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How It Began

When my husband Séan and I acquired our first cats, Delphi and Liberty, twenty years ago, we did what we thought we were supposed to do. We began feeding them a high-quality dry food with suitably scientific-looking packaging. Every morning and every evening, we dutifully doled out the specified amounts using the scoop provided. So far, so joyless. They would sniff it with their beautiful noses, sometimes pat it with their dainty velvet paws. And then they might wander off, coming back to it later, maybe, sometime. See ya! Trees to climb, sofas to shred, more exciting stuff to do.

I can’t say my feelings weren’t hurt. I write recipes for humans for a living. I am used to people diving into my culinary offerings with glee. But here they were, these two snooty Burmese princesses, turning their noses up at the meals I was serving them. And who can blame them? Dried kibble. Every day. Wouldn’t you be a little put out? I know I would.

I began to feed them commercial wet food. This was an improvement – at least they looked happy to see me when I ventured into the kitchen, swirling around my ankles, rubbing their soft and eager little bodies against my calves in a hungry dance of pleasure. They would dive into their food, eating everything and clattering their bowls halfway across the floor as they licked every remaining morsel.

Then, because I can’t help myself, I began cooking for them too. If you come into my house, I am going to make you something to eat. Them’s the rules. It made me – and them – inordinately happy. I’ve rarely had such an enthusiastic response from my human friends to elaborate marinated, seasoned, garnished and otherwise primped-up dishes than I had from Delphi and Liberty to some simply poached chicken or steamed fish.

But cats can be a challenge. Unlike dogs, who are invariably ruled by their stomachs, cats can be fussy (or discerning, see here). They might like something to eat, or to chase a leaf with laser-focused concentration, or to bask in a puddle of sunshine on a chair by the window.

I am reminded of this daily when I look at my two dogs, Gracie and Barney, wolfing down their food, so much so that Gracie has to have a special bowl with a sort of maze in the bottom to stop her from guzzling her dinner without drawing a single breath. Meanwhile, Dixie, the elegant Burmese who currently deigns to live with us, eats with enormous grace and discernment. For her, elegance is refusal. And of course, I feel crestfallen if she rejects my offerings at mealtimes, but I have learned what she likes, and that’s a mixture of really good, complete, canned food, some of my special dinners, and the occasional homemade treat. Give the lady what she wants, I say. She is sleek and healthy and has the energy and spirit of a tiny tiger.

I am sharing with you here some of the favourite dishes and treats I have created for the five cats we have loved over the past two decades. And, because cats deserve all good things, I’ve included some simple craft projects too, to help them feel loved, happy and entertained. Sharing our home with our cats has given me so much pleasure over the years, so these offerings feel like a very small gesture of thanks for all their boundless affection. I hope your cats will enjoy them too.
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‘In ancient times, cats were worshipped
as gods. They have not forgotten this.’

Terry Pratchett
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Chapter one

THE CAT’S
LARDER

My cat Dixie is quite the connoisseur. She has her likes and dislikes – in fact, she is far more discerning than most of my human friends, and certainly more so than her canine brother and sister, Barney and Gracie. In this chapter, I’m sharing all the things I have on hand to keep her happy. It will arm you with all the information you need to start cooking for your own cat, whether she is a fussy feline or an enthusiastic glutton.
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WHAT TO EAT?

In the wild, cats are carnivores. They hunt and eat what they catch, and very few of their nutritional needs are met by eating plants. With my own cat, Dixie, I try to keep her diet as close as possible to the kinds of foods she might eat in the wild. I feed her a combination of fresh foods I make myself and commercial food with as short an ingredient list as possible. I go big on rabbit, chicken, duck and lamb, with the occasional bit of poached or canned fish or steamed prawns (shrimp). I keep the meat content of her diet as close to 90 per cent of what she eats as I can. And yes, I do give her the occasional treat, for training, bonding and as an expression of my boundless love for her dear, sweet, aristocratic self.

The reason I don’t cook all of Dixie’s food is that developing a complete feline diet is a very complex thing. To get it completely right involves grinding up bones and an animal dietician’s knowledge of which supplements might be required. I am not that person. If you think you might be, buy a good-quality meat grinder and seek professional advice. I feed my cat home-cooked food about 30 per cent of the time, with a high-quality commercial wet food such as Lily’s Kitchen or Nature’s Menu (Resources), which are grain free and very low in carbs, making up the balance of her food.



‘Dogs eat. Cats dine.’

Ann Taylor

Unlike dogs, cats can’t effectively digest a wide range of grains, fruits and vegetables. This is why, in theory, dogs can exist on a vegetarian diet and cats can’t. Cats need taurine and arginine, amino acids found exclusively in meat, and their absence can lead to heart problems, tooth decay and blindness. Therefore, it is absolutely vital to feed them food with a very high meat content.

In a lot of commercial cat food, cheap, carby fillers such as corn, wheat and rice are used in abundance. Make sure you examine the labels on the commercial foods you feed your cat. Cheaper foods often have very poor nutritional value and can lead to painful (and expensive) health problems further down the line. Look for something with a high meat content where the carbs come from vegetables and healthier grains such as millet, which is less likely to trigger allergic reactions (see Dealing with Allergies and Intolerances). It is important, too, that the food you choose is suitable for your cat’s life stage, from kitten, to adult (1–6 years), to senior (7 years and over).

[image: Illustration]

IS MY CAT FAT?

Overfeeding is a much more significant problem for cats than underfeeding. While we all might love a cuddly cat (Bagpuss Syndrome), we really are killing them with misguided kindness. Carrying too much weight – as with humans – can lead to quite serious health problems, from diabetes to cardiovascular disease, liver problems, arthritis and urinary tract disease, and there’s nothing cute about that. It’s quite sobering to think that around a third of Britain’s cats are technically obese.

To judge whether or not your cat is overweight, stand above her and look down. She should go in at the waist and when you look at her from the side, her belly shouldn’t sag. You should be able to feel her ribs, but not see them. If you are worried she is overweight – or underweight – check with your vet that there are no other underlying health problems and discuss what you can do to help your cat to return to slinky top form.

To help your cat to lose weight, start by cutting down on her food by between 10 and 15 per cent – much more than that can lead to liver problems. Cats have a very specific metabolic reaction to fasting or a rapid, dramatic reduction in their food intake, and a diet that is too heavily and quickly restricted can lead to hepatic lipidosis, or fatty liver disease.
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You should also try to increase her activity levels. I appreciate this isn’t quite so simple as it is with dogs, and it will require you to be a little more ingenious. However, even the laziest of cats can usually be lured into a little light exercise with the help of a length of ribbon, some puzzle toys containing the occasional, difficult-to-get-at treat, fishing-pole toys and perhaps a laser pointer (remember never to point this directly into anyone’s eyes, feline or human). If your cat is an indoor cat, it’s even more important to try to increase her activity as much as you can (and it will probably do you some good, too – after a difficult day, playing with Dixie and seeing the world through her eyes for a few minutes is one of the greatest stress-relievers I know).

HOW MANY TIMES A DAY SHOULD I FEED MY CAT?

Kittens with tiny tummies need three or four small meals each day, whereas adult cats are fine with being fed once or twice a day. With my cat Dixie, I prefer to feed her twice a day as I don’t like leaving out a lot of fresh food at a time (Why Free Feeding is Not a Good Idea), and also because mealtimes are such a good opportunity to bond with your cat. I don’t think I am ever more popular than when I am laying down a bowl of rabbit stew.

WHY FREE FEEDING IS NOT A GOOD IDEA

Shortly after we got married, my husband and I got our first kittens, Delphi and Liberty. We took them to their first check-up and our vet, Russell, gave us advice I have lived by ever since. He said, ‘They’re bonsai tigers and you should treat them as such, don’t forget about their essential nature in the wild.’

In the wild, cats hunt, then eat, then rest, then repeat. Their stomachs have not evolved to graze constantly through the day, but to eat and then fast – even if it’s only for a few hours. Free-grazing cats are more likely to be fat. Russell told us to replicate their natural eating pattern by putting down their food, giving them time to eat it, but then picking up anything they leave. Of course, this is particularly important if you are feeding them fresh food which might spoil and develop harmful bacteria, especially on hot days. Even if you are feeding them dry food, you should still remove their bowls after mealtimes. Whatever you are feeding them, it is absolutely vital that they have access to fresh water at all times.
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WET OR DRY?

[image: Illustration]

The appeal of dry, complete cat food is that it’s convenient and long-lasting, and for many years, vets encouraged their clients to serve dry food because it was thought to be better for cats’ teeth, although more recent research on this is inconclusive.

Generally speaking, cats find wet food more enticing and will eat it in one go (if they don’t, it’s possible you are leaving out too much
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