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				Cats are weird. In the thousands of years they have lived alongside us, weaving in between our shins and offering themselves up for treats and a clean litter tray, the cat has inveigled its way into the lives and loves of humankind. The bond between feline and human is undeniable, and they are adored and revered by almost every culture. But still . . . they are weird. 

				The cat will happily ignore its owner to jump into the lap of those that can’t quite bear them, triggering allergies or delivering the mangled corpse of a mouse. Thirsty? They will dip a paw in your last glass of water. Sleepy? They’ll knock over a plant pot at 3am and then mewl outside your bedroom door as the sun rises. It’s as if they can see inside your mind. No wonder they have long been suspected of having supernatural, satanic powers. Their indifference knows no bounds: while a dog might drag you from a burning building, a cat might lick its butthole while you go up in flames. 

				All this is not to do the cat a disservice, and it is easy to pit canines and felines against each other. But, in acknowledging cat-weirdness, we can underline how truly magical it is when they do indeed fall in love with you. What’s more, their incredible acts of bravery, inspiration and survival can be truly awe-inspiring in their unlikeliness. 

				Through 50 stories, this book is a celebration of the not-so-humble cat in all its sharp-clawed glory. Meet the cats who inspired great artists and musicians, from Andy Warhol and Salvador Dalí to Carole King and Joni Mitchell, and those felines who inspired literary greats, like Edgar Allan Poe’s darling Catterina, C. S. Lewis’s Cheshire Cat and Hemingway’s cat colonies. Others have predicted the future to avoid bomb strikes in the Blitz or sensed when a human is about to pass away. There is Snowball, who helped solve a murder in a remote island community; Tama, the cat that oversees a railway service that reinvigorated a town; and Mačak, who inspired 
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				Nikola Tesla to follow his passion for electricity and make his most important discoveries. 

				Meet feline war heroes, film stars, record-breaking mouse-killers and cat-fighters of homophobia. And discover other cats of note who have not been quite as heroic or helpful – there are cat-clones, cats with the power of human mind-control, wise-cracking witches’ familiars and alien-fighting reluctant movie stars. One slaughtered an entire species, and others simply won awards as being the oldest, hairiest or grumpiest cats in the world. And at least one is famous for getting (accidentally) high with Nicolas Cage. 

				Cats have always walked the line between self-sufficiency and neediness, padding delicately into the lives of their chosen human, who becomes both their guardian and servant. Life with a cat is not easy, and even the most-loved cat owner is often covered in scratches, and yet we adore them (there are few things more heart-breaking than whispering “pspsps” to a cat and being ignored). These 50 stories remind us of the true nature of this independent, mysterious animal that looms as large in ancient myth and legend as it does in our own living rooms. If they have any message for us at all, it is surely to “stay weird”.
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				In the 1960s France was keen to set its first paw in space. The nation’s Centre d’Enseignement et de Recherches de Médecine Aéronautique (CERMA) had already sent three live rats into the stratosphere, but the more complicated task of feline re-entry was its goal. CERMA scientists herded 14 cats through a gruelling training programme, waiting to see which feline astronaut would shine out. They found their hero in “tuxedo cat” Félicette, a small black and white former stray. So, in 1963 they set about sending her to the stars. 

				Félicette had spent her early years delicately sniffing and scavenging the aromatic alleyways of Paris before finding herself as France’s best hope of winning the space race. In 1957 the Russians had already sent a dog, Laika, into 

				orbit (although the tragic end – poor Laika was never meant to return alive – somewhat dampened public support for space exploration), followed by Ham, a chimpanzee, in 1961. Now it was French Félicette’s turn. From the launch site in Hammaguir, Algeria, Félicette (then known by the moniker C341) was strapped inside a Véronique rocket and blasted off for a suborbital trip of five minutes of weightlessness, returning to Earth moments later. 

				Much like Laika, little Félicette’s vitals were measured via medical implants and, although she made it home unscathed, she met an abrupt end at the hands of CERMA for vivisection a few months after arriving home. From a contemporary viewpoint, space exploration and animal rights have long had something of a 
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				toxic relationship. Are animals truly expendable in the pursuit of scientific endeavour? Should we test our own human safety with the living bodies of our animal friends? For all their heroic places in history, intergalactic animals have suffered greatly for our own gains; creatures like Félicette and her training mates were a casualty in our feverish need to go where no cat has gone before. 

				Although celebrated at the time, Félicette’s sacrifice soon 

				slipped from the public consciousness . . . until the rediscovery of her story in recent times. A publicly funded bronze statue by sculptor Gill Parker was unveiled in 2019 at the International Space University near Strasbourg, 250 miles from Paris, where France’s best-travelled cat spent her prowling years. The bronze statue depicts little Félicette perched upon the Earth, sniffing up at the stars. 
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				The greatest artists, composers and designers are enslaved to their muses, and the relationship between Karl Lagerfeld (1933–2019) and Choupette was indeed one of utter devotion, indulgence and inspiration. When the legendary fashion designer and man-at-the-helm of Chanel first saw Choupette’s pale sapphire eyes, smoky grey fur and delicate, quizzical face, his world was transformed. With his infamous icy demeanour, which was a longstanding part of his personal brand, many of the designer’s friends and fans were shocked at how a simple Birman cat melted Lagerfeld’s heart. 

				Born on 15 August 2011, Choupette originally belonged to Baptiste Giabiconi, a thrillingly handsome French model who had been gifted the pompom-like Birman kitten as a birthday treat, and it was Baptiste who named 

				her Choupette. Months later, Lagerfeld was tasked with looking after the cat while Baptiste took a brief Christmas trip, but when he returned to collect Choupette, all was not well in chez Lagerfeld. Baptiste initially struggled to understand his friend’s grumpiness, but within a week it had dawned on him what he had to do. He knocked on Karl’s front door and handed over Choupette, who had clearly become indispensable to the fabled designer. Lagerfeld was delighted: he had been reunited with this unexpected muse. But it was Stephen Gan of V magazine who inadvertently made Choupette the star she was always going to be. Posting an image of the kitten taken at Lagerfeld’s apartment, the story of a titan of design and his newfound love of a cute kitten went viral. Soon Choupette became her own brand – a sort of kitty influencer, with 
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