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CHAPTER 1


Understanding Cats


Pet cats are amazingly adept at occupying two seemingly parallel universes. Within one neat furry package there coexists a well-armed, ruthless nocturnal hunter and a beguiling, manipulative, purring cat. One can terrorize the local rodent and bird populations; the other can wrap you around its long tail and knows all the right buttons to push and heartstrings to tug to live a life of cosseted luxury. Being able to read your cat’s body language and interpret its meowing simply means you can anticipate its mood and desires more swiftly and accurately.
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WHERE CATS COME FROM
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Today’s domestic cats are probably all descended from the wildcat Felis silvestris lybica, a species native to the Middle East. It’s estimated that there may now be half a billion domestic cats around the world, at a time when the existence of the other 36 or so species of wildcat is threatened or endangered.


The cat has followed humans for about 10,000 years, tagging along from primitive farming communities to the urban jungle. The earliest example of a domestic cat was found in a Neolithic grave on Cyprus, among the dead of people who probably brought the animal from Turkey. It has been dated to about 7500 B.C., which links to the origins of agriculture. By about 2000 B.C., when the Egyptians realized how useful the cat was in protecting their grain (see page 64), they had invited the cat into their homes—or, more likely, the cat adopting the humans instead of the humans adopting the cat.


Two ratters given to a Huron Indian chief might have been the first cats in North America. Sadly, they died without producing kittens. Some think the domestic cat arrived on the Mayflower. In 1749, cats were imported from England to control the rats.
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The cat, it is well to remember, remains the friend of man because it pleases him to do so and not because he must.


CARL VAN VECHTEN (1880–1964) AMERICAN WRITER AND PHOTOGRAPHER
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TOP TEN COUNTRIES WITH THE MOST PET CATS
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One unofficial estimate puts the total cat population in the United States at around 93 million, based on 63 million pet cats and about 30 million feral cats—ferals are the wild offspring of domestic cats, which by definition are hard to count. Some people feel that this is a gross underestimation and would guestimate that there could be one feral for every pet cat in the country. Cats have overtaken dogs as the most popular pet in the United States.








	COUNTRY


	NUMBER OF CATS











	United States


	76,430,000







	China


	53,100,000







	Russia


	12,700,000







	Brazil


	12,466,000







	France


	 9,600,000







	Italy


	 9,400,000







	Great Britain


	 7,700,000







	Ukraine


	 7,350,000







	Japan


	 7,300,000







	Germany


	 7,200,000













POPULATION EXPLOSION
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If left to her own devices, a female cat can have three to seven kittens every four months. Theoretically, in five years, one un-neutered female cat can have over 20,000 descendants. One pair of breeding cats and their offspring can produce over 400,000 new cats in seven years. Unlike humans, female cats do not have a menopause and remain fertile throughout their lives, unless neutered.


[image: image]


A cat called Dusty, living in Bonham, Texas, was 17 years old when she gave birth to her 420th kitten on June 23, 1952.


In 1987, a cat called Kitty, owned by George Johnstone of Croxton, Staffordshire, England, produced a litter of two kittens—at the magnificent age of 30! Kitty died 2 years later, at the age of 32.


One in four pregnant cats carries kittens fathered by more than one mate. A fertile female may mate with several tomcats, which fertilize different eggs each time, which is why kittens in the same litter can have different colors and coats.




No matter how much cats fight, there always seems to be plenty of kittens.


ABRAHAM LINCOLN (1809–65), 16TH PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES





A sexually active feral tomcat lays claim to an area of about 3 square miles (8 sq km) and sprays strategic points with strong smelling urine to mark his territory. Most cats killed on the road are un-neutered toms, because they are more likely to roam farther afield and cross busy roads.


Global warming is blamed for many environmental problems, and now it seems as though it’s also responsible for a feline population explosion. As the winters become shorter and milder, cats start breeding earlier and there is less of a lull in kitten production.





THE AGING CAT


Cats, like people, are living longer than ever. Here’s a comparison of how a cat ages in comparison to a human. Of course, also like people, cats age at different rates, depending on their genes and environmental factors.
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ANATOMICAL FACTS
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[image: image]The cat has a reflective tissue at the back of its eyes to increase the light reaching the retina—this is also what makes a cat’s eyes glow in the dark. Contrary to popular belief, cats cannot see in total darkness.


[image: image]A cat’s hearing ability is five times that of a human. A dog has a greater range of pitch, but a cat’s hearing exceeds a dog’s for high-pitched sounds, such as the squeak of a mouse. Cats can and do hear ultrasonic sounds that precede a noisy event, such as an earthquake or storm.


[image: image]Although a cat’s sense of smell is much better than a human’s, it’s not as developed as a dog’s. However, it is fully developed at birth, and a kitten can tell the difference between its mother’s nipples and those of another cat by their smell.


[image: image]All of an adult cat’s 30 teeth are designed to shred meat—instead of chewing food, they chop it. The large canines, or fangs, are used to break the necks of their prey. It’s reckoned that cats are responsible for killing 566 million birds each year.


[image: image]A cat’s whiskers are basically thick hairs with well-developed sensory organs. Each side of the cat’s nose has a set of 12 whiskers, which are normally as long as the widest part of the cat’s body—unless it is obese or pregnant. The whiskers can detect nearby movement, which is handy when hunting in the dark.


[image: image]Just like humans are often left-handed or right-handed, cats have a preferred front paw. Only 20 percent are right-pawed, while 40 percent are left-pawed and the remaining 40 percent are ambidextrous.


[image: image]There is no firm consensus on the mechanism of the purr. Some say it originates in the larynx (voice box) when a second pair of vocal chords start vibrating; others believe it is generated by blood flow resonating in the wind pipe and nasal cavities.
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FURRY FRIENDS
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[image: image]Most cats have true fur, which means they have both a soft, fine undercoat and a long, coarser outer coat. A cat sheds its fur when it spends more time in light—which is why an outdoors cat sheds its coat in spring, when there is more daylight, until fall, when daylight is shorter. House cats also shed because of exposure to light from lightbulbs and even appliances, such as the television.


[image: image]A nerve is connected to each hair in a cat’s coat. When stroked, there is a decrease in the cat’s muscle tension and heart rate—which is, funnily enough, what also happens to the person stroking the cat.


[image: image]If you sneeze whenever you’re around cats, it’s probably not the cat hair that irritates your nose, but the saliva that remains on their fur. Cat saliva contains a detergent that keeps their fur clean. While this is great for the cat, it isn’t for people who are allergic to cats. If the resident cat is bathed and groomed regularly, allergic people can sometimes tolerate it better.


[image: image]Studies now show that the allergen in cats is also related to their scent glands. Cats have scent glands on their faces and at the bottom of their tails. Un-neutered male cats generate the most scent. If this secretion from the scent glands is the allergen, allergic people should tolerate spayed female cats the best.
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THE TABBY


The tabby is not a distinct breed of cat but a coat pattern that can appear in all breeds. It most closely resembles the pattern on the cat’s wild ancestor. The word “tabby” stems from attabi, which describes the swirling markings on silk fabrics woven in the Attabiya district of Baghdad in Iraq.
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A COAT OF MANY COLORS


An orange cat may be just an orange cat to most people, but to cat breeders its coat is red, to children’s story writers, it’s marmalade, to British people it’s ginger, and, in the old days, it would have been called yellow.


The gene in cats that causes the orange coat color is sex linked, and carried on the X sex chromosome. This gene may show itself as orange or black. A male cat, with only one X chromosome, can be only orange or black, but not both. A female cat with two X chromosomes may have both orange and black colors in its coat, which is why almost all tortoiseshell cats are female.


It is extremely rare to come across a male cat with both orange and black in his coat. To have both the orange and the black coat colors, the male cat must have all or part of both female X chromosomes. This unusual sex chromosome combination would make him sterile.


When a six-month-old tortoiseshell stray was brought into the Escondido Humane Society in San Diego, California, to be spayed, the veterinarian was shocked. Phinny—short for Phenomenon, as the cat became known—turned out to need neutering because “she” was a “he.” Male torties are rarely seen and Phinny was a genuine genetic anomaly.


WHITE MARKINGS








	A cat that has …


	is said to be/have …







	white paws


	mitted







	a white patch on its chest


	a locket cat







	small white patches on its belly


	buttons







	a roughly half-white coat


	bicolor







	a mostly white coat with a few color patches


	harlequin







	a black coat with white legs, underside, and chest


	a tuxedo cat







	a black-and-white coat


	a jellicle cat













BODY LANGUAGE


A relaxed cat arches its back to stretch sleepy muscles after a nap. However, an arched back, with hair standing on end all over its body, especially its tail, conveys that it’s feeling threatened. Turning sideways on presents an even more impressive profile to scare away a threat.
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	TAIL SHAPE AND POSITION


	MOOD











	Curves down, then up at the tip


	Content and peaceful







	Slightly raised and gently curved


	Curious and interested







	Vertical with tip tilting over


	Friendly and interested, but cautious







	Vertical with tip stiffly upright


	Happy and unreservedly welcoming







	Vertical and quivering


	After greeting, a friendly “Hi!”







	Lowered or between legs


	Submissive and subdued







	Low and puffed out


	Fearful







	Arched and bristling


	Defensive







	Straight and bristling


	Aggressive







	Still, but tip twitching


	Irritated—the more twitching, the greater the irritation







	Swishing from side to side


	Angry conflict; attack imminent







	Held to one side


	Female inviting male to mate
















	POSITION OF EARS


	MOOD











	Facing forward, tilted slightly back


	Happy and relaxed







	More pricked


	Alert; if they begin to twitch or turn, feeling slightly anxious or uncertain







	Nervously twitching


	Agitated, suggesting conflict, frustration, or apprehension







	Fully flattened


	Defensive; also a practical measure to protect the ears if a fight ensues







	Swiveled but not fully flattened, with backs visible from front


	Aggressive—clearest warning of imminent attack a cat can convey













CAT CALLS


A domestic cat develops a part of its vocabulary to appeal to people and a part to communicate with other cats.








	SOUND


	MEANING











	In a standoff or fight, a cat starts caterwauling; it delivers a barrage of growls, snarls, wails, and howls.


	I’m angry.







	Throaty howl when cornered


	I’m frightened.







	Hissing, accompanied by spitting


	Stand back! Because it sounds like a snake, most animals withdraw.







	Scream in cat or squeal in kitten


	I’m in agony.







	Meow, variable in duration and volume


	A multitude of messages that usually mean “Pay attention to me—now!”







	Gentle chirruping


	Used by a mother cat to encourage her kittens to follow her, but retained in domestic cats as a greeting.







	Purring—a soft rumbling rolling rrrrrrr that is one of the most seductive sounds in the world


	Purring performs many purposes. As a sign of friendship it helps to establish a bond between mother and kittens, breaks down social barriers, and defuses potential conflict. Cats also purr when they’re injured, frightened, or giving birth, possibly because the vibrations of purring serve a mechanical function in reducing pain and speeding up healing.







	Teeth chattering


	Heard when a hunting cat spots its prey and is fully focused on it.
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Her purrs and mews so evenly kept time.


JOHN WINSTANLEY (c. 1677–1750), IRISH POET
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CHAPTER 2


Cates of the Famous & Rich


The masters of chill out, cats are the perfect antidote to the hurly-burly of fame and fortune. For centuries, there have been cats curling up on the laps of powerful leaders or draping themselves around the shoulders of authors and composers. As a nonjudgmental companion, many a beloved cat has provided a welcome distraction from the trials and tribulations of governing a country, waging wars, writing a blockbuster, composing a masterpiece, or performing on screen.
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FAMOUS WRITERS AND THEIR CATS
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THE MUSE THAT MEOWED


[image: image]


Ailurophilia is a serious condition that afflicts many people, including the L famous and rich. The main symptoms manifest themselves as an often soppy devotion to cats.


[image: image]Dr. Samuel Johnson (1709–84), the compiler of the first comprehensive dictionary of the English language, doted on his cat Hodge so much that he went into town himself to buy oysters and feed them to his overindulged cat personally. Visitors to London, England, can find Hodge—or at least a gleaming bronze statue of him—sitting on a copy of the original dictionary, surrounded by shucked oyster shells, opposite Number 17 Gough Square, near Fleet Street, where he and Dr. Johnson once resided.


[image: image]Edward Lear (1812–88), the talented illustrator and writer of nonsense verse, drew his beloved tabby cat, Foss, many times. It is believed that Foss inspired him to write his classic poem, “The Owl & the Pussycat.” When Lear was having a new house built in San Remo, Italy, it is thought he had it built to exactly the same layout as his previous home so that Foss would settle down in his new home immediately. When Foss died, Lear buried his much-loved feline companion in his garden. He survived his cat by only two months.


[image: image] Hinse, a huge tomcat belonging to Sir Walter Scott (1771–1832), terrorized Scott’s dogs until, one day, a bloodhound named Nimrod took his revenge and killed him in 1826.
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MORE MEOWING MUSES


[image: image]


[image: image] Edgar Allan Poe (1809–49) adored his tortoiseshell cat, Catarina, who often got a shoulder’s eye view of the famous author’s work. In fact, Catarina inspired Poe to write one of his most well-known tales, The Black Cat. Unfortunately, when Poe’s wife, Virginia, lay dying of consumption, Poe was too poverty stricken to heat her room. However, Catarina came to the rescue—Poe placed the feline on the bed to keep his wife warm.


[image: image] After the death of his prescient cat, Mysouff I, Alexandre Dumas (1802–70), the French novelist, adopted a black-and-white cat that his cook found, and he called it Mysouff II (see page 90). The new Mysouff was soon a favorite until one day it ate all the exotic birds in Dumas’s aviary. At the cat’s trial, it was pointed out by the counsel for the defense that Mysouff II had only been able to gain access to the aviary because the door had been opened by Dumas’s pet monkeys. Sentencing the poor cat to spend five years in the monkey’s cage was deemed to be a fitting punishment for its heinous crime. As luck would have it, shortly afterward, Dumas fell on hard times and had to sell his mischievous monkeys, reprieving the naughty Mysouff II.
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Weaned and becoming more independent.
Children mobile and talking; kittens
completely independent of mother.

Kitten and adolescent are both sexually
mature but may still be growing.

Completely independent—if your lucky.
Human career and family building.

Creeping middle-age spread; some women
have already entered menopause.

Retirement looms; cats begin to slow down, too.
Still active but getting older: less agile
mentally and physically; injuries heal more
slowly; internal organs less efficient.
Increasingly frail: hearing, sight, and mobility
deteriorating; bones thinning; less fat; delicate
skin; less supple; weaker muscle tone.
Declining years.

More and more cats and humans are reaching
this venerable age.

Now cats outstrip humans; several have
reached this age.

Officially oldest cat. According to Guinness
World Records, the oldest cat was Creme
Puff, who lived to 37; he belonged to Jake
Perry of Austin, Texas.

Unverified cat claim.
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CLASSIC OR BLOTCHED TABBY has

bold, swirling patterns of dark

and lighter circular smudges
arranged like a bull’s-eye on

its sides.

TICKED TABBY, sometimes called
an Abyssinian or agouti tabby,
doesn’t have any traditional
stripes or spots on its body, so it
doesn’t look much like a tabby.
However, its coat has tabby
markings on the face and agouti
hairs on the body. Agouti hairs
are best seen in the lighter parts
of a tabby’s coat, where you'll
see that the individual hairs are
striped with alternating light and
dark bands.

MACKEREL TABBY, sometimes
known as a tiger cat, has narrow
parallel stripes down the sides
of its body. The best stripes are
evenly spaced, unbroken lines

that branch from one stripe

running along the spine like a
fish skeleton, which is why the

pattern is described as mackerel.

SPOTTED TABBY has spots all over
its sides. They may be large or
small, round, oval, or rosette,
and they sometimes appear to
be broken mackerel stripes. A
mackerel tabby with a broken

stripe pattern can look a lot like
a spotted tabby.

PATCHED TABBY is used to describe a tortoiseshell tabby. Typically, the cat’s

coat has separate patches of brown tabby and red tabby. A tortoiseshell

carrying the tabby gene is often called a tortie. Patched tabbies can show

any of the four distinct tabby patterns. The markings are usually more

apparent on the legs and head.
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