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FOREWORD
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BY GERARD K. BEEKMAN, D.V.M.






When I graduated from veterinary school, a “short” quarter-century ago, cats were just a minor species, rarely given more than the last 10 minutes of an hour-long lecture. As pets, they were often relegated to the role of outdoor pest controllers, and they rarely achieved the status they enjoy today. Health care was minimal, nutritional information was lacking, and life expectancies were often limited by disease, accidents, or encounters with other animals, including other cats.


During the last decade, however, cats have attained new popularity as the number-one animal companion in the United States. Longer working days, single-parent households, and the urbanization of the workforce have contributed to the popularity of a creature that can live within a home, often never venturing beyond its walls. The simplicity of dealing with a cat’s daily needs, along with its egalitarian spirit and entertaining personality, makes more and more Americans choose felines as their new companions.


Along with changes in the owner’s lifestyle, cats have enjoyed changes of their own. No longer second-class citizens, they now benefit from advances in nutrition and disease prevention. Today, veterinarians treat their patients with the concept of wellness in mind. Wellness simply means providing care that optimizes cats’ lifestyles so they can maintain consistent good health and a long life. With this kind of care, owners can feel confident that their cat will enjoy a high quality of life well into their golden years.


We all have fallen in love with a cuddly kitten who soon becomes a rambunctious adolescent. That same spry young cat will enter middle age calmer and more reserved. And as your cat begins to age, he may begin to face the first real health challenges of his adult life. Just like aging humans, aging cats can experience more health problems than their younger relatives. The problems are familiar—arthritis, vision and hearing loss, even cancer. But the growing senior cat population (which nearly doubled between 1983 and 1996) has changed the face of feline veterinary care. Though it may be difficult for owners to adjust to this new stage in their cat’s life, “getting old” doesn’t mean that a cat is dying. Advances in nutrition, medical and behavioral care all contribute to the longevity many cats (and owners) now enjoy. With conscientious care and an eye for prevention, owners can help their cats enjoy long, healthy lives.





INTRODUCTION

LIVING LONGER, LIVING BETTER






“How old is your cat?” Cat Fancy magazine asked in its search for the oldest cat in America. In the months preceding the June 2001 issue announcing the winner, 316 entries for senior cats turned up in the magazine’s editorial in box. Some surprising numbers soon emerged: More than half of these cats were 18 or more years old, and a third were 20 or older. The oldest was Starbuck, a handsome 27-year-old striped male cat with bright blue eyes and a hearty appetite. The California resident’s veterinarian pronounced him to be “in very good shape,” and his lifelong guardian attributed a large part of Starbuck’s longevity to “good care and genetics.”


Today it is not unusual for a healthy cat to live well into her teens and beyond. Veterinarians across the country report seeing an increasing number of senior cats in their practices, a trend that is sparking new interest in feline geriatric care. Thanks to progress in preventive medicine, nutrition, and knowledge of animal behavior, older cats are blowing out more candles on their birthday cakes. Despite these wonderful advances, the most important part of your senior cat’s life, as Starbuck’s best friend proves, is you. A well-cared-for older cat can give you just as much pleasure as he did when he was a kitten—as long as he maintains his vitality. Whether you’ve lived with your aging cat since he was 8 weeks—or 8 years—old, it’s up to you to make the most the most of your cat’s later years.


CHERISHED RELATIONSHIPS


People began forging relationships with cats more than 4,000 years ago. Over the centuries, cats have survived both our persecution and our adoration. In modern times, the close bond between us is being explored, acknowledged, and respected. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the cherished relationships between senior cats and their human companions.


Today more people live with older cats than ever before. The Pet Food Institute (PFI), which represents companies producing 95 percent of the commercial cat and dog food made in the United States, began keeping track of the number of pets in 1981. Since that time, the feline pet population has jumped by more than 30 million cats! PFI confirms that the number of pet cats reached an all-time high in the year 2000—more than 75 million cats, with over 34 percent of all households living with at least one pet cat. In addition, an American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) study shows the percentage of pet cats 6 years of age and older increased from 24 percent in 1983 to just over 47 percent in 1996. There’s no denying our graying pet population now lives longer.


Another recent pet study (conducted by the Healthy Pets 21 Consortium, an alliance including the American Animal Hospital Association, the Delta Society, Ralston Purina, and the Center to Study Human-Animal Relationships and Environments, among others) called “The State of the American Pet,” reports that most cat owners hug or pet their cat daily (91 percent of 1,000 cat owners). The study also noted that Americans list companionship as their number-one reason for having pets. Most respondents (97 percent) said their pet’s overall health was good, and on average, cat owners take their cats to the veterinarian 1.6 times a year.
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A LITTLE TLC GOES A LONG WAY


Not surprisingly, people who closely interact with their older cats tend to be aware of their pet’s needs—physically, mentally, and emotionally. These pet guardians are more likely to seek veterinary care, purchase nutritious cat food, and groom their cats. They take time to play with their cats and keep them safe.


In return, evidence supports the idea that cat companionship provides meaningful comfort to us, offering protection against depression and loneliness. At least one study indicates that living with a pet may lengthen human life. Of course, those of us who live with older cats don’t need surveys and studies to tell us how much we love our cats or how much they add to our lives. We already know how lucky we are to share this precious time with our feline companions.


“Older cats hold wonderful surprises and gifts for the people they live with and love,” says Nancy Marano, a writer who lives with two mature cats in Albuquerque, New Mexico. Marano recently conducted an informal inquiry of people with older cats. Here’s what she discovered:


“The bond between the person and cat deepens dramatically. You have accommodated each other for so many years that living together becomes very comfortable. You know each other’s moods and needs without guesswork or false steps. You just look at your cat and know if something is wrong or amiss, even if he tries to hide it.


“By the time a cat reaches a certain age, he has you wrapped around his paw. He’s trained you to do all the right things. You know where he wants to be rubbed and scratched, how pillows should be arranged on the bed, where his favorite sunning spots are, and when he doesn’t want to be disturbed. Your cat doesn’t have bursts of kitten energy—but he doesn’t knock over lamps, either. It’s like a good, long marriage where words aren’t necessary to know the depths of the other person.”


Just as the aging baby-boomer population causes changes in health-care systems and social-security programs, an increasingly older pet cat population deserves notice as well. This means that as your cat moves into middle age and beyond, you may need to change the way you treat him. If you’ve picked up this book, you may want to learn more about the joys and challenges of living with an older cat. Perhaps you are interested in discovering simple ways to make your senior cat more comfortable and increase her quality of life. You may be concerned about dealing with a chronically ill cat, considering holistic healing therapies, or seeking solutions for common health problems. You may simply want to understand the feline aging process, from nose to tail. You’ll find it in Your Older Cat. Our cats are living longer. With this book, you can help them live better.


“Older cats hold wonderful surprises and gifts for the people they live with and love.”


10 Cat Wishes for Responsible Pet Owners


1. My life is likely to last 10 to 15 years. Any separation from you will be very painful.


2. Give me time to understand what you want of me.


3. Allow me to place my trust in you—it is crucial for my well-being.


4. Don’t be angry with me for long, and don’t lock me up as punishment. You have work, your friends, and your entertainment. I have only you.


5. Talk to me. Even if I don’t understand your words, I understand your voice when it’s speaking to me.


6. Be aware that however you treat me, I’ll never forget it.


7. Don’t hit me. Remember that I have teeth but I choose not to bite you.


8. Before you scold me for being lazy or uncooperative, ask yourself if something might be bothering me. Perhaps I’m not getting the right food, I’ve been in the sun too long, or my heart is getting old and weak.


9. Take care of me when I get old. You, too, will grow old.


10. Stay with me on difficult journeys. Never say, “I can’t bear to watch it,” or “Let it happen in my absence.” Everything is easier for me if you are there. —Author unknown





Section 1 [image: image]
HOW YOUR CAT AGES






—Sir Alexander Gray, Scottish professor and poet, from Gossip, 1928


ON A CAT AGING


He blinks upon the hearth-rug
And yawns in deep content,
Accepting all the comforts
That Providence has sent.


Louder he purrs and louder,
In one glad hymn of praise
For all the night’s adventures,
For quiet, restful days.


Life will go on forever.
With all that cat can wish;
Warmth, and the glad procession
Of fish and milk and fish.


Only—the thought disturbs him—
He’s noticed once or twice,
That times are somehow breeding
A nimbler race of mice.








Chapter One [image: image]
The Aging Process



Cats age better than we do. They don’t worry about wrinkles or fret over thinning hair. Perhaps in their quiet wisdom they realize aging is a natural process and not a disease. Cats are individuals and, just like people, age in their own ways. Setting a date for old age can be arbitrary and even a bit controversial. In general, veterinarians consider a cat to be a senior beginning around age 7. This does not mean your 7-year-old cat is old; rather, he’s at a midlife benchmark. Seven is the age when metabolic changes begin to surface in mature cats, with noticeable physical changes occurring somewhere between 7 and 10 years. Most cats are considered elderly at age 12, but, again, the label can be misleading. The average feline life lasts about 15 to 18 years, but cats who live well into their 20s are no longer considered rare or unusual. Lifestyle, environment, and whether a cat is spayed or neutered, along with the general wear and tear of daily life, all play a part in the aging process. We may know people who seem younger than their age, and others who look older than their years. Similarly, a stray cat who has endured a hard life may appear older than a pampered housecat who ages gracefully. The same factors that contribute to human longevity—including a well-balanced diet, moderate exercise, and weight control—also can extend a cat’s life. A cat who eats nutritious meals, maintains a normal weight, plays, and lives in a healthy environment can enjoy an active life long after she is considered “old.” This is especially true when human companions recognize and respond to their cat’s changing health needs.
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WHAT YOU CAN DO


The aging process occurs gradually, so it’s easy to overlook signs of change. Now, before problems begin, is a good time to pay attention to your cat’s normal patterns. Gauge his sleeping, eating, and playing habits. Make mental notes of your cat’s physical appearance and behavior. Better yet, write your observations down and store them in your cat’s health file. Someday your veterinarian will thank you for the feline history notes. In addition, you can do a few simple things on a daily or weekly basis to keep tabs on your senior cat’s general health. The Cornell Feline Health Center and the American Association of Feline Practitioners (AAFP) recommend performing a mini health exam as an extension of the way you normally interact with your cat.


Did You Know?


Small dogs live longer lives than large dogs, but this isn’t the case with cats, whose body shape remains roughly the same from breed to breed. While a cat’s breed does not affect the rate at which he ages, genetic predispositions to different diseases in some cat breeds can result.


• While stroking your cat, check his skin for odd lumps, bumps, sores, and dryness.


• Brush your older cat’s fur to remove loose hair, assist grooming, and to stimulate blood circulation and sebaceous gland secretions. Is his fur shiny and soft, or dry and lackluster?


• If she cooperates (try scratching her chin), check your cat’s teeth and gums by gently raising her upper lips with your thumb or forefinger. Gums should be pink. Red gums, tartar (a thick coating on your cat’s teeth), bad breath, or a broken tooth warrant a vet’s attention.


• Look in his ears and examine his ear canals. Healthy ears are clean and odorless.


• Monitor your cat’s weight. Run your hands gently over her ribs. Do they feel bony? Try weighing her monthly on a scale sensitive enough to detect small changes. (You can use a kitchen baking scale with a large capacity bowl for very small or slender cats of 7 pounds or less; or weigh yourself on your scale and then hold your cat, weigh again, and subtract the difference.) If there’s a significant variation—a pound or more—contact your veterinarian.
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