex cat ‘welfarists’ for ever after. ‘Cats of good moral character [how did they know?] are provided with meals and lodging’, it would be reported – ‘while homeless, sick or suffering felines [up to fifty a day] are put out of the way humanely’. The advent of the electric trolley car on the streets of the city in 1892 had brought a doleful increase in casualties, injured cats routinely being ‘put out of the way with a tightly woven bag and a bottle of chloroform by Agent Philip J. Smith, in charge of the refuge’.


About the Philadelphia operation, later to be known as the ‘Morris Refuge’ after Elizabeth Morris, it would not long afterwards be reported: ‘If at [a] fortnight’s end, no owner, past or prospective, has appeared and no one cares to prolong poor doggy’s life by paying for its keep at the rate of fifty cents per week, its quietus is made . . . with the fumes of burning charcoal or by the inhalation of chloroform, both methods being most merciful.’


Indeed, the Philadelphia rescuers had been among the first to use the still comparatively novel chemical compound for the destruction of injured or sick animals which they judged to be beyond redemption. The volatile liquid had been well known as an anaesthetic in human medicine for some decades, especially in childbirth. It might be seen as controversial, even sinister; its power to render humans senseless meant it was associated with abductions, rapes and murders, but when Queen Victoria was administered chloroform for the birth of two of her children, in 1853 and 1857, it became much more respectable.


In Britain, such use had already been proposed by the eminent anaesthetist, Sir Benjamin Ward Richardson, as, in combination with carbonic acid gas, it was ‘a means for the painless destruction of life in the lower creation’ as he phrased it. He wrote: ‘In 1869 I made a communication to the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, and suggested a mode for killing painlessly dogs and cats that were wounded in the streets.’ The Society would award him a medal. While rendering humans simply unconscious, chloroform alone in sufficient doses would be fatal for a cat or dog. All it required was an enclosed airtight space.


Where Philadelphia led, Ireland, Britain and continental Europe would soon follow. The trouble for street cats was that, by alerting people to their plight, they invited judgement. Were their miserable lives worth living at all?


Dogs, meanwhile – and we are going to have to mention them because where dogs were heading, cats would soon follow – were even more on the up. ‘Pure-bred’ dogs, long since ornaments of the aristocracy, now became beloved of the urban middle class. The first ‘dog show’ in Britain, a small affair, was held in 1859. The Kennel Club was founded in 1873 to regulate breeds and bloodlines. Certain dogs became ragingly fashionable, especially ‘ladies’ dogs’ like the Poodle and the Pomeranian, the latter being helped by the endorsement of Queen Victoria.


The Queen Empress lent royal status to a range of doggy endeavours including Spratt’s, the famous makers of dog biscuits – granted the exalted status ‘By Special Appointment to Her Majesty’. Enthused by royal patronage, fashionable women took dog exhibiting to their bosom. Soon it would be the turn of cats.





 


* His personal intervention to halt a ‘Grand Spanish Entertainment of Bullfighters’, using real bulls, in March 1870 at the Agricultural Hall, Islington while defying the blows of ‘hundreds of roughs’ in the audience, brought him national fame.


† The Cruelty to Animals Act 1849 prescribed penalties for any ‘person [who] shall cruelly beat, ill-treat, over-drive, abuse, or torture any horse, mare . . . dog, cat, or any other “domestic animal” as distinguished from those feræ naturæ, of wild nature’.


* Clergyman’s daughter Miss Frances Simpson was Britain’s most prolific writer and pro-cat propagandist in the early years of the twentieth century. On her death in 1926 it was noted by the editor of Cat Gossip: ‘We [have] lost the “Fairy Godmother of the Cat Fancy”, Miss Frances Simpson, whose tongue and pen for half a century have been placed at the service of Puss.’


As feline historian Sarah Hartwell noted: ‘In addition to her writing and editorial roles [Simpson] advertised her services writing out pedigree forms for sixpence each. The sale of pedigree cats was also a source of income, hence the title of one of her books: Cats for Pleasure and Profit. She also allowed her name to be used in advertising, endorsing Tinkers Kit-Kat Mixture (“Prevents and Cures Distemper, Fits and Fevers”) and Nomis Powders (“Prevent Show Fever!”) . . . She also endorsed Wilson’s Cat Remedies, and Salvo’s various treatments for feline ailments . . . although privately, she confessed to being deeply sceptical about patent cat remedies.’ She never married.


* When, old and destitute, Wain was admitted to a mental asylum in 1925, an appeal was made, reminding cat-lovers of his work supporting ‘innumerable cats’ homes and receiving shelters for stray cats’.





3



Forsaken Cats


LUTHER


Male, age (approx.) 2, DOMESTIC SHORT-HAIR, white, can live with mature family.


Hello, my name is Luther. I came into Cats Protection care because my owner sadly passed away. I am a shy and timid chap at first and will need an owner with an understanding and patient nature so that I can blossom. I would like a house with a secure garden to explore and a calm, quiet house to relax in. Please come and see me.


Cities, of course, teemed with lowlier dogs, just as they had always done. But now it was clear. On one side were the pets of the middle class with loving homes and nursery fires to snooze beside. On the other were the canine wretched of the earth. It was just the same for cats.


Into this ocean of misery stepped the proto-rescuers of mid-Victorian Britain, kindly ladies for the most part, some of them caught by the idea that the abandoned stray had somehow fallen from a one-time state of love and security into its wretched condition. It was the classic ‘two-nation’ plotline of so much literature of the period – Oliver Twist with a wet nose.


The most famous rescuers thereafter were Mrs Mary Tealby and her well-off friend Mrs Sarah Major, founders in autumn 1860 of what was to become the Battersea Dogs Home. Mrs Tealby, a woman in her late fifties, divorced and of modest means, in her wanderings around lower-middle-class north Islington, had despaired at the sight of dogs dying ‘of lingering starvation’ in the streets. She was moved to establish her famous canine asylum – ‘The Temporary Home for Lost and Starving Dogs’ – in a stableyard behind 16–17 Hollingsworth Street, Holloway, where lost dogs might be corralled, cared for and, it was to be hoped, retrieved by their owners. Or even bought for a few pence. ‘PERSONS who require DOGS are particularly requested to visit the TEMPORARY HOME for LOST and STARVING DOGS, Hollingsworth St., St. James’s Road, Holloway,’ said a press notice of 1864. ‘Very often handsome dogs, and always useful, are to be found there.’


That was the way to do it. It was a marker for all those who would strive to ‘re-home’ a lost or unwanted animal in the future. If it could be done. The ‘Home’ was to be neither a permanent residence for ‘old, worn-out favourites’ nor a hospital, but a ‘temporary refuge to which humane persons may send only those lost dogs so constantly seen in the streets’. ‘Lost’ was a nicety, of course: it implied a temporary fall from human society that might be redeemed. ‘Starving’ was more to the point.


Charles Dickens – or more likely, as scholars have pointed out, a dog advocate called John Hollingshead, a contributor to All the Year Round, the popular weekly periodical that Mr Dickens ‘conducted’ – was drawn to visit the Home some years after its founding. The investigation was inspired by the ‘exhibition of prize dogs’ (one of the first) being held at the newly opened Agricultural Hall in Islington, north London, where he was struck by the aloof arrogance of such ‘prosperous dogs’. After inspecting the prize dogs, the writer ventured northwards, less than a mile, to Mrs Tealby’s Holloway asylum to be confronted by a cage within which:


Twenty or thirty dogs of every conceivable and inconceivable breed, rush towards the bars, and, flattening their poor snouts against the wires, ask in their own peculiar and most forcible language whether you are their master come at last to claim them.


The contrast with the pampered pooches at the canine competition down the road was overwhelming:


For this second dog show is nothing more or less than the show of the Lost Dogs of the Metropolis – the poor, vagrant, homeless curs that one sees looking out for a dinner in the gutter, or curled up in a doorway taking refuge from their troubles in sleep.


And if readers were baffled by what had brought them here, he explained: ‘A society has been formed to rescue these miserable animals from slow starvation; to provide an asylum where those who might appear to have a slight value are doctored, fed, and gradually restored to health . . .’ Kindly Londoners might assist the good cause thus:
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