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INTRODUCTION 
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CHAPTER 1
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8Elegant, powerful, and elusive, wild cats can be large and may roar like a lion, or small  and purr like a domestic cat. They are superb hunters, adapted to be as successful living  in a dry sandy desert as they are in a dense tropical forest.Cat species around the world
Cats are predatory hunters belonging to the order Carnivora. They are, like all carnivores, adapted for stalking, catching, and eating other animals. For example, they have large canine teeth and powerful jaw muscles.There are 46 species in the family Felidae, comprising the wild felids and the domestic cat Felis catus. All have retractile claws, rather blunt, ﬂattened faces, acute hearing, and large eyes that enable them to hunt at night. Those living in open landscapes tend to be sandy coloured, while those living in woodland and forest often have spectacular markings that break up their outline and keep them well hidden from their prey.The cat family is divided into two main groups – the Pantherinae and the Felinae. The pantherines (big cats) have long been distinguished from other cats on the supposition that they can roar (see panel, below), whereas the smaller cats can only purr. In recent years, genetic evidence has allowed scientists to better understand the relationships between the smaller cats and further subdivide them into seven groups, or lineages.  The world of catsThis map shows the distribution of seven species of the Felinae. Each cat represents one of the seven lineages that has been revealed by recent anatomical and genetic analyses.Ocelot  Leopardus pardalisThe ocelot lineage comprises 13 species. All belong to the genus Leopardus and are found in South and Central America – only the range of the ocelot extends further north into southwestern Texas, USA. The ocelot feeds mainly on ground-dwelling rodents, which it hunts at night by waiting quietly for a potential victim to pass by.INTRODUCTION TO CATS|  CAT SPECIES AROUND THE WORLDThere are seven species of pantherines, or big cats – the lion, leopard, tiger, snow leopard, two species of clouded leopard, and the jaguar. The lion and leopard have the widest distribution, being found in both Africa and Asia. The tiger, snow and clouded leopards are limited to Asia. The only big cat found in the Americas is the jaguar. Although commonly referred to as the roaring cats, only some, such as lions, can do  so. This is because they have more complicated and ﬂexible vocal chords in their larynx than are found in the smaller cats (see p.59).BIG CATS Wild cats are successful in evolutionary terms in that they were once widespread and found in many diﬀerent habitats, but most species are now either endangered or threatened. In contrast, there are an estimated 600 million domestic cats worldwide.Puma Puma concolorThe puma is one of three cat species in the puma lineage, the other two being the jaguarundi from South America and the cheetah  from Africa and Asia. It is able to survive in remarkably diverse environmental conditions, being found over a wide geographical  area and at elevations up to 4,000m (9,800ft). However, it needs  large prey, such as deer, to feed on if it is to thrive.NORTH AMERICASOUTH AMERICA
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9Wildcat Felis silvestrisThe domestic cat lineage includes the wildcat and six other Felis species. The cats in this group live in Africa and/or Eurasia, but only the wildcat has spread into Western Europe. There are a number of wildcat subspecies, which vary in size and in coat colour and pattern. Like many of the smaller cats, the wildcat feeds mainly on rodents but will eat rabbits, reptiles and amphibians if it can catch them.Caracal Caracal caracalFound in Africa and western Asia in dry woodland, savanna, and mountains up to 2,500m (8,200ft), the caracal has the widest distribution of the three cats in the caracal group, the serval and African golden cat living only in Africa. The caracal is recognized by its long ear tufts and red or sandy coloured fur. It feeds mostly on small mammals but also catches birds.Leopard cat Prionailurus bengalensisOne of six Asian cats comprising this group,  the leopard cat has the widest distribution and  is the most common of all the small Asian cats, living in forest habitats up to 3,000m (9,800ft) above sea level. Being smaller than a domestic cat, it feeds on a variety of small prey,including rodents, birds, reptiles, amphibians, and invertebrates.Marbled cat  Pardofelis marmorataThe marbled cat is a forest dweller, as are the bay cat and Asian golden cat that make up this group. As such, it is an excellent climber that feeds predominantly on birds but also catches rodents. Similar in size to a domestic cat, the marbled cat has a very long tail that helps it balance when moving through the trees.KEYCAT SPECIES AROUND THE WORLDEurasian Lynx Lynx lynxThe lynx lineage is made up of the three species of lynx and the bobcat. The Eurasian lynx is found over most of Eurasia, the Iberian lynx in Spain and Portugal, and the Canadian lynx and bobcat throughout North America. Characterized by their tufted ears and short tails, all feed on rabbits and hares except the Eurasian lynx, which eats small ungulates such as the chamois.Puma Puma concolorOcelot Leopardus pardalisEurasian Lynx Lynx lynxCaracal Caracal caracalMarbled cat Pardofelis marmorataLeopard cat Prionailurus bengalensisWildcat Felis silvestrisAFRICAASIAEUROPEAUSTRALASIA
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10The ancestors of modern cats were much more diverse than today’s felines. Big cats were the ﬁrst to form a distinct group. Smaller cat groups branched out later and at surprising speed. The domestic cat group is the latest addition to the family tree.What is a cat?
Creodonts Once thought to be ancestors of the carnivores, creodonts are now known to have evolved differently. They lack the fused wrist bones of carnivores and there are differences in their carnassial teeth.Viverravines Today the viverravines comprise four carnivore groups – hyenas, mongooses, civets and genets, and cats. The relationship of cats (Feliformes) to the nimravids is uncertain (indicated by a dotted line) due to incompleteness of the fossil record. Here they are shown evolving alongside the “true” cats.Cimolestes This insectivorous mammal was the ﬁrst to display laterally ﬂattened cheek teeth with a scissor-like action that were  later to become the trademark carnassial teeth of the order Carnivora.MiacidsThis group of mammals is important mainly because some species had features that were characteristic of the dog-like carnivores (not shown on this diagram), while others were more cat-like and gave rise to the viverravines.PseudailurusSome species were not much bigger than  a domestic cat, while others were the size of a puma and had enlarged canine teeth. These latter cats probably gave rise to the sabre-toothed cats.Modern catsFelis attica appeared about 3.4 million years ago. Small and lynx-like, it is thought that this cat gave rise to modern Felis species such as F. lunensis and F. manul.INTRODUCTION TO CATS|  WHAT IS A CAT?This branching diagram shows how the early meat-eating mammals were derived from insectivores and subsequently gave rise to the ancestral carnivores (viverravines) that evolved  into the modern cats. It is superimposed on  THE EARLY EVOLUTION OF MODERN CATSPalaeocene65.5–55.8 MYAEocene55.8–33.9 MYAOligocene33.9–23.03 MYAMiocene23.03–5.332 MYAHolocene0.0117 MYA – present dayUpper Cretaceous 99.6–66.5 million years ago (MYA)Pliocene 5.332–1.806 MYAPleistocene 1.806–0.0117 MYACIMOLESTESVIVERRAVINESFELIFORMESCREODONTSMIACIDSPROAILURUSSABRE-TOOTHED CATSPSEUDAILURUSMODERN CATSNIMRAVIDSThe ancestor of the carnivores, or meat-eating mammals, which include the  cat family, ate insects and is thought to have resembled a modern tree shrew. It lived more than 65 million years ago during the late Cretaceous period. Called Cimolestes,  it already showed rudimentary signs of having teeth with a scissor-like cutting action – essential for slicing through ﬂesh and bone – which made it possible to change from feeding on insects to eating meat.  From this tiny animal two groups of carnivorous mammals evolved, both  now extinct: the creodonts and the miacids. Creodonts, which appeared ﬁrst, were the earliest meat-eaters and occupied many  of the same ecological niches as would the carnivores yet to come. Later, the miacids took over, and it is from this group that the “true” carnivores diverged.EARLY ANCESTORSThe miacids were mammals that lived during the Eocene epoch between 55.8 and 33.9 million years ago. Some were small, weasel-like, predominantly tree-dwelling creatures, while others were more cat- or dog-like and spent more time on the ground. Rapid radiation of the miacids about  48 million years ago led to the appearance  of the ﬁrst “true carnivores”, which can be a geological timeline to show the sequential appearance of each group and the time periods in which they lived and became extinct. The creodonts, for example, appeared during the late Palaeocene and became extinct in the mid to late Miocene, outliving the miacids by a considerable margin. Extant felids are shown here as a single line – details of the groups within the modern cats and their relationships are shown on p.12.
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11Big biteAbout the size of a lion, Smilodon was a sabre-toothed cat that lived in North America. A hunter of large, slow-moving prey, such as the bison and mammoth, it became extinct about 10,000 years ago.Nimravid skullHoplophoneus was a genus of nimravid that lived during the Oligocene epoch about 33 to 23 million years ago.WHAT IS A CAT?Also known as false sabre-tooths, the nimravids were cat-like mammals that lived alongside the ancestors of modern cats. Although they had retractile claws, nimravids differed from “true” cats in the shape of the skull. They ﬁrst appeared during the Eocene, about 36 million years ago, when woodland covered large areas of North America and Eurasia. As the climate became drier during the Miocene, trees gave way to grassland and nimravid numbers declined.  They became extinct in the late Miocene about ﬁve million years ago. NIMRAVIDSdivided into two groups. One group, the Old World viverravines, subsequently gave rise to the nimravids, or “false” sabre-tooth cats (see panel, above), and the cat-like carnivores (including hyenas, civets, and mongooses). The second group, the New World miacines, eventually gave rise to the dog-like carnivores, including wolves and bears. THE FIRST REAL CATSOne of the earliest ancestors of our modern cats is considered to be a meat-eating mammal named Proailurus (meaning “before cats”), which appeared in what is now Eurasia during the Oligocene epoch 34–23 million years ago. Little is known about Proailurus, but fossil remains show that it was not much larger than a domestic cat and had short legs, a long body and tail, and claws that could have been at least partially retracted. It would have been adept at climbing and probably stalked its prey among the trees. About 20 million years ago, Proailurus,  or another species very like it, gave rise to Pseudailurus (“pseudo-cat”), a predator considered to be the ﬁrst of the true cats. More terrestrial than its predecessor, Pseudailurus had a long, ﬂexible back and hind legs longer than its forelegs. This early cat is important for two reasons. First, it gave rise to three groups of cats. These comprise the two modern groups – Pantherinae, which includes the big cats, and Felinae, among which are the smaller wild cats and the domestic cat – and also the now extinct sabre-toothed cats (Machairodontinae). Second, Pseudailurus was the ﬁrst cat to migrate to what is now North America by crossing over the Bering land bridge that  for a time linked Alaska with Siberia. In the warmer, drier climate of the Miocene – the epoch following the Oligocene, 23–5.3 million years ago – environmental changes favoured the descendants of Pseudailurus. The decline  of forest ecosystems and an increase in more open habitats such as grassland allowed hoofed mammals to diversify – and so the cats that hunted them diversiﬁed too. SABRE-TOOTHED CATSSince the time of the primitive cat-ancestor Cimolestes in the late Cretaceous, sabre-toothed carnivores have arisen on three occasions in three diﬀerent carnivore groups. The earliest were the creodonts, followed by the nimravids, and ﬁnally the sabre-toothed cats, including Smilodon. None of these are considered to be directly ancestral to the cats living today. Sabre-toothed cats appeared at the start  of the Miocene and survived until about 11,000 years ago, which meant that they would have been known to early humans. They had impressive, backward curving canine teeth in the upper jaw that were so long – up to 15cm (6in) – they ran down the sides of the lower jaw outside the mouth when it was closed. To be able to use these teeth eﬀectively, sabre-toothed cats had an enormous gape – they could open their mouths about 120 degrees. The “sabres” broke more easily than other teeth because they were so large, but their serrated edges could be used for cutting through tough hide or biting oﬀ chunks of ﬂesh. Nobody knows why the sabre-toothed cats became extinct. Some scientists think a decline in prey led to their demise but there is evidence to refute this. Others suggest 
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12that they were unable to compete with the more recently evolved pantherines and cheetahs, with which they latterly co-existed. Certainly, the newer cats were swifter hunters and possessed teeth less vulnerable to breaking. BRANCHING OUTAmong carnivores, the cat family Felidae are the most accomplished killers and are highly specialized anatomically for this purpose. Some species are capable of killing prey larger than themselves. The big cats, or pantherine branch – large, impressive, fast, and ferocious – appeared at least 10.8 million years ago. Later branches gave rise ﬁrst to the bay cat group in Africa 9.4 million years ago followed by the caracal group in Africa 8.5 million years ago. The ocelot group, which arose about 8 million years ago, crossed into South America when the Panamanian land bridge was formed. This highway permitted small cats from North and Central America (now known only from fossil remains) to migrate and diversify there. Nine of the 10 living cat species of South America belong to the ocelot group, which are unusual in having 36 chromosomes (18 pairs) rather than the more usual felid number of 38. The lynx group and the puma group evolved 7.2 and 6.7 million years ago respectively and contain species from diﬀerent continents, suggesting a number  of diﬀerent migrations. These cats include the cheetah, which originated from the puma lineage in North America and subsequently crossed into Asia and Africa where it survives today. The leopard cat  and domestic cat groups are the most  recent additions to the cat family and both are restricted to Eurasia. The ﬁrst modern Felis species is thought to be Felis lunensis, which appeared about 2.5 million years ago during the Pliocene period. It later gave rise to the wildcat Felis sylvestris, of which the European strain is the oldest, dating back about 250,000 years. It migrated anywhere that had a suitable habitat and prey to sustain it. The African wildcat, Felis lybica, became distinct about 20,000 years ago  and it is from these cats that the domestic cat came into being, probably around  8,000 years ago.Domestic cat groupLeopard cat groupPuma groupLynx groupOcelot groupCaracal groupBay cat groupPantherines groupINTRODUCTION TO CATS|  WHAT IS A CAT?The European cave lion (Panthera spelaea) was probably the largest cat that ever lived. Twenty-ﬁve per cent larger than modern lions, this formidable hunter stood over 1.25m (4ft)  at the shoulder. It was one of the commonest predators of its time, using its relatively long legs to run down horses, deer, and other large, hoofed animals. The cave lion appeared in Europe about 400,000 years ago and survived there until about 12,000 years ago, towards the end of the last ice age. Similar large cats were known from North America and are thought to have descended from European cave lions that migrated across the Bering land bridge to Alaska. CAVE LIONS 10.8 MYA9.4 MYA8.5 MYA8.0 MYA7.2 MYA6.7 MYA6.2 MYA3.4 MYAThe small and medium-sized cats (Felinae) diversiﬁed rapidly in geological terms – taking only about 3.2 million years. The pantherines, or big cats, had branched off at least 1.4 million years earlier. Recent genetic analysis has revealed that related to one another than either is to the older groups below. The “kink” in the domestic cat line indicates the appearance of Felis attica 3.4 million years ago, from which the modern Felis species, and therefore the domestic cat, have evolved.THE CAT FAMILYMiocene23.03–5.332 million years ago (MYA)Pliocene5.332–1.806 MYAPleistocene1.806–0.0117 MYAHolocene0.0117 MYA – present dayFelinae fall into seven distinct groups, as the diagram shows. The most recently evolved domestic cat and leopard cat groups are seen at the top, the earliest bay cat group just above the pantherines. The domestic and leopard cat groups are more closely 
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Ancestral catThis African wildcat (Felis lybica) crouching in the grass on a hunting mission, is the ﬁnal link in the chain between the domestic cat and its prehistoric, and now extinct, ancestors. 
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14The story of the cat’s domestication is one of mutual appreciation, not servitude: early farming communities beneﬁtted from cats’ rodent-catching skills, while cats won themselves protection and shelter without losing their independence.From wild cat to housecat
Our relationship with cats reaches back thousands of years, though compared to  the domestication of other animals, that  of the cat was a somewhat random process. For example, people readily appreciated  the advantages of owning horses, cattle,  and dogs because they could be turned to practical use. Through selection of the best specimens and careful breeding for certain traits, such animals were developed for speciﬁc purposes and became even more useful. When the ﬁrst cats wandered in from the wild – because it suited them to live in close proximity to human settlements – they proved their worth as vermin hunters, but they were most probably not otherwise seen as valuable assets. A cat did not provide substantial amounts  of meat for food, and although it could be tamed and become accustomed to handling, it could not be trained to obey orders or perform tasks on demand. In the early history of the cat there are no obvious attempts at deliberate selection for quality or to “improve” behaviour or appearance.  In fact, the ﬁrst true housecats probably selected themselves, when some learned  to trust people more easily than others  and felt secure enough to rear their kittens under a roof shared with humans.EARLIEST LINKSUntil quite recently, accounts of the history of the domestic cat generally agreed that  the earliest evidence of feline cohabitation with humans could be dated to ancient Egyptian societies around 4,000 years ago. However, discoveries in the last  few years hint at a much earlier link between cats and people.In the early 2000s, archaeologists excavating a Neolithic village in Cyprus came across a burial site containing the complete skeleton of a cat alongside human remains. As the grave contained various valuable objects such as stone tools and other artefacts, it appeared that the person  had been interred with some ceremony. Researchers concluded that the cat, estimated to be about eight months old, was likely to have been deliberately killed and buried because it had some INTRODUCTION TO CATS|  FROM WILD CAT TO HOUSECATPart of the familyA tabby cat appears in a painting (c.1350 BCE) from the tomb-chapel of a minor Egyptian ofﬁcial, Nebamun, shown hunting in the Nile marshes. By this era in Egypt, cats were ﬁrmly established as family pets.Cat with tabby markingsOrigins of domesticationThe ancient region known as the Fertile Crescent,  which sweeps in an arc from the Nile to the Persian  Gulf, was where the domestication of cats is believed  to have originated. This region also corresponds to  part of the natural range of the African wildcat, the  ancestor of all domestic cats.Zagros MountainsArabianDesertMESOPOTAMIAANATOLIAPERSIAEGYPTEuphratesTigrisMediterraneanSeaNilePersian Gulf
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15Personal appealEventually, the cats that came in from the wild lost their distrust of people and took up permanent residence around human settlements. Their appeal as pets and playthings would have helped them gain entry into homes. FROM WILD CAT TO HOUSECATspecial signiﬁcance. If this is the case, the evidence that people kept cats, either as status symbols or pets, takes a major leap backwards to 9500 BCE. The Cyprus cat is similar to the domestic cat’s ancestor, the African wildcat, Felis lybica (see p.9 and pp.12–13). If it did belong to this species,  it was not native to the island and so must have been taken there.Archaeologists have also recently disinterred the bones of small felines at  the site of a 5,000-year-old arable farming settlement in central China. Detailed analysis of the bones suggested that the  cats had preyed on grain-eating rodents,  so they clearly had some association with the human community, though whether by chance or because they had been tamed  is impossible to establish.  Fascinating though they are, these newest ﬁnds are a long way from representing conclusive proof that the domestication  of the cat is an older story than originally believed. However, it is likely that the domestication of the cat progressed through a number of unsuccessful starts.MOVING INDOORSCats probably ﬁrst put a paw into domestic life when humans made the switch from being hunter-gatherers to being farmers. Growing crops meant storing grain, and granaries attracted swarms of rodents  ready to feast on this new bonanza of food. In turn, this provided an inexhaustible supply of easily caught prey for local populations of wild cats. The modern housecat has its origins in the very birthplace of agriculture, a swathe of richly productive farmlands known as the Fertile Crescent that extends from the Nile Valley up to the eastern Mediterranean  and then southwards to the Persian Gulf  (see map, opposite). When, more than  2000 years BCE, the ancient Egyptians established the earliest-known organized agricultural societies along the banks of  the Nile, the African wildcats of the region were ready to ﬁll a new niche.  Most of the cats that began to visit the Fertile Crescent farming communities would have been small spotted tabbies, very much like many of today’s household pets. Although initially these cats arrived uninvited, eventually farmers began to realize the beneﬁts of having onsite rodent control. The popular theory is that people actively encouraged cats to take up residence in their grain stores by tempting them with food scraps. From there, it is easy to imagine how the increasingly socialized cats would have moved into the house.Sheltered from the hazards of the wild, including larger predators, cats could now breed proliﬁcally and their oﬀspring had  a better chance of surviving to maturity. A litter of kittens born in a domestic environment, and most likely petted from  a very young age, could with little diﬃculty be absorbed into a family as pets. As Egyptian civilization rose, so did the status of Egyptian cats, whose eventual progression from household mouser to sacred icon is well recorded in paintings, statues, and mummiﬁed remains (see pp.24–25). However, until cats started  to spread out of the Fertile Crescent from about 500 BCE (see pp.18–19), the concept  of the cat as a truly domesticated animal  did not extend beyond this region.Out of all the big cat species, only  the cheetah has proved possible to domesticate to any extent. Both the ancient Egyptians and the Assyrians kept tame cheetahs and used them for hunting, as centuries later did the Moghul emperors in India. These beautiful animals can be remarkably tractable when habituated to people – the huntsmen of old trained them to accept a collar and leash, and to return to the huntsmen when the chase was over. However, even among those with the means to keep them, cheetahs never became widespread as pets. This is most probably because until recently people did not understand their breeding behaviour well enough for them to reproduce successfully in captivity. Replacement animals were always sourced from the wild and therefore never developed the temperament of domestic pets that are born and raised by people over many generations.DOMESTICATING BIG CATS EMPEROR AKBAR OF INDIA, HUNTING WITH CHEETAHS
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Wildcat litterAlthough they look like domestic tabbies, these young Indian Desert  Cats (Felis lybica ornata) are truly wild. The species has a range that extends from Central Asia to northeast India.
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18Cats are world citizens and have come a long way from their roots in North Africa and the eastern Mediterranean. While cats do not respect boundaries, and some early housecats probably moved independently, they have mostly travelled where humans have taken them. Even in areas where their wild counterparts have never occurred – such as Australia – domestic cats seem to have effortlessly adopted a new niche.  How domestic cats spread
For more than two millennia, domestic cats remained almost entirely exclusive to Egypt (see pp.14–15). Here, they became so revered that their export to other countries was, in theory at least, strictly banned. But, with their strongly independent natures, domesticated or at least semi-domesticated Egyptian cats most likely drifted away  into other regions. They are thought to  have roamed along the trade routes of the Mediterranean, reaching Greece, the region that is now Iraq, and possibly even Europe. OUT OF EGYPTWhen domestic cats ﬁrst started their world travels in any signiﬁcant numbers, which seems to have been around 2,500 years ago, their main exit route from the Fertile Crescent, and Egypt in particular, was via the ships of the Phoenicians. It is speculated that this nation of seafarers and colonizers, who for centuries dominated maritime trade in the eastern Mediterranean, may in fact have started transporting cats, tame or otherwise, at a much earlier date. The cats of ancient Egypt were valuable commodities. The Phoenicians acquired them – perhaps through barter or by smuggling them on board, or even as stowaways – and carried them for sale or exchange on their commercial voyages along the sea routes to Spain, Italy, and the Mediterranean islands. Later, when the Silk Road opened up communications between Asia and Europe, cats went both east and west with merchant adventurers. The ancient Egyptians themselves may have Travelling catsCats probably ﬁrst began to travel with Phoenician traders routinely around 2,500 years ago. From North Africa and the eastern Mediterranean, they reached Europe – the jumping-off point for the  rest of the world.INTRODUCTION TO CATS|  HOW DOMESTIC CATS SPREADROME, ITALYSHILLOUROKAMBOSCYPRUSEGYPT,  NORTH AFRICAPhase 1 In Egypt, and most likely in neighbouring agricultural regions, wild felines move into human settlements and makethe transitionto domesticated household cats. Some cats arrive in Europe via maritime trade routes.Phase 3 Cats take long-distance sea voyagesas shipboardmousers, crossing oceans by the 15th and 16th centuries. European colonistsbring cats to other continents. By the mid-19th century, cats are found almost anywhere thereare people.Phase 2Cats spread throughout Europe and Asia with the expansion  of the Roman Empire and the opening up of the Silk Road. By the end of this period, the domestic cat is found from Britainto Japan.Phase 1: 9000BCE–200BCEPhase 2: 200BCE–1400CEPhase 3: 1400CE–presentEarly archaeological sites
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19Transatlantic catOne of the modern results of cats interchanging countries, the Elf is a hybrid created by crossing the hairless Sphynx, which originated in Canada and was developed in the Netherlands, with the American Curl.Migrating mutationThe polydactyl (extra-toed) cats common along the east coast of the United States may be descended from those taken across the Atlantic to Boston by 17th-century English Puritan colonists.HOW DOMESTIC CATS SPREADperhaps presented some of their cats as prestigious gifts to Chinese emperors or  to the Romans, who were becoming increasingly powerful in northern Africa.  After domestic cats reached Rome, the advance of the Roman Empire carried them even further throughout Western Europe. By the end of the Roman Empire, cats were probably widespread in Britain, where they were to enjoy hundreds of years of peaceful co-existence with people until they fell out of favour in the Middle Ages (see pp.24–27).ON TO THE NEW WORLDWith the beginning of the great voyages of discovery and colonization that set out from Europe from the 15th century onwards, domestic cats crossed the Atlantic for the ﬁrst time. Taken on board sailing ships to control infestations of rodents, they had ample time on the long sea passages to the Americas to produce kittens. When they arrived at ports of call, many of these burgeoning cat families simply jumped ship, or were perhaps traded with local communities, while others accompanied pioneering settlers into the interior of the  New World. In the opposite direction, cats headed for Australia on convict ships and alongside colonists. There is  a possibly apocryphal story that the ﬁrst cats to reach Australia were in fact survivors of a Dutch shipwreck in the mid-17th century. RISE OF THE INTERNATIONAL CATBy the middle of the 19th century, domestic cats could be found on almost every sizeable landmass in the world and had diversiﬁed into distinct types. In Europe and the United States, the import of exotic-looking cats such as the Siamese and Turkish Angora stimulated much interest, and people began to see the taken-for-granted farmyard mouser or house pet in a new light. For almost the ﬁrst time since the days of the ancient Egyptians, the cat was about to be once again a prized possession and a status symbol. Like-minded owners began to form cat clubs, where they could enthuse about their particular favourites and argue the merits of one type over another. These cat fanciers – or the “cat fancy” as they came to be known – organized shows that engendered much rivalry and endless competition to produce better-quality cats that conformed to ever-more precise speciﬁcations. The serious breeding of pedigree cats and the perfection of breed standards triggered a new phase of international travel for cats. As getting around the world became easier from the mid-20th century onwards, cat enthusiasts, and even ordinary tourists, discovered “new” breeds – for example, the Turkish Van or the bobtailed cats from Japan – that had in fact been developing over many centuries in rarely visited areas. Brought back to the UK and the United States, such cats were used to start enthusiastic breeding programmes and transatlantic exchanges. Cats have even Cats got where they are today largely by sea travel. From ancient times, when they ﬁrst left Egypt, they crossed vast distances on ships taking merchants, colonists, and adventurers around the world. Cats were sometimes carried as trade items, but more often as vermin controllers. Wherever people disembarked in new lands, so did the cats. The tradition of a ship’s cat continues today only among private sailors. Modern commercial and naval vessels no longer permit cats like “Stripey”, seen below on board the British Royal Navy warship HMS Warspite in the 1940s.SHIPS’ CATSbeen highly mobile within their native countries, moving from relative obscurity in  a particular area  to nationwide popularity and then – for example, the Devon Rex or the Maine Coon – achieving international recognition. In the 21st century, cats are still passing back and forth across the Atlantic as  one exotic breed after another becomes fashionable. Crosses between such novelties have produced yet further variations. As some of these become recognized outside their country of origin – and not all are – the global migration of cats continues. One of the most recent developments has been  a return to the original wildcat template, with breeders creating spotted cats not unlike those that 4,000 years ago became the ﬁrst pet felines. The domestic cat’s extensive travels could be said to have brought it back to its starting point.
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20Feral cats
Being resourceful animals, cats that have strayed or been abandoned by their owners often manage to survive on their own once they have reverted to the wild. Most have well-developed hunting instincts that allow them to subsist on small prey such as birds and rodents, and many supplement their diets by scavenging or accepting food hand-outs from sympathetic cat lovers.  Such cats usually learn to become wary  of humans, but because they still have a background of domesticity it is sometimes possible to rehabilitate them. Truly feral cats, which are born wild  and never handled, are diﬃcult if not impossible to domesticate as adults. Feral kittens, if rescued at a very early age, can sometimes be socialized with time and patience; but even at a few weeks old  they have a natural distrust of humans and may already be beyond the stage where this  can be overcome.STICKING TOGETHERThe majority of domestic cats lead solitary lives and resent or fear competition for food, territory, and shelter. However, two or more cats that share a home can become friends, especially if they are littermates. Others,  at best, cease hostilities and settle down together with indiﬀerence. Among feral cats there is a much greater degree of sociability. Because food supplies can be scarce and unreliable, any feral cats within one area tend to be drawn to a common food source, such as a rubbish dump, a feeding station organized by cat welfare organizations,  or an empty building overrun by rats and mice. Out of necessity, these cats tolerate each other and will share resources with minimal aggression. Where a few feral cats have found shelter, a colony can build up, which over the years can amount to dozens of animals of several interrelated generations. Any unneutered females attract toms – entire males – and frequent matings produce two or more litters of kittens a year for each female.Long-established colonies are very much matriarchal societies, with a core population of females that often form close bonds. Female cats have been observed sharing birth dens and cooperatively nursing and raising litters of kittens, taking turns to guard the family when one of the mothers goes out hunting. Feral females have even been known to present a combined front  Among the ruinsA feral cat crouches against the backdrop of the ancient Ionian city of Ephesus, in what is now western Türkiye.  As a source of titbits, tourist hotspots such as this tend  to attract feral cat colonies.Respite from hungerThese cats lining the waterfront of a Greek harbour may thrive in the summer months, when there are ﬁsh scraps  to be had from ﬁshing boats, and tourists provide handouts or leave edible rubbish. Their lives will be much harder during the winter months.INTRODUCTION TO CATS  |FERAL CATSCats of domestic descent that have known little or no human contact, or former pets that have become homeless for various reasons, are termed “feral”. Although feral cats live in a wild state, they have no relationship to the true wildcat species found throughout the world. 
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21Farmyard havenAlthough they will never be family pets, feral barn cats  depend on shelter and human concern for their welfare. The provision of basic care encourages them to stay  and help control rodents.Neutering programmeWhile a sedated feral cat is prepared for surgery, a vet shaves an ear ready to cut a small notch that identiﬁes  the animal as neutered. On recovery, the cat will be taken back to its home colony.FERAL CATSto ﬁght oﬀ marauding toms, which are a constant peril with their desire to kill oﬀ kittens and so bring the females back into season for further matings.As a feral colony expands, the dynamic within it changes, with stronger toms ousting weaker rivals that then either hang around the periphery of the group or strike out on their own to ﬁnd more congenial territory. Occasionally, males born within  a colony do become accepted by the senior members simply because of their familiarity, but a strange tom attempting to inﬁltrate the group is usually rejected vigorously.CONTROL OF COLONIESLife in a feral cat colony is hard and tends  to be short. While well-cared-for pet cats often live into their teens, a feral cat is lucky to survive beyond about three or four years. Diseases are common and spread rapidly. Nutrition is often inadequate, and as the colony grows there is less food for everyone. Females weakened by continual breeding  are particularly vulnerable and may die, leaving sick and abandoned kittens. Traﬃc accidents and ﬁghting among rival toms lead to injuries and infections (see pp.304–05) that never receive treatment.Most countries now have a policy of managing feral cat colonies, both for humane reasons and to prevent them from becoming an environmental problem. As  a more acceptable alternative to wholesale eradication, many cat rescue organizations or animal welfare societies have put a three-part scheme into practice. This involves trapping the cats without causing injury, neutering them (and ear-tagging them for future identiﬁcation), and returning them to the colony. Unfortunately, this often proves to be a temporary solution. The numbers of feral cats may fall for a time, but eventually unneutered cats will join the community and even a single breeding pair can restock the colony within a year.BARN CATSIn rural areas, feral cats are sometimes welcomed by farmers and other landowners as low-maintenance providers of rodent control in stables, barns, and feed stores. Some cat adoption centres have exploited this by oﬀering farmers feral cats that  they have collected and taken into care. Properly managed, such schemes can be  a satisfactory solution to the problem of feral colonies that have become too large  or need relocating because of health issues. Although the animals concerned are not regarded as pets, the people who “adopt” them must agree to provide minimum shelter, a small daily amount of cat food  to augment whatever prey is taken by hunting, and veterinary care if necessary.With the total population of feral cats worldwide estimated at around 100 million, conservationists are concerned about the effect colonies have on local wildlife. Islands are especially high-risk environments, with species such as ground-nesting birds being hunted by cats to the point of extinction. This was nearly the case with the kakapo, a rare ﬂightless parrot native to New Zealand, which was all but wiped out by introduced domestic predators such as cats and ferrets. The few remaining birds, although still critically endangered, are now protected in island sanctuaries that are entirely cat free.ENVIRONMENTALTHREAT
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CATS IN 
CULTURE
CHAPTER 2
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24Whether revered, reviled, or simply ignored, cats have in general not been served well by religious beliefs. Being regarded as sacred animals in pagan religions of the past may have placed cats among the gods, but for millions of them it also guaranteed  a sacriﬁcial death. With the rise of Christianity it became even more dangerous  for cats. Linked with devil worship, cats in Europe were nearly eradicated in the  Middle Ages by the Church’s campaign of persecution.Cats in religion
EGYPTIAN GODDESSThe earliest historical records linking cats with religion date back thousands of years to ancient Egypt. From around 1500, a cult associated with the cat-goddess Bastet (also known as Bast) began to gain ground. Bastet, originally worshipped as a lion-goddess, achieved enormous popularity  in her gentler form and had a devoted following, particularly among women.  In statues she was usually represented as a cat-headed woman, sometimes surrounded by a group of small cats or kittens. It is likely that the extreme veneration with which ancient Egyptians came  to regard cats had its origins  in the Bastet cult. When a family CATS IN CULTURE|  CATS IN RELIGIONFreya’s chariot catsNorse goddess of love and fertility, Freya had a particular afﬁnity with cats. Modern breeders like to associate the powerful pair that pulled her chariot with today’s Norwegian Forest Cat (see pp.222–23).cat died, the owners went into extravagant mourning and, if they were wealthy enough, buried their mummiﬁed and decorated pet  in an elaborate sarcophagus. Anyone who killed a cat, even by accident, risked being put to death.Paradoxically, such reverence did not  stop the mass slaughter of cats for religious reasons. Alongside numerous statuettes of symbolic cats, archaeological excavations  at ancient Egyptian sites turned up huge  cat cemeteries containing mummiﬁed cats  in their hundreds of thousands. X-ray examination of some of the bodies showed that the cats were young, hardly more than kittens, and had died from broken necks. These were clearly not household pets but victims of deliberate slaughter. Various studies have come to the conclusion that  the cats would have been kept by temple priests speciﬁcally for sacriﬁcial killing  and mummiﬁcation, and sold to pilgrims  as oﬀerings to the gods.SACRED ICONSOutside Egypt, cats never achieved comparable religious status, although they have appeared in subsidiary roles in some belief systems. The goddess Freya in the Norse pantheon was Mummiﬁed cat c.1st century ceThe preserved bodies of cats, intricately wrapped  in linen strips and topped with a head mask, were commonly sold at ancient Egyptian temples as  offerings to the cat-goddess Bastet.
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25Walking with lionsIn this late-Victorian painting by Sir William Blake Richmond, Venus, the Roman goddess of love, walks with a lion and lioness and turns winter into spring as she passes.CATS IN RELIGIONPeruvian pumaThis gold artefact depicting a puma had religious signiﬁcance for the Moche people of Peru, whose society ﬂourished between about 100 and 800ce. Puma gods were common  to many early American cultures.and was marked with an “M” on its forehead – the classic coat pattern seen in tabby cats – when the Madonna stroked it.The Christian Church’s centuries-long, well-documented prejudice against cats was probably at least partly driven  by a determination  to stamp out the remnants of earlier pagan beliefs. Church authorities viewed cats  as agents of the Devil, especially when they were kept by people believed  to be witches (see pp.26–27), and dealt with them mercilessly – maiming, torturing, hanging, and burning were among  the cruelties sanctioned. Persecution of cats reached its height in the Middle Ages and continued, astonishingly, into early modern times.ISLAMIC BLESSINGHistorically, out of all their connections with religions, cats have had the greatest acceptance in Muslim cultures, where treating animals with kindness is an a cat lover and drove a chariot pulled by  two enormous grey cats that had been given to her as a gift by Thor, the god of thunder. The ancient Romans were said to be great respecters of cats, the only animals allowed to enter their temples, and sometimes gave them preferential treatment as household  gods, symbols of home and safety.In the Americas, Indigenous civilizations knew nothing of domestic cats, which had yet to cross the Atlantic, but some of their deities were associated with big cats. Both the Mayans and the Incas worshipped gods who took the form of jaguars. In today’s major religions, cats as sacred icons remain few and far between. One exception is the Hindu goddess Shashthi, worshipped as a protector of children, who is often depicted riding a cat. In some branches  of Buddhism, the soul  of someone who has attained great spirituality is said on death to enter  the body of a cat. There  is also an old tradition of cats, especially white ones, being kept by Buddhist monks as temple guardians.CHRISTIAN PERSECUTIONUnlike many other animals,  cats are not mentioned anywhere in the Bible,  either for good or evil.  In a rare positive association between cats and Christianity, the 7th-century St Gertrude, abbess of a Benedictine order near Brussels, is regarded as the patron saint of cats; she is  sometimes portrayed holding  a cat – or surrounded by mice. There is some evidence that Gertrude, presumably thanks to her cats, had a reputation for keeping her abbey miraculously free of mice in an age plagued with vermin. Another happy association is the charming legend that a cat with its litter of kittens was present in the stable at the birth of Jesus, Temple residentMany Buddhist temples swarm with street cats like this one, which has found a home at Wat Phra Yai, near Pattaya in Thailand. Such animals are highly respected by the monks, who provide them with food and shelter.important part of Islamic teaching. The Prophet Muhammad, whose revelations  in the 7th century form the text of the  Holy Koran, set an example – there are many reports of the care and respect he gave to his own pets. In an Islamic version of the origins of the tabby forehead marking, the “M” is said to have been left by the Prophet’s touch.
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26Cats are enigmatic animals and there is a touch of magic about them. For people in the past, the magic was real, and the traits and behaviours that amuse and puzzle the owners of today’s indulged pets were once seen as unearthly, often malign. Myths and superstitions about cats, with countless variations, have had a wide currency and a long life, some lingering into modern times. Few countries do not have a tradition of a lucky (or unlucky) black cat.Myths and superstition
WITCH’S FAMILIARProwlers of the night – appearing and disappearing in the blink of an eye – cats were long believed to be supernatural creatures that walked with ghosts and evil spirits. The association of cats, particularly black  ones, with the  forces of darkness was widespread throughout medieval times and lasted into the 18th century. Many a harmless old woman who kept a cat for company was suspected of being a witch; it was believed that every witch had a “familiar” – a demon servant  in the form of a small animal, perhaps a  toad or a hare, or an owl, but often a cat. Even more alarming, an animal could be a shape-shifting witch in disguise, so it was prudent to guard your tongue in the presence of a strange cat. In Europe, millions of cats suﬀered the same hideous fate as anyone accused of witchcraft, being subjected  to trial by torture and burned alive if found guilty. LUCKY FOR SOMESuperstitions about black – or in some cultures, white – cats as omens of either good or  ill fortune are surprisingly persistent throughout much of the world. The beliefs are often contradictory, varying from one country or region to another, and can involve complicated conventions. For example, just the way a person encounters a black  cat can matter: whether it crosses someone’s path from right to left, or vice versa, may make all the diﬀerence between  a good day and a bad one. And while being approached by the cat brings luck, fortune takes a turn for the worse if the cat stalks oﬀ in the opposite direction. For the superstitious, in some parts of Europe and in the United States black cats  are unlucky. Many American rescue centres say they can be diﬃcult to rehouse. In Britain, black cats are considered lucky, much in favour as a subject for wedding-day keepsakes such as beribboned charms or whimsical ornaments. Japan is another country where black cats signify good luck, although here they take second place to the much-loved, multicoloured icon Maneki Neko – the “beckoning” cat. Ceramic ﬁgurines of this cat, with its doll-like face and raised paw, ﬁll souvenir shops and are commonly placed in doorways to welcome visitors. According  to legend, the original Maneki Neko was a temple cat that invited a passing feudal lord  to come in and take shelter, thereby saving him from being caught in a violent storm.REMARKABLE MAGIC POWERSThere are numerous myths linking cats  with the weather. It is said that a cat will raise a storm by clawing at the furniture,  and can predict rain by sneezing or washing behind his ears. Some of these tales may have originated with sailors, who not only need to keep a constant eye on the weather but also have a long-held reputation for being highly superstitious. Traditionally, seafarers kept  a cat aboard the ship for protection against the elements. Japanese mariners thought tortoiseshell cats worked best for giving advance warning of storms. A cat shipmate could also turn into a liability unless treated with care. It was the custom never to speak the animal’s name, otherwise trouble was guaranteed. If the worst happened and the cat fell overboard, nothing short of gales  and sinking could be expected to follow. The popular saying that cats have nine lives has endured since at least the 16th century. In 1595, William Shakespeare certainly thought it familiar enough to use as one of Mercutio’s quips in Romeo and Juliet, and at that time the notion was given some credence. Because of their quick reﬂexes and agility, twisting  in mid-air to right themselves after a fall,  cats do seem to have a remarkable ability  Bad reputationIn medieval Europe, cats were believed to be either witches in disguise or magical spirits working as intermediaries in the service of witches. Fear and distrust led to their wholesale slaughter.CATS IN CULTURE|MYTHS AND SUPERSTITIONWaving for luckFigurines of the lucky cat Maneki Neko are ubiquitous in Japan. If the cat’s right paw is raised it brings good luck; the left paw welcomes visitors or draws customers to a business.
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27MYTHS AND SUPERSTITIONto get themselves out of trouble. To earlier generations, this may well have seemed proof of unnatural powers that enabled a cat to begin a new life after a fatal accident. Although for much of their domestic history cats have had an image problem, they have occasionally been regarded as protective spirits. This has not necessarily been to their advantage. Across Europe, mummiﬁed bodies of cats have been found inside the fabric of old buildings, where  they were walled up in the belief that this would deter rats; and in both Europe and Southeast Asia, cats were buried in ﬁelds  to ensure good crops. Less gruesomely, silkworm farmers in China once used cats, or magical pictures of cats, as guardians of the developing silk cocoons. In rice-growing areas, an old tradition was to carry a cat around in a basket for each household to sprinkle with water to encourage the rains.Magical pictureIt was once the custom in China to use cats to guard valuable silkworms. A painting with magical properties was believed to work just as well, especially if the cats pictured were lucky tortoiseshells, such as these tortie and white cats.St Cadoc and the catThere are several old European legends about the Devil building a bridge and claiming the ﬁrst soul to cross it. Here, the Welsh saint Cadoc foils the Evil One by offering him a cat that crossed over before any human.
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28Folklore and fairy tales
CATS IN CULTURE|  FOLKLORE AND FAIRY TALESClever and helpful, or devious and downright sneaky, the cats in traditional folk tales have  a mixed reputation. The way they are represented reﬂects how people across generations  and in various countries have understood, and frequently misunderstood, the character of  the average domestic feline. The cat-and-mouse theme is especially prevalent and appears  in many cultures in old legends and stories that have proved remarkably enduring.UNIVERSAL TRUTHSEarly tales about cats appear in the collection of some 200 fables said to have been created by the former Greek slave Aesop (c.620–560). These stories were intended to illustrate universal truths, and the fable of Venus and the Cat makes the point that it  is impossible to change one’s true nature.  A cat, desperate to win the aﬀection of a young man, begs Venus, the Greek goddess of love, to change her into a beautiful girl. The wish is granted and a match is made, but after the wedding the bride forgets she is human and pounces on a mouse. Outraged, Venus changes her back into a cat. The old saying “belling the cat” – taking on a dangerous task – comes from another fable attributed to Aesop, The Mice in Council. The moral of the tale, as an old mouse points out, is that it is easier to suggest a risky venture than to ﬁnd someone to carry it out. FELINE PARTNERSCats are included in many of the folk tales collected and rewritten by the German scholars and master storytellers Jacob  and Wilhelm Grimm at the beginning  of the 19th century. In Cat and Mouse in Partnership, the couple of the title set up house together. The Mouse does the chores, while the greedy Cat devises an elaborate scam that involves eating all their winter provisions. “All gone,” cries the Mouse, suspicions belatedly aroused, before she, too, is gobbled up. As the story says, “that  is the way of the world”. However, the collaboration of cat, donkey, dog, and cockerel in another Grimm story, The Musicians of Bremen, is based on mutual respect. Making music with their own voices, the four companions use the combined  uproar – as well as claws, teeth, and feet – to scare oﬀ a band of robbers and appropriate their comfortable lodgings. It is not surprising that  in so many old stories  cats and mice are found together, because until  the late 19th century people kept cats primarily for vermin control. In regions as diverse as Europe, Africa, and the Middle East, traditional tales can be found about cats outwitting (and occasionally being outwitted by) mice and rats.FORTUNE HUNTERSIn fairy stories cats are good at hoodwinking humans, too. The arch-trickster has to be the eponymous Puss  in Boots. Originally an old French tale  (Le Chat Botté) by Charles Perrault, and ﬁrst published in 1697, Puss in Boots has Aesop’s catsAn 1887 version of Aesop’s Fables, told in simple  rhymes for young children, included two well-known  moral tales featuring cats: Venus and the Cat and The  Mice in Council. The inﬂuential English book illustrator Walter Crane (1845–1915) provided the engravings.Musical companionsWith his back arched, a cat takes his place among the four friends of the Grimm brothers’ Musicians of Bremen, immortalized in a bronze statue outside Bremen town hall. The landmark by sculptor Gerhard Marcks was installed in 1953.
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29FOLKLORE AND FAIRY TALESWhittington’s catIn an illustration from an edition of the Dick Whittington story published in the mid-19th century, Dick demonstrates his cat’s superlative rat-catching skills to the amazement of the King and Queen of Barbary.Postage PussA swashbuckling Puss in Boots featured on a French postage stamp issued in 1997. The image was taken from a 19th-century version of the story illustrated by Gustav Doré.long been popular as a Christmas pantomime. Wily Puss manages to pass oﬀ his poverty-stricken master as the noble Marquis of Carabas, who as penniless nobodies so often do in fairy tales, ends up marrying a king’s daughter. Through association Puss himself is well set up for life.Another well-loved pantomime  was created from the tale of Dick Whittington, a real person born in the mid-14th century who was several times elected Lord Mayor of London. There is no record that Whittington had a cat, but in the story he is accompanied by an intrepid rat-slayer who helps Dick to win fame and fortune. On Highgate Hill in London, the statue of a cat marks the spot where Dick, trudging home defeated in his ambitions, supposedly heard church bells telling him to turn around and try again.CAT TALESSome of the most engaging cat legends are interpretations of how and why cats look and behave as they do. The origins of the cat are explained in a tale of Noah’s  Ark. When Noah begged God to rid  the Ark of multiplying rats, God’s response was to make the lion sneeze – ejecting the very ﬁrst cat out of its nostrils. In another  Ark legend, the Manx cat (see pp.164–65), arriving late on board, lost its tail as Noah slammed the door shut on it. A fable from old Siam (now Thailand) tells the story of the Siamese cat’s tail. At one time, many Siamese cats had a distinctive kink in their tail and crossed eyes, traits that were later bred out as undesirable. According to the story, a Siamese cat guarding  a golden goblet for her king, clutched the treasure so tightly with her tail and watched it  for so long that she developed  a kinked tail and a squint.  A traditional Jewish folk tale explains why cats and dogs are age-old enemies. At the beginning of the world, the newly created cat and dog were friends while good times lasted. When winter came, the  cat sheltered in Adam’s house, but selﬁshly refused to share lodgings with the dog. Adam, exasperated by their quarrelling, foresaw that cats and dogs would never agree again.
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30Cats in literature
CLASSIC CATS Many cat stories and poems have become accepted as classics, losing nothing of their timeless appeal through translation into dozens of diﬀerent languages and countless editions. One of the most famous of all ﬁctional felines is the Cheshire Cat in Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865), the book that changed children’s literature for ever. This maddening and slightly eerie animal with its semidetached grin makes Alice “quite giddy” as it appears and evaporates at will. The proverbial expression “grinning like a Cheshire cat” was not coined by Carroll, and is known to predate Alice by more than half a century. Other cats – normal ones – have minor  roles in the second Alice story, Through  the Looking-Glass (1871), and a mischievous black kitten gets blamed for the adventure.The cats and kittens in Beatrix Potter’s tales were based on the cats that lived in  and around the author’s farmhouse in the English Lake District, but their characters probably owed something to the children she knew. In The Tale of Tom Kitten (1907), Tom and his sisters end up in disgrace for ruining their best clothes. But Tom fares even worse in The Tale of Samuel Whiskers (1908), when he is covered with dough and made into a “roly-poly pudding”, destined  to be dinner for a pair of rats. Potter’s  cats – among them, Tom, Tabitha, Miss Moppet, Simpkin from The Tailor of Gloucester (1903), and the ineﬃcient shopkeeper Ginger – have shared their familiar names with countless pets.Cheshire Cat grinAlice holds a confusing conversation with “Cheshire  Puss” – as she nervously addresses him – in John Tenniel’s immortal illustration for Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. The grinning cat, who declares himself mad, is one of the great icons of children’s ﬁction.CATS IN CULTURE|  CATS IN LITERATUREFor the most part, cats have been sidelined in adult literature, making appearances as major players largely in books for children. Some literary cats are more realistic than others, but even the most fantastic usually have qualities that are instantly recognizable as feline. Often, the creators of ﬁctional cats have used their own pets as a source of inspiration. 
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31Evil giantBehemoth, the colossal black cat that stalks on two legs through Bulgakov’s satire The Master and Margarita, is a not-very-well-respected servant of the Devil. He is named after the monster described in the Bible’s Book of Job. Dr Johnson’s “Hodge”With scattered oyster shells – the remains of his usual meal – at his feet, a bronze statue of Dr Samuel Johnson’s favourite cat, Hodge, sits outside his master’s house in a quiet London square.“The Cat that Walked by Himself”, in Rudyard Kipling’s Just So Stories (1902),  is cool, calculating, and self-possessed. “Waving his wild tail and walking by his wild lone”, he cleverly persuades a human family to give him a place at their ﬁreside. Unlike the already domesticated dog, horse, and cow, this cat is no friend, servant, or provider, but he knows how to honour a bargain and yet keep his independence.A modern book that has achieved near- classic status both in Britain and the United States is Barbara Sleigh’s Carbonel (1955), the story of a royal cat stolen from his rightful kingdom by a witch. Carbonel  is arrogant and touchy, and the two  children who help him to regain his  throne, getting mixed up with magic  and cat ﬁghts along the way, ﬁnd him a sometimes trying companion. Sleigh wrote two, less-acclaimed, sequels concerning  the adventures of Carbonel’s oﬀspring. The Cat in the Hat, the comical creation  of Theodor Giesel, who wrote as Dr Seuss, has taught generations of young children  to read. First published in the United States  in the 1950s and still going strong, this is one of several books featuring the scraggy anthropomorphic Cat, absurdly dressed  in a scarf and a tall, striped hat. A positive lord of misrule, the Cat, whose exploits are told in simple, cantering rhymes, causes wreckage and mayhem just to provide amusement for a couple of bored children  on a rainy day.DEMONS AND DETECTIVESIn ﬁction for adult readers, cats as major characters are rare. Of the few memorable examples, there can be none more frightful than the gigantic, demonic, gunslinging Behemoth in Mikhail Bulgakov’s chaotic and witty satire The Master and Margarita (published posthumously in 1967). And for sheer horror, there is little to beat Edgar Allan Poe’s short story “The Black Cat” (1843), in which a murdered cat haunts the drunken master who killed it.A subgenre of the detective novel with  a feline twist has become immensely popular in recent decades. Known loosely as “cat mysteries”, series after series of books, mostly variations on the theme of the small-town amateur sleuth with a canny cat partner, have been ﬂooding bookshelves alongside conventional crime ﬁction.CATS IN POETRY Poets rather than novelists have found inspiration in cats. Thomas Gray mourned  a pet in “Ode on the Death of a Favourite Cat Drowned in a Tub of Gold Fishes” (1748), while John Keats in “Sonnet to a Cat” (c.1818) paid aﬀectionate tribute to  a battered and asthmatic old reprobate,  and William Wordsworth (1770–1850)  was moved to versify about a kitten playing with leaves. More likely to be quoted than any of these is Edward Lear’s nonsense rhyme “The Owl and the Pussycat” (1871). Some of the most engaging modern cat Hemingway’s catsWriter and cat lover Ernest Hemingway kept polydactyl (extra-toed) cats at his home on Key West, Florida. Some 40 or 50 of their descendants, many of them polydactyl, live around what is now the Hemingway Museum.CATS IN LITERATUREpoems appear in Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats (1939) by T. S. Eliot. Like Lear, Eliot was writing for children, but  his shrewd and amusing portrayals of  feline personalities are enjoyed by all ages.THE WRITER’S MUSEMany writers, Eliot included, have kept  cats for company in their solitary working lives. The favourite of Dr Samuel Johnson, famed for his English dictionary (1755),  was Hodge, who is immortalized in a  statue outside Johnson’s house in London. In his novels, Charles Dickens (1812–70) sees cats as ﬁt associates for some of his nastier characters, but he was nevertheless  a cat lover, apparently keeping the stuﬀed paw of a much-missed pet on his desk. Ernest Hemingway (1899–1961) did not stuﬀ a paw from his six-toed cat Snowball, but her descendants live on as tourist attractions  at the writer’s house, now a museum,  in Key West, Florida. 
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