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To Pepper, Parker and Marnie.

Always remember that kind words can change somebody’s world, even if that somebody has four legs and a tail. Love you, love you, love you.
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Every effort has been made to ensure that the information in this book is accurate. The information may not be applicable in each individual case so it is advised that professional veterinary advice is obtained for specific health matters. Neither the publisher nor author accepts any legal responsibility for any injury or other damage or loss arising from the use of the information in this book.
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INTRODUCTION

If you’re here, I like you already. Anyone looking to better understand their cat is a perfect cat caregiver in my eyes. No one knows your cat better than you do, and this book is a window into your cat’s world. It will help you see things you may not have noticed before or perhaps look at things a bit differently. It’s a companion to help you strengthen that bond and deepen your understanding of feline behaviour.

Don’t you think it’s strange cats have a reputation for being aloof, fiercely independent and antisocial? That doesn’t fit the cats I share my home with. As I sit at my desk, my two companions are, of course, my little cats, Fig and Sparx, who – after the standard amount of wandering all over the keyboard – have settled beside me, Sparx asleep, Fig quietly purring in anticipation that I might pay him some attention – a look, a small word or a scratch behind the ears. Hardly antisocial.

Tarring all cats with the antisocial brush can cause problems. It leads less experienced cat owners to assume they are low-maintenance pets and can essentially take care of themselves. These myths seem to be held even more strongly by those that have never lived with a cat, leading to frustrating conversations like one friend insisting cats should only drink milk (despite being lactose intolerant), and another insisting cats and dogs can’t live happily together – essentially gaining all their knowledge of cat behaviour from an episode of Tom and Jerry.

We can all agree that cats are an enigma – they are not the easiest creatures to understand. They are fascinating and mysterious, retaining so much of their wild physiology and behaviour, while seemingly slotting in perfectly to domesticated life. Over eight million households in the UK own at least one cat – that’s over a quarter of all UK households – many of which have a cherished relationship with them. So why can’t they shake the reputation of being antisocial?

It’s because, as a species, cat social behaviour is determined by whether they feel they can trust you. Some live successfully as free-roaming feral cats, having little or no contact with people and are totally self-sufficient. These guys really are antisocial – although some wonderful people can carefully tame an individual in genuine need. Others – such as street cats – have some degree of contact with people. And then there are those that completely rely on us to provide their food and a safe place to live. These home-loving cats are rarely truly antisocial, but some people can cause a friendly cat to take a dislike to them by stroking too heavily or spooking them by moving too quickly. Every cat is different, but we need to accept that pet cats are not totally independent – they rely on us for survival and our role is to understand their specific needs and do what we can to meet them.

This book aims to help you do just that. It is about seeing the world from a cat’s point of view. It’s about empathy. It’s about forming a deep understanding of cats’ innate drives and motivations; and learning what your individual cat needs based on their genetics, experiences and current environment. When you know this, you know their struggles, what they want and how this influences their behaviour. This can help you understand your cat’s more challenging behaviour, why this behaviour has developed and why it persists. It can also help you identify ways to stop it. You can even prevent problems developing later – and, as with most things, prevention is better than cure.

It is not always easy to give your cat everything they need. Life is often hard and busy, and we may have other pressing commitments. After subjecting Fig and Sparx to three children, two house moves and a puppy, I understand. If you find yourself reading the information throughout this book and realising you have made mistakes or misunderstood your cat’s behaviour at times, you are not alone. We’ve all been there and that does not mean you are bad cat caregiver. Cats are renowned for being elusive, yet they have a reputation of being low maintenance and easy to look after. So even the very best and most dedicated carers can get it wrong sometimes, expecting the experience of understanding and living with a cat to be much more straightforward than it actually is.

Whether you’re in search of the solution to a particular problem or just looking to build a deeper understanding of cats, this book is a tool to help you feel more confident in understanding his or her needs (I will refer to both males and females interchangeably throughout), and to bring you closer to the pet you clearly care so much about.

Throughout this book you will learn how this previously solitary, wild predator has integrated itself into our homes and hearts. I will take you through the factors that shape a cat’s personality and how this influences their behaviour and your relationship. The third and biggest section of this book will help you to understand what your cat needs from you.

They are not so independent as they appear and big problems can arise both for you and your cat if they need more, or something different, than you are currently giving them. We will explore the special ways in which cats feel and think, and how we can provide them with the perfect home environment, minimise stress and be the person they trust most. You will find the answers to questions such as should you let your cat outside? Why should you neuter/spay? Can your cat live with other animals and how can you make this work?

Above all, this book is a celebration of how wonderful it is to share your life with the beautiful, yet often misunderstood, companion that is the cat. It will help you build a relationship that is sustainable and works for both of you. I am here to help you on your way to becoming the best caregiver you can be for your unique cat and to give them the life they would want if they could choose for themselves. Let’s embark on this journey together, to find out what your cat wishes you knew and how this can change what you can do for your cat.


part one

Understanding Your Cat
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Domestication

Feline domestication – a series of changes in the social behaviour of cats – has resulted in a mutually beneficial relationship between cats and humans. Your cat is descended from the African wildcat, a truly solitary species. However, today’s cats are no longer defined as solitary. Yes, the species as a whole is capable of living a solitary life, but cats are also capable of living in feline colonies or in a multispecies home. For the most part, they form strong relationships with us and potentially other species they live with, such as dogs. This does not mean that every cat is capable of living in these situations, but it does highlight how cats have adapted their social behaviour to thrive in the environment they find themselves in.

It was around ten thousand years ago, in the Middle East, that the domestication process began. Here, humans began creating settlements and building grain stores to feed the community. These grain stores attracted a steady supply of rodents, and, of course, cats soon followed. Not only did they hit the jackpot in terms of finding a reliable source of food, they inadvertently did humans a favour by protecting the grain. Their skill at keeping the rodent population under control was hugely appreciated, and so cats were encouraged to stay nearby and they took advantage of the available shelter. This sparked a change in the social behaviour of cats.

Cats began to spend more time around people, to stay closer to their food source – the rodents. The individuals that felt most comfortable with humans were more likely to nest and birth their kittens in closer proximity to the settlements. As a result, these kittens had the opportunity to get used to humans at a younger age, helping to drive domestication. These domesticated felines travelled the globe on ships and other vessels, keeping rodent populations on board under control.

The exact point at which the cat turns from mouser to companion can only be speculated on. Archaeologists have discovered feline remains buried alongside humans, and tombs decorated with artistic depictions of cats being worshipped as gods.

While the process of domestication brought cats and people together, it brought cats into closer proximity to each other too, and they were now competing for prey. This would have undoubtedly led to tension at first, but generally cats became more tolerant of each other, and the ancestors of the solitary African wildcat found they were able to live in harmonious groups.

Despite this, domestication hasn’t much changed the cat as a species. We encourage cats into our lives for a quality they already had – avid hunter – rather than needing to selectively breed them for this trait. Isn’t it ironic that now this is the behaviour we struggle with the most, with cats persecuted for hunting by those wanting to protect wildlife?

The process of domestication has been quite unintentional on both sides. Some will argue that cats are only semi-domesticated as we don’t control 100 per cent of their breeding and domestic cats are still able to mate with non-domestic cats – for example, the African wildcat. They do not work for us or have any desire to please us. Yet it continues to be a relationship that benefits us both; we provide a home, food and social interaction, and they provide us with companionship. You really do have a little wild animal in your home.
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The Sensory Cat

A cat’s senses are incredible, but they are totally different to our own. The world they experience is not the same world we are seeing, hearing and feeling. It’s hard to appreciate this when we live our lives so close to them, but your cat’s physiology is that of a super-effective hunter whose senses are primed to aid their natural hunting abilities and their survival.

I love to sit quietly and just watch cats being cats. When you take the time to do this, and really pay attention to their behaviour, you begin to notice how their senses have developed and how they process the information around them. Watching their ears swivel independently as they try to pinpoint the location of a sound, or seeing how their claws remain sheathed during play but are out during hunting, is a fascinating experience. Understanding how they interpret the world gives an insight into the ways the environment impacts on their behaviour, and allows you to tune in to what it is they need in their home to flourish.

eyes and eyesight

Your cat’s eyes are large in comparison to the size of her head, almost as big as human eyes, giving them their cute appearance. They help her hunt, so are adapted to seeing well in low light; perfect for hunting in those twilight hours when her prey is active. No wonder she is perfectly happy zooming around you in the early hours of the morning. This is down to the make-up of the rods and cones inside the eye and a pupil with the capability of opening to almost the size of the front of the eye so as to take in as much light as possible. In bright light, the pupil can shrink down to a thin slit to help protect the retina.

Cats are short-sighted (remember this when playing with her or handing her a treat) and not so good with colour, mainly seeing in blues and yellows and not so much in red. All those colourful cat toys are made to appeal to us, not our cats! Colour is largely irrelevant for a cat, it is movement that is important, and they are very sensitive to anything moving to help them detect nearby prey.

Have you noticed your cat’s eyes glowing in the dark? This is due to a layer at the back of her eye called the tapetum lucidum that acts as a mirror and bounces light back out, giving them a glowing appearance. It is one of the reasons cats have been so revered throughout history.

ears and hearing

Hearing is vital for effective hunting and a cat can hear much quieter noises than we can, such as a mouse rustling in the grass. This means we need to be aware of the louder noises in our home, such as the whirring of the washing machine or raised voices, as these will be much louder for her than they will for you. She can also hear a much higher frequency than we can, so can hear the ultrasonic sounds of prey animals. It is interesting that she can also hear low-frequency sounds too, so she is also able to hear and respond to your voice.

The shape of the ears helps to amplify sounds and each ear can rotate independently of each other to help them locate where the sound is coming from. It always makes me smile when I call Sparx and he doesn’t turn around but graces me with his attention from only one ear!

Nose and smell

Smell is much more important for your cat than it is for us, as she uses it when hunting, investigating new objects, checking food before eating and in communication, especially around her territory. Be aware that she may be upset by strong smells, such as air fresheners or strong perfumes, as she has a more sensitive sense of smell than we do.

As well as smelling using her nose, your cat has an additional organ used for detecting and analysing scent and any additional feline pheromones that may be present, particularly in urine marks or facial scent marks from other cats. This is called the vomeronasal or Jacobson’s organ and is located in the roof of a cat’s mouth, connected to both her nose and mouth. When using the vomeronasal organ, a cat will perform the flehmen response: opening her mouth and intently drawing the scent in using her tongue. She may do this from a few seconds to over a minute, and, when she looks up, you may catch her ‘flehmen face’ – open-mouthed with her bottom teeth exposed. My brother and I used to quietly get each other’s attention when we noticed our cat Lily was investigating a scent and would wait for her to look back at us with her cute, funny face even though, at the time, we had no idea then why she was doing it.

Mouth and taste

A cat’s mouth is primed for hunting, with her canine teeth designed for swift killing of her prey and molars and premolars for shearing and chewing meat. And her tongue is covered in little keratin barbs called papillae which are not just for sandpaper kisses but are ideal for ripping meat from bones when eating her prey.

Cats do not have such a complex sense of taste as we do, and they cannot detect anything sweet though they can detect umami, a savoury or meaty taste.

Whiskers

Cat’s whiskers are fascinating. They are long, stiff hairs found mainly around the muzzle (around twelve on each side), but also above the eyes and on the back of the front legs. They are usually black or white and sometimes a cat will have a mixture of the two – I love seeing a cat that has a single black whisker in among lots of white ones. But whiskers are more than just cute, they are essential sensory aids. You may be surprised to hear they help your cat to hunt. Since her eyesight is poor close-up, once she’s grabbed the prey, her whiskers take over, moving forward to touch the animal to help detect movement and guide her bite to exactly the right place.

They also help her to navigate her environment, as whiskers can detect air currents, to help gauge where objects are while moving through a room. Although whiskers do not contain nerve endings, they are embedded three times deeper into the skin than fur so should never be pulled out or cut.

Tail

The tail is used for balance when traversing high places like fence panels or mantelpieces. A cat will adjust the position of her tail to keep her from toppling down. And should she fall, it will help adjust her balance and right herself so she lands on her feet.

Paws and claws

Cat’s paws contain glands that leave scent marks behind on the things she scratches. She sweats through her paws too; you may notice she leaves tiny sweaty paw prints on the vet’s table if she’s worried about being there.

Her claws remain sheathed when she is relaxed, and she can choose to extend them when needed. This allows her to engage in boisterous play behaviours with littermates and other friendly cats without hurting them, but the claws will come out in an instant if needed to defend herself.

Fur/coat

A cat’s coat is normally made up of three types of fur – down fur, awn hair and guard hair – though the exact make-up will depend on the breed. Down fur is a layer of short, soft hairs that help regulate temperature. Breeds such as the Cornish Rex have only down hair. Awn hair makes up most of the visible fur and is responsible for giving your cat her coat colour. It also helps to keep her warm. Guard hairs are longer and coarser than awn hair and help keep the body dry as well as warm. These are the hairs that stand on end along her back or on her tail when she is fearful.
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