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Dr Marty Becker is the popular veterinary contributor to ABC-TV’s Good Morning, America. He is also the author of two highly regarded US newspaper columns. In association with the American Animal Hospital Association, he hosts a nationally syndicated radio program.

Marty is an adjunct professor at both the Washington State University College of Veterinary Medicine, and at the Colorado State University College of Veterinary Medicine. Additionally, he has lectured at every veterinary school in the United States and has been named Companion Animal Veterinarian of the Year by the Delta Society and the American Veterinary Medical Association.
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Marty devotes his life to his family, which includes his beloved wife, Teresa, daughter, Mikkel, and son, Lex, along with all the furry family members on the Beckers’ ranch in northern Idaho.
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Gina has served on the boards of directors of both the Cat Writers Association and the Dog Writers Association of America. She has won the DWAA’s Maxwell Medallion for the best newspaper column, and her column has also been honored with a certificate of excellence by the CWA. The first edition of her top-selling book Dogs for Dummies was given the President’s Award for the best writing on dogs and the Maxwell Medallion for the best general reference work, both by the DWAA.

Along with coauthor Dr Paul D. Pion, a top veterinary cardiologist, she was given the CWA’s awards for the best work on feline nutrition, best work on feline behavior and best work on responsible cat care for the top-selling Cats for Dummies. Gina lives in northern California in a decidedly multi-species home.
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Foreword

You don’t have to know much about cats to know they’re among the best companions you can have. But the more you know, the more you’ll enjoy their company. (You can forget ever fathoming cats completely. You have a better shot at understanding the tax laws.)

I know this firsthand, because I’ve been living with an idiosyncratic cat for nearly thirty years. A flabby, crabby, lazy, lasagne-loving cat.

That cat, of course, is Garfield.

So many years with such a famous feline hasn’t lessened my curiosity to find out more about all cats. And I know that all cat lovers find their pets mysterious (and often mischievous), and have questions both serious and not so serious to which they’d like some answers.

You can start anywhere when it comes to feline mysteries. For instance, ‘Do cats always land on their feet?’

I won’t spoil things by telling you the answer; turn a few pages for that. But I love that this most common of cat conundrums is the title of this delightful new book from a dream team: America’s favorite veterinarian and his writing partner, who is also an award-winning pet-care journalist. Dr Marty Becker and Gina Spadafori love animals, and they also love sharing the answers to all those questions we cat lovers wonder  about. The result is a book that’s both educational and extremely entertaining.

You can even find out if lasagne is good for cats. I can tell you this: Garfield wholly approves of the answer!


Jim Davis, creator of ‘Garfield’


www.garfield.com




 Introduction How well do you know your cat?

If you’re like many cat lovers, the honest answer is not very well. In some ways, that air of mystery is part of this popular pet’s appeal. You can love your cat, admire the furball as she sits like a perfect Victorian postcard on your windowsill, play with your cat and have long, heartfelt discussions with your cat - during which your cat will never disagree - but you can never really know what your cat is thinking.

Or can you?

While we humans pride ourselves on our ability to communicate verbally, our cats can read our every move. They are experts when it comes to deciphering body language and the tone of our voices. And they pay attention, because they want to know us better. The key to a closer and more enjoyable relationship with any animal is to return the favor: to understand them better and know more about what makes them tick.

Cats are not people, but we often treat them as if they are. When they act like cats - scratching furniture, marking their territory, hacking up a hairball - we sometimes are surprised. But we shouldn’t be. Much of the feline behavior that seems strange to us two-leggers makes perfect sense if you’re a cat. And if we humans could do some of the things cats do - such  as see in near total darkness, give a race horse a run for its money, right ourselves in midair for a perfect four-point landing or lick every square inch of our bodies - we’d be super-heroes.

So, do cats really always land on their feet? Is it true that not all of them love catnip . . . or milk? Were cats really once thought of as gods? The answers may surprise you, and we guarantee you’ll find them interesting. Take a crash course in Feline 101, and you’ll not only understand your cat better, you’ll know her at a richer, deeper level - which means you’ll be able to love her even more.

Dr Marty Becker and Gina Spadafori
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Do cats always land on their feet?
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Not always. But they’ll sure try. Cats are the perfect small predator, just as comfortable stalking a squirrel from tree to tree as they are chasing a wiggly piece of ribbon across the carpet. They’ve evolved with some nifty high-rise survival skills, including the ability to grab onto a branch with retractable crampons if they lose their footing. And if that doesn’t work, they have that awe-inspiring ability to right themselves in midair so they can stick a perfect four-point landing.

This nifty feat would put any Olympic gymnast to shame. A falling cat will instinctively try to right himself from head to tail, first rotating his head into the proper position (to spot the ground just like all those crazy acrobats do on skis, snowboards, bikes or skateboards) and then sequentially spiraling the rest of his body so all his feet are oriented to the ground. As the body gains the right position, the cat will spread his legs in a sort of flying-squirrel fashion and relax his muscles in anticipation of landing. Spreading the impact over four points is considerably better than hitting on one, and a cat’s cushy joints enable him to absorb a lot more impact than we mere humans can.

A cat’s ability to rotate in midair isn’t a foolproof strategy for surviving the perils of modern living, however. Veterinarians  have long noted and studied what’s called high-rise syndrome - the tendency cats have of being better able to survive falls from greater heights than lower ones. The most dangerous falls are from between two and six stories. Amazingly enough, a few urban cats have survived falls of up to thirty stories, albeit with severe injuries - broken legs and jaws, and collapsed lungs.

The difference may well be the cat’s ability to set himself up for the best possible landing, in the way that all cats have been doing for generations. You see, that ‘rotate and relax’ maneuver takes time to implement. From the lower floors, it’s thought a cat hasn’t enough time to prepare himself for impact by getting himself in proper landing position. From the highest floors, the fall’s too great to survive. In between, however, is a margin of survivability for the cat who lands on his feet.

Urban veterinarians say they start seeing cats who’ve fallen out of windows and off balconies in the spring, when people are anxious to enjoy the nice weather and open their windows. Cats aren’t stupid, but it’s really not in their nature to understand the implications of being twenty stories up. They don’t think about it, and go about their business as always. Some cats simply lose their footing walking on a narrow balcony railing, while others jump after a moving object such as a bird. Hundreds of cats are killed or injured each year in falls.

It’s best not to test a cat’s ability to land on his feet. The answer is an easy one: Buy screens! That way, the cat can’t get out easily and the bugs can’t get in.
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Which is the most popular pet in America, dogs or cats?
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In the mid-1980s, cats supplanted dogs as everyone’s best friend, and the gap has grown steadily wider ever since. The most recent numbers say there are 90.5 million pet cats in the United States and Canada, and 73.9 million pet dogs. (In all fairness to dogs, though, cat lovers tend to have more than one cat. So more households - 43.5 million - have dogs, while 37.7 million households have cats.) Once upon a time, dogs far outnumbered cats in the fur-family department, but they had a head start. Early humans were hunters, and so were early dogs. We used them to help us detect, pursue and bring down game. And we shared the result - roast beast - with them.

It wasn’t until we started farming and storing grain for the winter or lean years that we came to realize the value of cats - smaller predators who specialize in making life miserable and death quick for the kind of animals who eat that stored grain. More than a few people came to love cats as companions, but mostly they were kept around because of their skills at killing rodents.

Fast forward a few centuries.

We’re not home as much as we were even a generation ago, and the homes we live in may be condos or apartments, or  smaller houses built on smaller lots. While it’s possible to keep a dog in all kinds of environments, they don’t do well left alone, and they need more exercise and training than many of us can offer.

Guess which pet is perfectly suited to this modern lifestyle? With Mice-A-Roni seldom on the menu these days, cats are happy to fit into our busy lives and are delighted to share the time we have for them. They don’t need to be walked, are happy to use a litter box (as long as it’s clean) and sleep most of the time anyway.

Will they maintain their popularity? Probably. Although small dogs have become exceptionally popular in recent years - no doubt for the same reasons that have put cats on top - the beauty, grace and quiet companionship of cats suggests they’ll not be giving up their crown as America’s top pet any time soon.
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Were cats once really worshipped as gods?
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Are you kidding? Cats are still worshipped. Just ask them!

Historically speaking, though, cats have figured prominently in the religions of Egypt, the Norse countries, and various parts of Asia. The Egyptians worshipped a goddess named Bast with the body of a woman and the head of a cat. Thousands of cat mummies have been discovered in Egypt, and ancient Egyptians even shaved their eyebrows in mourning when the family cat died.

In Siam (today’s Thailand), the cat was so revered that a cat always rode in a chariot at the head of a parade celebrating the new king.

In Norse mythology, Freya, the most renowned and desirable of the goddesses, traveled around in a chariot pulled by cats.
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