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To Broccoli Cat One, The Maggot, Wug-Wug, Wobber, Charismatic Banana and all the other cats, past and present, who have enriched my life










Preface: Schrödinger’s Cat


It was a Viennese physicist, Erwin Rudolf Josef Alexander Schrödinger, who first discovered the most astounding of all the mysterious talents exhibited by cats.


In 1935, Professor Schrödinger was living in Oxford with two women – one his wife, the other his mistress – and a cat called Milton. That he got away with the unconventional domestic arrangement would suggest he was far cleverer than the average man, but his intelligence was clearly underestimated by Milton, who should have realised his master was following a line of enquiry that must eventually reveal to the world catdom’s greatest secret.


This was what happened, without going into the mathematics of the situation . . . 


There are three kinds of physics nowadays: Newtonian physics, which helps you understand how your world works; relativity theory, which helps you understand how the universe works; and quantum mechanics, which explains the nature of small things and helps you understand absolutely nothing at all.
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Why do we love cats so much?


 


 


The quantum model has spread its net wider and wider and had so many of its findings experimentally confirmed that scientists now routinely refer to it as the most successful physics theory ever.


But there are problems.


Take atoms. When I was a boy, scientists imagined an atom as a miniature solar system: electrons orbited a nucleus the way planets orbit the sun. Except that electrons don’t orbit like planets. They jump from one orbit to another without crossing the space in between.


Take sub-atomic particles. There was a time when these were thought of as very tiny cannonballs. And so they are. But they’re also waveforms, both at the same time.


Take quantum foam. The smallest, most fundamental building blocks of our entire physical universe appear out of nowhere for a moment, then disappear again.


Take the chair you’re sitting on. It’s not actually solid. You are only able to sit on it because of the interaction of electrical fields.


Take the world you’re living in. There’s a genuine possibility it will vanish – with you in it – before you reach the end of this page. It’s not very likely, but it’s possible.


Take the structure of reality. It changes if you look at it.


You’ll have noticed something about all these examples. They don’t make any sense. They didn’t make any sense to Schrödinger in 1935 either, but that didn’t inhibit him from working on them – particularly the last one about reality changing if you look at it. He was engaged in a lengthy correspondence with Einstein at the time and neither of them was happy that their fellow physicists were interpreting the evidence properly. Eventually Schrödinger came up with the idea of creating a ‘thought experiment’ to show how ridiculous the current theories really were.


He asked us to imagine a cat shut in a box with a 50 per cent likelihood of triggering a lethal poison. When you opened the box you would, of course, find the cat either dead or alive. But, demanded Schrödinger, rhetorically, is it sensible to imagine that, until the reveal, the cat is hovering in a dimension somewhere between life and death?


To his astonishment, the overwhelming majority of his fellow physicists answered yes. Because the consensus conclusion, known as the Copenhagen interpretation of quantum physics and supported by many of the finest minds of our time, is that cats have a secret zombie power permitting them to be alive and dead at the same time.


And it’s not the only secret they’ve been harbouring. For generations, cats have been associated with the occult and supernatural. They are surrounded by dark superstitions. A black cat crossing your path is a herald of good luck. But beware of crossing a black cat’s path for then the luck will be all bad. The cat of any colour is widely regarded as the boon companion of the witch, riding proudly on the back of her broomstick as she flies to her wicked sabbat meetings with the Devil. The cat sometimes walks with the gods – she draws Freya’s chariot in Norse mythology – but she is more often remembered as the pet of Hecate in Hell. Why such a fearsome reputation wrapped up in such a sweet and cuddly animal? And might it in any sense be justified?


These are the areas this book sets out to explore by focusing on one central, critical question: why are cats the most popular pet on the planet? Or, put another way, why do humans love cats the way they do? Both versions of the question are deceptively simple, but by using them as a jumping-off point, we will quickly find ourselves deeply embroiled in the mysterious world of cats, facing a perplexing array of puzzles. In our attempts to find our way out of the maze, we shall seek clues in legend, myth, folklore, conventional history and even science. We shall examine some strange byways and shall not hesitate to speculate where speculation is needed.


The book begins with a thorough examination of what we know for sure about the average domestic cat. But it quickly becomes obvious that this little animal is far from average. And so we are sucked gently into the mystery.


Why do we love cats as we do? The answer is as unexpected as it is profound.










Introduction


I once owned a cat called Pablo, a pure white neutered tom with pale blue eyes and a gormless expression.


Somebody told me that white cats with blue eyes carried a gene that made them prone to deafness. I don’t know if this is generally true, but it certainly applied to Pablo. If you approached him from behind and touched him, however gently, he started violently. If you crept up on him and banged a pair of cymbals – as I once did, experimentally – there was not so much as a twitch of an ear. Pablo was obviously as deaf as a post.


Pablo and I lived together in a rented wing of an Irish country house, located in a 350-acre pastoral estate. One evening around twilight, I was seated by a window admiring the view when Pablo appeared on the scene. He walked purposefully to a wall that edged a part of the courtyard and sat down. Then he peered upwards into the darkening sky.


I craned to see what he was looking at, but there was not so much as a raindrop in his line of vision. Then Pablo did that amazing thing only cats can do. From a seated position, he jumped six feet straight up in the air. When he came down again he had something winged and fluttering in his mouth. I thought it was a bird, but when I went out to investigate, I found it was a bat.


Only the pure in heart can hear the bat’s squeak. The folk saying has a solid foundation. When you are a child (and presumably pure in heart) your hearing is wide-ranging and acute. But as the relentless years roll on, you lose the ability to listen in the higher registers. So you can no longer catch every word the pretty girl is saying at the drinks party, and you become totally deaf to the whole sonic world of the bat.


But deaf old Pablo, with his recessive gene, white fur and pale blue eyes, could hear bats perfectly, as he later proved by catching scores of them. Their echolocation chirps and squeaks were as visible to him as if he had a sonar screen built in between his ears. Yet, as far as he was concerned, my clashing cymbals remained mute.


I’d venture to suggest all cats are like that. Just when you think you know them, they produce an ability or behaviour as enigmatic as the far side of the moon. There is a mystery about cats that reaches back to ancient times. I have shared my life with them for more than seven decades. I know whereof I speak.


By the time you finish this book, so will you.










The Fundamental Question


In my youth, I kept seventeen cats in a single-bedroomed flat. You opened a cupboard and cats would fall out. There were cats in my bed, cats on my chairs. The food bill was crippling, but I loved every one.


Seventeen cats seems a lot to me, now my menagerie is down to three, but it transpires not to be the most that anyone has harboured. A woman in Cornwall has posted a notice on her front door alerting visitors to the fact she expects them to leave the most comfortable chairs free for her army of thirty-four cats. There is a woman in Siberia – Nina Kostova – whose small apartment is home to a happy 130. From Israel comes news that in 2012 a man petitioned to divorce his wife on the grounds that she refused to give up any of her 550 cats. He told the court he was unable to sleep because cats constantly occupied his bed. They also blocked his access to bathroom and kitchen, and when he sat down to eat, they jumped onto the table and stole his food. These examples are the tip of an iceberg. Cats today are the most popular pets on earth, outnumbering their nearest rivals, dogs, by a margin of millions.


The statistics raise a question: what evolutionary or social pressures linked the fates of Felidae with Homo sapiens so firmly? The answer, when you begin to think of it, is not particularly obvious. When Wolf evolved into Dog he paid for his food with love, loyalty, biddability, enthusiasm, entertainment and assistance in herding the sheep. Humanity, for its part, fed, sheltered and protected him. In short, there were benefits for both sides. But where is the human benefit derived from living with Felis catus, who pays for his food by demanding more, then turns it down because what you’ve provided – at considerable expense – isn’t to his liking now, although he adored it yesterday?


And where is the human benefit derived from the large numbers of feral cats who sun themselves in the ruins of the Roman Forum and Colosseum? Far from treating them as pests, the Italians have taken them to their hearts, and volunteers risk scratches and bites to feed them and provide medical attention. The treatment of feral cats in Rome and elsewhere underlines the mystery of our reaction to them. A common approach is to neuter, immunise and mark – usually by nicking the tip of one ear – an individual feral, which is then returned to its wild ways with one important advantage: the cat is assigned a human volunteer to feed and care for it for the rest of its life.


Genetic examination indicates that domestic cats are the descendants of Felis silvestris lybica, the African wildcat, but ten thousand years of evolution have done little to change their basic nature. Unlike the wolf, whose partnership with humans produced benign variations in temperament, and physical mutations into dogs ranging from the Saint Bernard to the Chihuahua, the cat has remained essentially unchanged in both temperament and looks. It is, if we are prepared to face the facts, a ruthless killer implicated in the extinction of thirty-three bird species, and the living embodiment of arrogance and cupboard love in its relationship with humanity. The personality of the average cat is neatly encapsulated in the cartoon that depicts a conversation between a cat and a dog in which the cat is saying, ‘I was a dog in my past life, but I decided to come back as a god.’ The essential difference between dog and cat is underlined by another telling joke about our pets’ reactions to us. Dog says, ‘You feed me, you shelter and protect me. You must be a god.’ Cat says, ‘You feed me, you shelter and protect me. I must be a god.’ As Churchill aptly put it, dogs look up to us, cats look down on us. We should not, could not, love such a creature, and yet we do. The fundamental question is why?


When I first set to writing a book that might answer this question, I thought the job would be easy. After all, I’d had cats – always more than one – as my constant, intimate companions from early childhood. In the event, it proved the most difficult book I’ve ever written. Part of the problem was the cats themselves, who refused to be herded on the printed page as stubbornly as they do in real life. Another part was the utterly unpredictable behaviour of human beings when it comes to cats. Who would have guessed we might appoint one a railway-station master . . .? But the real difficulty, I eventually discovered, was that I failed to take the question seriously enough. I thought in terms of slick, witty answers, whereas the reality was something far more profound.


And more than a little weird.










A Portrait of Your Cat


‘Is that a ferret?’ asked a visiting workman when confronted with the cross-eyed gaze of my seal-point Siamese.


‘Don’t be stupid!’ admonished his companion. ‘That’s a Pekinese cat.’


Visiting workmen aren’t the only ones with a limited knowledge of Felis catus, the classification first appended to domestic cats by the biologist Linnaeus in 1758. Cats are enigmatic to the point of the uncanny. They attract more superstitions than common sense – the lucky black cat . . . (in Japan, the lucky cat of any colour: they even have cafés packed with cats for you to stroke while you drink your morning coffee) . . . the witch’s cat . . . the terrifying wampus cat of North American folklore . . . But before we delve into these mysterious realms, let’s begin with a few certainties about the average house cat, although I would be prepared to bet a small sum of money there are at least three important things you don’t know about the purring bundle of fur that greets you with her tail up every morning. (Unless, of course, she has something better to do.) Here, then, for your education and edification is a portrait of your puss.


She weighs between nine and ten pounds, unless she’s a Maine Coon, which weighs as much as twenty-four pounds, or a freak that can weigh as little as two. While there’s obviously a size difference between males and females, the average house cat stands between nine and ten inches tall and has a body length of eighteen inches, plus a further twelve for the tail. (Except for Manx cats, which have no tails worth mentioning.)


Whether or not you’re comfortable with the thought, your cat is a killing machine, with lots of evolutionary developments designed to make her an efficient predator. She can pass through any space where she can fit her head, due to the free-floating collarbones attaching forelegs to shoulders, which, incidentally, allow her to turn those forelegs in almost any direction. She walks silently on her toes, attempting to place each hind paw in the print of the corresponding forepaw to minimise sound and visible tracks. You probably haven’t noticed, but when she does walk, she moves both legs on one side of her body before moving the two legs on the other side, like a camel or a giraffe. You can entertain yourself by making a riddle of this little-noted fact: Why is a cat like a camel? Because she walks like a giraffe. But be sure you say ‘walks’ because, confusingly, when your cat breaks into a run, it’s the diagonally opposite hind and forelegs that move simultaneously.


When she catches her prey – usually a small bird or rodent – she plays with it, allowing it to break free of her clutches before catching it again and again. This pattern of behaviour is rooted neither in sport nor in sadism, but is a means of exhausting the prey so it succumbs to the eventual kill easily and without danger to the cat. The kill itself is typically carried out with a single lethal bite to the back of the neck that severs the spinal cord, causing paralysis and almost instant death. Big cats – lions, tigers, leopards – usually kill in much the same way, although they don’t play with their food beforehand.


The exertion of hunting will never cause your cat to break into a sweat, or not in the way we would understand the term. Her only sweat glands are in the pads of her paws. Fortunately, she doesn’t need a whole lot more for two main reasons. My alpha feline, a plump, pretty queen named Broccoli Cat One (after a cardboard box), squeezes underneath our blazing wood stove in the winter, thus illustrating that cats remain comfortable at skin temperatures that would send us running for an ice pack. Specifically, you and I start to worry when our skin temperature hits 38°C/100°F. Your cat, by contrast, will scarcely twitch a whisker before she reaches 52°C/126°F. When it does get too hot, even for her, she cools down mainly by panting.


Although your cat is well qualified to survive by eating her prey, this will not stop her demanding that you provide her with additional nourishment at inconvenient intervals. You may feel appreciated by the way she guzzles it, but much of her reaction is due to the fact she doesn’t chew. God has provided her with thirty teeth – sixteen at the top, fourteen on the bottom – but all of them are quite useless for chewing, and many of those lining the cheek don’t even meet when her mouth is closed. When she finds meat, she uses her canines and molars to shred it, then swallows it.


The type of food you decide to feed her is important, not just because cats are fussy eaters but because some types of proprietary cat foods are actually damaging to your cat’s health. Your cat has a short intestine and her stomach juices are not much good for digesting anything other than meat. You can’t feed her an all-meat diet, which is unbalanced and can lead to deficiency diseases, but you do need to think in terms of a meat-based, low-carbohydrate approach, although you’ll probably need to visit a dedicated pet store to get it.


You’re in for a few surprises when you begin to investigate what really is a healthy diet for your cat. For example, you’ll never again be able to use that old expression about the cat who got the cream. Despite the age-old tradition of offering kitty a saucer of milk, it turns out cats are lactose-intolerant – the sugars in milk can give them diarrhoea. Not that they care much for any sugars in the first place: their taste buds are so few – about five hundred compared to your nine thousand – that they are unable to taste sweetness. Talking of which, you should also be aware that chocolate is as toxic to cats as it is to dogs, although cats are less likely to eat it.


This may be a good time to mention that cats are even more at risk from the toxins of modern living than we are. Some things on the avoidance list are obvious, such as rat bait, but you might not so readily think of keeping your cat well clear of


 



	•
	House plants such as philodendrons and the Easter lily, which can cause fatal kidney damage.





	•
	Mothballs.





	•
	Ethylene glycol, a common antifreeze. Cats love it and a spoonful can kill them.





	•
	Onions and garlic, toxic in large quantities.





	•
	Essential oils, particularly tea tree and commercial products, like shampoos, containing it.





	•
	Phenol-based household cleaners and disinfectants.





	•
	Human medicines, particularly painkillers containing paracetamol, which can be fatal even in very small doses.





	•
	Shellfish. Many cats are as allergic as humans, with just as unfortunate results.




 


Adult cats can’t suck. They’re unable to close their lips properly, which is why they lap liquids instead of slurping them like we do. In case you ever want to try it, you lap by touching the tip of your tongue to the surface of the liquid, then pulling it back quickly. This has the effect of drawing up a small amount of liquid, but by lapping at a rate of four times a second, your cat can get a decent drink in a reasonable time.


After eating and, less often, drinking, your cat will typically give herself a thorough wash. To aid with the task, nature has provided her with a set of what are called papillae, stiff, hooked, backward-facing spines growing on her tongue. These act as a hairbrush for her fur and anything else she decides to wash, including you, if she thinks you are lovable, dirty or tasty enough. Your cat is so supple she can tuck her leg behind her ear and lick her own bottom, occasioning my paternal grandmother to remark severely, ‘You’d never catch me doing that!’
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A man and his cat, by Edward Lear


 


Some sources I consulted insist the reason cats groom so frequently is a bit of a mystery. Cat-lovers tend to believe their pets have discovered cleanliness is next to godliness. My own inclination is to accept what I was told as a child: cats groom to remove any scent that might warn prey of their approach. But, whatever the reason, grooming often leads to an accumulation of fur balls in your cat’s stomach. When this becomes troublesome, she will eat grass, which acts as an emetic and helps her sick up the offending accumulation on the seat of your favourite armchair.


Once she is well fed, watered and groomed, your cat may signal her state of mind by purring, particularly if she can find a patch of sunlight to recline in. Purring develops in kittens as a signal to the mother that they want to be fed and carries through to adulthood largely as a signal of contentment. You can feel the mechanism that drives the sound by placing one finger lightly on her throat, but science took a while to figure out exactly what it is. At one time, they thought it arose when the cat somehow made the blood rumble around in its chest, but that theory has been largely abandoned now. The breath seems to be involved in making the sound, because, if you listen very, very carefully, you can hear a difference between the in breath and the out breath, with the barest hint of a pause between the two. But what actually happens is that the vocal cords are being vibrated by a special set of muscles. Ever a complicated animal, your cat will often hum at the same time, something that does indeed involve the breath. If you happen to own a particularly cunning cat, she may modify the purr by adding a sort of miaowing sound to give it a sense of urgency. This usually means she really wants feeding.


They used to think purring was confined to domestic cats, but this is nonsense. I once listened to a tiger purr, a sound as magnificent as the animal himself. Lions, according to my research, can purr too.


As the purr fades, or even if it doesn’t, your cat will make herself comfortable and, in all likelihood, fall asleep. Cats spend most of their lives asleep – anything up to twenty hours out of twenty-four, with an average of somewhere between thirteen and fourteen. When they sleep, they dream. Some experts insist that they don’t, because they sleep too lightly. But while light sleep is true enough – the slightest stimulus will wake a cat – my money remains on dreaming. You can see the rapid eye movements (REM sleep) behind closed lids and feel sporadic muscle twitches – both indicators of dreaming – while your cat is asleep on your lap.


When your cat is awake, you will probably find her in or near your home, except during the hours of darkness when she may venture abroad to do a little hunting. Cats, particularly unneutered toms, are fiercely territorial – another characteristic they share with big cats in the wild – and can establish property rights to ranges up to sixty-nine acres (about twenty-eight hectares.) When your cat rubs her head fondly across your ankle, she’s not so much showing affection as marking you as her property. The same gesture, which awakens scent glands in the side of her head, is used to mark the boundaries of her territory, and you should count yourself lucky she did not choose either of her two other markers, spraying urine or defecating, as lions and tigers do.


If cat meets cat in an unmarked area, the encounter will generally be peaceful. But if a stranger intrudes on your cat’s personal territory, she will usually see him off in accordance with a fairly rigid set of responses.


First comes the Stare. Cats hate being stared at, which they interpret, rightly in this case, as indicative of aggression. If the Stare doesn’t work, or doesn’t work quickly enough, the defending cat will move on to the Hiss, a commonplace piece of cat vocabulary that means, in various contexts, Behave yourself; Leave me alone; Don’t eat my food; or Go away. It’s been suggested that hissing by cats is a particularly clever evolutionary development that mimics the warning sound made by a venomous snake and thus makes the cat seem far more dangerous than it actually is. If hissing fails, your cat will next resort to growling, a more serious sound altogether and one that signals, If you don’t go away, I shall attack you. This is followed shortly afterwards by the caterwaul, an ugly, eerie sound that translates as I’m warning you, seriously now, that if you don’t get off my property at once, I shall do you grievous bodily harm. To which the intruding cat typically caterwauls back, Oh, yeah? You and whose army?


The initial stages can take quite a long time to complete, so that the caterwaul can come as something of a surprise, particularly when the encounter may be broken off at any time by the retreat of either cat. Where nobody retreats, the final stage is a sharp, fast, noisy, ultra-violent attack, sometimes occasioned by the intruder but more often a pre-emptive strike by the defence.


The fight that ensues is characterised by much sound and fury with impressive screams and howls of pain, but generally does not last long and seldom results in serious injury. (Although I should add the caveat that viral leukaemia, a deadly disease, can be passed from cat to cat in what appears to be an insignificant bite.) The exception to this rule is an encounter between two unneutered toms. I once took in a battle-scarred veteran, whose body and head were covered with ancient wounds and whose right ear was two thirds missing.


Your cat learns martial arts as a kitten in violently energetic play fights with siblings or her mother. These are so realistic, accompanied as they are by heart-rending, high-decibel protests of apparently agonising pain, that my soft-hearted wife invariably attempts to break them up. In this, she is doing them no favours for it is in the nature of cats to fight for their territory, and the sooner they learn how to do so, with minimal damage to themselves and their enemies, the better.


The hideous American crone who announced to me smugly that she was having her cat declawed ‘to save the furniture’ was doing her unfortunate pet no favours either. Cats come equipped at birth with claws, five on their front paws, four on the back. All but the dew claws (on the front) are retractable. All are needed for more than destroying the furniture.


When not in use, your cat’s claws are kept sheathed between the pads of her feet. This allows her to walk silently and keeps the claws sharp. But when she needs them, she needs them; and she needs them for hunting, self-defence, climbing trees and extra traction on difficult surfaces. Unfortunately, she learned as a kitten that kneading her mother’s belly – tiny claws extended – usually produced a comforting supply of milk. So now, when she seeks comfort on your lap, old habits die hard and kneading begins again – large claws extended – to ruin your best dress or suit. Protest though you may, she will respond only by purring. Comfort yourself by reading advertisements for scratching posts, although my experience is that no cats will actually use them when there is valuable furniture about.


It pains me to be the one to break this to you, but there’s an 80 per cent chance your cat may be an incipient junkie. She’s unlikely to be sniffing coke or smoking crack, but you need to be wary of nepetalactone, a substance so appealing that she can detect it in a dilution of one part per billion. Where she’s most likely to detect it is in plants like catnip, silver vine and valerian. If there are any growing in your garden, your cat will alert you by rolling on them, chewing them and rubbing against them, trilling ecstatically. But, really, there is no need to worry. This behaviour, even by a single cat, will quickly kill off the plant, so the addiction tends to be self-limiting.


If your cat doesn’t get high on catnip, she will surely get high by climbing, especially in her younger years. This seems to be an instinct dating back to the time of her wildcat evolution. You can see potential prey at far greater distance if you’re perched at the top of a tree; and it’s great fun to ambush him by dropping down when he walks underneath. Unfortunately, there is a worrying downside to this behaviour. Cats are excellent climbers, sure-footed and agile, when they are going up, but absolute rubbish when they are coming down. The reason is that they climb using their claws, and their claws face backwards. This simple anatomical fact means your cat can climb a tree as nimbly as a spider, but has to come down backwards in short, ungainly jumps. Before learning this trick, a cat can sometimes find herself crouched on a high perch in need of rescue.


The worry, of course, is that she will fall, but if she does, she is more likely to survive than you would in similar circumstances. Part of the reason is your cat’s remarkable agility and the speed of feline thought in grabbing for branches or other protrusions that might break her fall. Another part is the body-twisting reflex that allows cats to land on their feet from any fall greater than about a yard.


There are, however, other threats to your cat’s wellbeing than falling from trees. Worms and fleas, often picked up from prey, are a constant problem. You are well advised to suspect worms if the condition of your cat’s coat deteriorates, she develops a dry cough and her appetite increases. Usually a strong appetite is a sign of good health, but worms deprive your cat of nourishment, leaving her perpetually hungry as she tries to compensate. A ravenous appetite combined with weight loss is a strong indicator of worms. Fleas are less easy to diagnose, but patches of granular skin, particularly along the spine, can be a pointer if you don’t see the little blood-suckers themselves. Fortunately there are very successful veterinary treatments for both fleas and worms, available as ‘spot-on’ medications that allow you to avoid the nightmare of trying to feed a cat a pill.


More serious problems, some of them life-threatening, will occasionally come your cat’s way, but try not to be too worried as you call the vet. Cats cope with illness by withdrawing into a listless, sometimes almost comatose state. This can easily give the impression they are closer to death than is actually the case. As a result, their subsequent recovery seems little short of a miracle, which, I suspect, gave rise to the old nine-lives belief.
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