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To Greg Brandenburgh. Thank you for providing a strong and loving push along the path to enlightenment.

I love you like a dead relative.
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To the many cats who showed me that one’s worth is the sum of one’s deeds, and to the cat walkers who shared their remarkable stories with me. We are one big family.


MEDITATIONS
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INTRODUCTION

“I have lived with several Zen masters—all of them cats.”

—Eckhart Tolle, The Power of Now: A Guide to Spiritual Enlightenment

Common wisdom insists that cats are not dogs and shouldn’t be asked to walk on a leash. If you’re foolish enough to attempt it, well-meaning friends and family members may try to set you straight. They’ll tell you that cats are too independent and dignified to walk on a leash. Some of them will shake their heads and laugh. Others will share stories of their own feline failures. Most of them will wonder why you would even try such a thing.

But no one knows your cat like you do. If you’re like me, you see your cat sitting in the window, separated from the natural world by a thin pane of glass, and you feel a pang of regret. You know he longs to be a part of that world, to feel the wind and the sun on his coat, to stalk birds and squirrels, to eat grass, and to become a participant instead of just an observer. And you think, maybe, just maybe, you have one of those rare cats who don’t bow to common wisdom, a cat who has never been told he can’t walk on a leash.
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The odds aren’t good, but then you look over at your cat and he’s still in the window, laser-focused and chattering away at a blue jay in the yard, and you decide right then and there that you’ll never know if your cat is that rare individual unless you try.

The last hurdle may be your self-esteem. Because cat walking is still on the societal fringe, you may fear how your efforts will be judged by your neighbors. If successful, you may be branded the crazy cat person in the neighborhood. Of course, there’s also the possibility that your cat won’t take to the leash, and you’ll fail. Then, the neighbors may decide you’re not the crazy cat person, you’re just plain crazy.

And that’s where it ends for many. Fortunately, there are a number of people who decide that making this happen is more important than what the neighbors might think. Still, there’s a lot of baggage to unpack before going out and buying a harness and leash for your cat. But even then, as you pass the extensive row of dog-walking paraphernalia to find only one or two options for cats, doubt rears its ugly head again. So, it’s no wonder that so many people give up when their cat doesn’t immediately accept the harness. After being buckled in, many cats refuse to budge, or worse, they have a violent reaction and begin jumping and flipping about like a fish out of water. A portion of the remaining potential walkers stop right there, before even setting foot outdoors.

This leaves a small group of dedicated people; the lucky ones whose cat accepts the harness outright and those who realize that this is a really big deal for their cat and decide to give their cat the time he needs to adjust. This book was written for those people. If you’re willing to invest in your cat, you could end up proudly wearing the crazy cat person mantle and significantly enriching your cat’s life in the process.

This book also serves as a Zen meditation primer. The idea came to me after I’d titled the book. Initially, the connection to Zen was limited. My original intent was to simply emphasize the fact that to be successful at cat walking, you would need to exercise patience, calm, and perspective. In my own life, these qualities were greatly enhanced by my exploration and practice of Zen and other forms of meditation.

Meditation is both the easiest and the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Learning what to do is deceptively simple, as there’s very little to it. It’s sitting and breathing, or sitting and reciting a mantra, or, in the case of guided meditation, it’s about refocusing your mind on the images and sounds that the guide provides. While each form of meditation differs in the fine details and underlying philosophy, they all rely on quieting and deactivating the random thoughts by redirecting your attention elsewhere. Once you’ve reduced the mental chaos to a manageable level, you can dive down beneath it to a calm place that enables introspection and leads to enlightenment.

Conceptually easy, but when you sit down to meditate, things get difficult fast. I found keeping focused on my breath or maintaining a mantra the most difficult thing I’ve ever attempted. The thoughts return unbidden and it’s often difficult to realize the focus shift has occurred until you’ve gone on for breathless minutes. It’s no wonder it’s so difficult; your mind has been in control all your life, so relinquishing some of that control doesn’t come easily. It requires practice. The more you practice, the better you will get, but I can’t stress this enough: this is not about the destination, there is no endpoint, and the success will feel very uneven in the early stages.

The benefits of meditation are well-documented and numerous. Inner calm and reduced stress have numerous health benefits. Your relationships will benefit as you gain the ability to see things more clearly and less emotionally. And you may experience changes, personal changes, that you never expected.

I began my meditation journey in response to a severe TMJ problem. TMJ is a condition that can cause extreme pain, headaches, and temporary locking of the jaw. The temporomandibular joint is the point where your jaw connects to the temporal bones of your skull. TMJ is an inflammation of the joint caused by teeth grinding and stress. At its worst, it can be completely debilitating. So far there really isn’t a cure; flare-ups are most commonly treated with muscle relaxants, painkillers, splints, and hot and cold compresses. None of these treatments worked for me, and a bad flare-up would have me bedridden, writhing in pain, for a couple of weeks.

During one such flare-up, I was given everything from codeine to Valium, but nothing worked. At all. The effect was the same as if I’d taken a Life Saver, though not nearly as pleasant. I assumed that I had a weird metabolism that kept me from feeling the effects of drugs. That’s what I believed at the time.

In desperation, I tried meditation.

In the early days, I didn’t feel any change. I was going through the motions, meditating four or five days a week, but it felt like I was struggling with the discursive thoughts that peppered my consciousness without realizing any real benefits.

Except, I was.

I had been meditating for about six months when I found myself in a rooftop restaurant bar, sharing a glass of wine and freshly grilled shish kebabs with a friend. It was a beautiful San Francisco evening in the Mission District, and on my way to the restroom, I walked to the roof’s edge to look down at the bustle of activity on the street below. As I turned away from the edge, I felt a strange, light feeling. It was disconcerting at first, but when I returned to our table, I told my friend:

“I think I just felt the effects of alcohol for the first time.”

He smiled, and in his gentle way left the door open for me to talk about it. Which I did. It probably sounded silly, but it was a huge moment for me.

To say it was on my mind a lot that week is an understatement. Could the meditation be working? Was this a corollary effect? And as I ruminated, I realized I hadn’t had a flare-up since I’d begun meditating and the clicking in my jaw was nearly gone.

And then I began to dream again, or at least, I remembered them. Something I hadn’t done since childhood.

Nobody told me that meditation would impact me so profoundly. But it did. I felt like I’d been released from a self-imposed prison. One I’d built up since childhood and mortared with the best stuff I could find to protect myself from the world. It was scary and freeing and a little uncomfortable.

Where would this take me, I wondered, and still wonder.

Like cat walking, learning to meditate takes time. How much time? This too is like cat walking as neither endeavor has an endpoint. Meditation is a practice. It benefits the sitter in ways that are not immediately apparent and even on those days when the meditation “doesn’t go well,” you’re still making progress below the surface.

This book discusses Zen, but all meditation is similar and if you practice, or would like to practice, an alternative, feel free. My own meditation practice is neither fish nor fowl; I’ve taken the bits that work for me from various disciplines and created my own practice out of it. I hope, after reading this book, you feel comfortable enough to do the same with both your meditation and cat-walking practice.


ABOUT THIS BOOK

The Zen of Cat Walking includes easy-to-follow instructions on teaching your cat to walk on a leash, ruminations on cat behavior, and notes on Zen meditation. The latter has been advocating a level of calm and appreciation that’s sure to benefit both you and your cat as you embark on sympathetic journeys. Using step-by-step cat-training instructions, notes on Zen meditation, and insightful profiles of successful cat walkers, you will learn how cat walking can have a healthy impact on your life and the life of your feline friend.

Cat walking, like Zen meditation, is a practice and not a destination. Don’t expect stair-step-like results; a great walk or meditation can be followed by what you consider a disaster the next time out. Don’t fret. This is how it works, and even though you come away disappointed, you and your cat have both grown. Both meditation and cat walking require a bit of trust. You need to believe that in time you’ll turn a corner and begin to realize the benefits of your practices.


THE TRUTH ABOUT CATS AND DOGS

My childhood cat, a black-and-white tuxedo, was an indoor-outdoor cat. We lived in a Victorian in a quiet Midwestern town on a tree-lined street free from excessive traffic. He had the run of the house, the yard, and the world across the garden wall. He was a great cat, an explorer, and even though I was the only cat person in the house when he arrived, as cats are wont to do, he endeared himself to the entire family.

He was good about returning home, but like most normal unfixed toms, he would sometimes disappear for days at a time. When he’d return, nonplussed by our attentions, he would rejoin his normal routine until the need hit him again to wander.

We loved that cat. At the time, our naive disregard for his welfare was typical in the community. Most of the cats in town were indoor-outdoor cats, like ours. Few spayed or neutered their cats and even fewer kept them trapped inside all day. And whenever the town toyed with extending its leash laws to include cats, owners extended their claws in defense of their cat’s independent nature, opining that it wasn’t natural to put a cat on a leash. They were meant to be free, after all.

And so it was.

But as their numbers ballooned and the number of cats in homes began to rival, and then surpass, the number of dogs, people began to look closer at the welfare of cats as well as their impact on the local wildlife populations.

Nearly all responsible people have their cats fixed by six months. Most responsible cat owners keep their cats indoors, but they sense something is missing. Some of us purchase cat trees and toys and gadgets to try to simulate the natural world for them. Others take things a step further and install climbing shelves and create cat super highways so their cats can exercise their need to climb. And those with the means and the desire close in patios and porches or create freestanding or attached catios to give their cats a safe taste of the outdoors.

Is this enough?

Not really. The problem with simulations is that they lack the element of surprise. They may trigger a response, even a heightened response, but even the most adept play toy is not a bird. Or a lizard. Or a squirrel. Except for the large yard with a cat fence installed, these well-meaning solutions help alleviate boredom and should be maintained even after you’ve trained your cat to walk on a leash. As good as they are, they stop short of providing cats with the stimulation they need to fully feel like part of the natural world. Once playtime is over, they find themselves looking out at the world through windows and screens rather than interacting directly.

So what if, like the dog, you took your cat time outside on walks through the neighborhood? What if your cat could explore the world, interact with it, and become a part of the wider world? What then?

Are you afraid that once your cat has had a taste of the world beyond the big door he’ll want more? And eventually he will eschew the couch for the flower bed and all will be lost?

That could happen, if you deny your cat regular access to the outdoors. For a while, you will want to take your cat out as frequently as possible, creating a regular routine. Unlike the dog, the reason for the outdoor trek is pure pleasure and enrichment. There are no fire hydrants to water, aerobic exercises to endure, or squirrels to tree.

Okay, your cat may engage in one or two of those things on occasion, but in most cases, it’s not the reason we walk our cats. Walking a cat is a purely pleasurable activity for both you and your cat. After half an hour or so, most cats will accept the return home, knowing another trip is forthcoming, and settle in for a nice nap.

Despite what you’ve been told, you can teach your cat to walk on a leash. If you’re lucky, your cat is already predisposed to walking, and the task will be relatively easy. For the rest of us, the journey is daunting but no less valuable. We’ll need to exercise patience and empathy and love reliably and consistently if we’re going to help our cat overcome his inherent fear of the leash. We’ll need to look within to see if we have what it takes.

Training a cat to walk on a leash will change him in subtle and sometimes not so subtle ways. But some things won’t change. Leash-trained cats still run the household, endear themselves to family members who stubbornly try to resist, and still benefit from their time with you.

During one of my post-writing meditation sessions, it hit me. Most people don’t think cats can be trained because they don’t need to be. Beyond getting them to use the litterbox, which comes naturally, and convincing your cat to use the scratching pole rather than the couch, most people don’t consider training their cats. Some don’t even believe they can learn their names.

Consider the puppy. An untrained dog can be a disaster; tearing up everything in his path, jumping, biting, and pulling so hard on his walks that his owner fears bodily harm.

Training a puppy takes time; time that people take because they must.

Ever taught a cat to “sit” on command? I can tell you, it doesn’t take any longer than teaching a dog. In fact, most things don’t take any longer, they’re just not necessary. So now that you know the truth, teaching your cat to walk on a leash should be something you consider. It will take time, and due to the differences between cats and dogs, a bit more patience. But it can be done. It’s time to rethink the way we approach cats and learning.

I’d like to end this section by stating, as concisely as I can, the five truths of cat walking. You’ll notice dogs come up a lot in these descriptions. That’s because no one doubts that dogs can be trained, even the stubborn ones. Keep these five truths in your mind, and even on the hardest training days you’ll find the courage to go on.


THE 5 TRUTHS OF CAT WALKING

1.   Cats are not dogs, but like dogs, they’re trainable.

2.   Training a dog takes time; so does training a cat.

3.   Dogs must be trained, cats require very little. This is why so many cat owners give up so quickly and decide their cat is untrainable.

4.   Cat fear is natural; it’s a survival tactic. Cat fear is not as detrimental as you may think, and some may be helpful. Experience can rewire your cat’s response to a number of fear-inducing stimuli, but it can take lots of repetition before that happens. Over time, your cat will habituate on a number of stimuli he initially finds terrifying. Cats learn.

5.   Cats, even the shy/fearful ones, want to go outside.




CAT WALKER: ANGELA AMERSON

ACADEMIC COORDINATOR, PBS MASTERPIECE BUFF, PROUD CANADIAN, AND CAT WALKER

Angela Amerson was born and raised in Kingston, Ontario, Canada. She currently shares her life with her husband David and two Singapura cats. Singapuras are one of the smallest pedigree cat breeds, clocking in at 5–8 pounds when full grown. But that doesn’t mean they’re pushovers. What they lack in size, they make up for in moxie. Amerson’s two Singapuras, Astro and his younger sister, Gidget, are living proof that good things often come in small packages.

At the time of the interview, Gidget was at the beginning of her cat-walking journey while her older brother, Astro, had become a pro. Astro was two years old.
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EARLY DAYS

Astro came from a breeder in California who flew him to Angela. When Angela took him out of his carrier at the airport, he was wearing a harness. She clipped a leash on the 4-month-old kitten and took him on his first walk, right there in the airport.

She then took him to the vet, completed his kitten shots, and got a clean bill of health before embarking on the training in earnest. When she took him outside, she would usually take a toy—something on a stick that she could dangle before him to encourage him to continue when he got distracted. She made sure that every trip outside was fun and something he looked forward to. When it was time to return home, she would say “Let’s go home,” and when they reached their front porch she would give him a tasty treat. So now, when she tells Astro it’s time to go home, he turns and walks back home.
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“Astro has brought so much joy to my life. He’s brought me more joy than I could ever give him.”

—Angela Amerson

Today, most of their walks are in their condo community. On some days, they walk more than two miles. “But not every day,” Amerson explains. “When he doesn’t want to walk we just hang out in the yard.”

TRAINING DAYS

Astro was one of those cats that took to walking on a leash easily and early. From the first day he arrived, he began walking and hasn’t stopped yet. Amerson’s training was more about fine-tuning than out-and-out teaching; she used toys and other rewards to reinforce the desired behaviors.

One area that most cat walkers must deal with is their cat’s fear of strangers. Even cats who don’t seem to mind meeting strangers on their own turf find them overwhelming when meeting them in the great outdoors. That’s not a problem for Astro.

“Astro loves people; he goes right up to them! In the summer it’s a lot of fun. Neighbors will come outside to see him as we walk through the neighborhood. He loves attention, loves people, and noises make him curious. When he hears a noise, he wants to see what it is.”
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