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Foreword


by Alexander Armstrong


I never quite know what answer to give when I’m asked if I’m a ‘cat’ or ‘dog’ person, because the truth is I’m very much both. I’ve lived with cats and dogs for as long as I can remember but I expect very different behaviours from each. If I went for a long walk and the cat was tailing me all the way, I think I’d find it a bit unsettling. Equally if every time I read the paper on the kitchen table the dog kept walking up and down the page, trying to rub itself against my face, I suspect I’d see that in a less-than-endearing light. We condition our expectations of animal behaviour according to what we know but – as this excellent book demonstrates – perhaps we are underestimating our pets by setting the bar so low. Animals, as we have known for centuries, are capable of acquiring truly breathtaking skills. This may be sheepdogs performing feats of herding to simple verbal commands or the fabulous Pudsey wowing us, and the BGT judges, with his dexterity. But it wasn’t until I’d seen Jo-Rosie and Nando train a chicken to perform a challenging piece of choreography and a rook to tidy up a room and put all the mess into a basket that I realized quite how much can be achieved. There is a whole world of fun to be had with our pets; a world we can access through simple training techniques that we, and they, can pick up in no time.


The story always goes that dogs are easy to train because they’re … well, what’s the word … biddable? Whereas cats are just way too clever to do what we want – too cool for school. Garfield was always far more aware of what was really going on than the bouncy, excitable Odie, but then I suspect Garfield’s creator, Jim Davis, was avowedly a ‘cat’ person, don’t you? And you only have to think about all those guide dogs, sniffer dogs and therapy dogs to realize that you can’t write off the whole species as ‘easily bought’. But far more importantly, we need to recognize that cats CAN be trained. Cats build up all kinds of behaviours – just think of how many daily routines your own cats might have. Over the years I’ve probably owned (ha! If a cat could hear me say that) twelve cats or more and they all perfected or had interesting and unique little tricks. One of ours used to say ‘thank you’ when you opened a door or window for him – he’d mewl and howl to be let in and, when you finally relented, he’d parp out a little mini-purr as he hopped past. (I assume it was ‘thank you’; it may have been something unrepeatable.) But the key is that cats love affection and they love treats (even Garfield would back me up here), so there’s a very direct way to reward certain behaviours and build up a system for learning.


The connection you make with an animal through training is something awe-inspiring and truly special. Instead of merely enjoying the company of the animal you love, you are taking your relationship to a completely new level and forging a deep bond of understanding that turns owning a pet into a two-way partnership that brings huge pleasure and fulfillment to both of you. All the more so if it’s with a supposedly ‘aloof’ cat. So set yourself small but achievable goals and you’ll be amazed at how quickly you progress. And remember at all times: if a chicken can dance, a cat can do ANYTHING. Have fun and good luck!




Introduction


For most people, the words ‘teach’ and ‘cat’ do not belong in the same sentence. Whenever we travel the world, meeting pets and their owners, we seem to hear the same descriptions when people talk about cats: aloof, arrogant and disdainful. While their loyal and friendly dogs are their absolute best friends, cats are more like a hostile housemate, grudgingly accepting their company. And the internet confirms these suggestions. A quick search online for ‘dog tricks’ immediately yields stars like Ziggy Tricks or Jumpy, famous for their obedience and their impressive tricks, while on the flip side we have Grumpy Cat – famous for simply having a grumpy face. Most people’s attitude towards teaching felines can be summed up by the video of a cat disdainfully knocking a glass off the table and watching it smash.


Now, while it’s true that cats certainly are different to dogs, and especially when it comes to being trained, they are actually capable of learning just as well as dogs. The approaches you need to take towards developing a training routine should be tailored to them, and they are not trained in exactly the same way, but it’s perfectly possible to teach a cat new tricks if you make sure you are aware that it’s a cat you are training – not a dog! And it isn’t just that you can train cats; cats actually love being trained.


What we’ve heard, time and time again, is that the process of trick training reveals a whole new side to people’s cats: a new relationship upon which trust, love and mutual respect are the underpinnings. The first stage of training is to learn what your cat likes and is happy doing, and what they need from their environment. As a result of these key foundations, you’ll find training is an amazing way to get to know your cat. Secondly, you’ll see how the changes in your relationship as a result of trick training will improve the wellbeing of your cat.


They might not be bounding off after a stick, tongue lolling out, any time soon, but the focused attention you pay to your cat as part of this learning process is a wonderful way of deepening and enriching your relationship with them. And, if you put in the training hours, then who knows, they might just surprise you!


Because, let’s face it, even though they may be moody, wilful and downright aloof sometimes, we love them anyway.


Jo-Rosie and Nando






[image: image]












The Truth About Cats and Dogs
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When and why did cats obtain this reputation for wilful disobedience when dogs got all the credit for brains and earned the title of man’s best friend? Where does this myth come from?


Well, the domestication of animals began when we humans started living in settlements. Dogs learnt there were huge benefits to be had from staying close to us. We put out our rubbish, and this was suddenly a great food source. Cats, however, went about things a bit differently …


We started growing crops to eat and, with this cultivation of the land and growing of nice edible plants, so came an influx of small furry animals. And, as any Tom and Jerry fan will tell you, where there are mice, our feline friends follow in hot pursuit. This difference in the history of their domestication laid the foundation for the difference in character between cats and dogs. Unlike dogs, who saw humans as a new source of nourishment, cats smartly avoided direct contact and merely hung about in the fields close to where people lived. It made evolutionary sense to be around crops and fields, but avoiding people themselves was also beneficial to cats.


While dogs discovered that sticking close to people meant the best access to the best food, cats learnt that keeping their distance and knowing the lie of the land would ultimately ensure a thriving population. To ensure they thrived, cats would pick an area and mark their scent all around it using scent glands on their neck, the pads of their paws and at the sides of their mouths. This scent marked out an area that became their territory. Cats don’t hunt together, so they guard their own space for hunting as if their lives depended on it – because they once did!


Independence is thus natural for cats, as is their desire to make mental maps about the area in which they live. Cats are very particular creatures and, while many dogs are pretty easygoing, our cats live by very specific rules. They don’t like change, unfamiliar scenarios or places that could suggest danger. It’s key to keep that in mind when you are beginning training.
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Top 5 Rules to Keep Your Cat Happy at Home
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1. I need lots of food little and often.


Cats are stealthy hunters but many of their hunting expeditions leave them empty pawed. With that in mind, knowing where likely sources of food are located becomes very important. Little and often is the way to the cat’s stomach and, in nature, they may eat between twelve to twenty mini-meals a day. They are actually, scientifically speaking, more proficient problem solvers than dogs, and cats that remembered where the good stuff came from thrived. Not just that but, unlike dogs, they can exhibit excellent self-control when it comes to food. Did you know that the best way to feed a cat is to constantly keep out a fresh supply of food? Yep – while a dog may eat himself to obesity, cats have proven themselves to be fantastic self-regulators, eating only what their bodies require.
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2. My water must be clean and fresh and apart from my food source.
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